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Dedication
I dedicate this book to my children, my grandchildren and all who come after. My prayer for them and their families is that the true Word of God may become as precious to them as it is to me, and my hope is that one day I will see them all on the other side of that door.
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Church Unity, Conflict & Relationships • Marriage & Family • God’s Love • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


Love – of Spouse
Marriage, Love & Commitment • Marriage & Family • God’s Love • Discipleship & Christian Living


Walking it Like we Talk it
Christian Witness & Conduct • Hypocrisy & Integrity • Discipleship & Christian Living • Discipline & Obedience


Lent: The Reason for the Cross
Lent & Ash Wednesday • Cross & Atonement • Salvation & Eternal Life • Sacrifice & Self-Denial


Ash Wednesday
Lent & Ash Wednesday • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Sacrifice & Self-Denial • Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation
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Ash Wednesday
Lent & Ash Wednesday • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Sacrifice & Self-Denial • Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation


Leaven
Passover, Leaven & Unleavened Bread • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Covenant, Law & Grace


Abraham
Abraham & Isaac • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Sacrifice & Self-Denial


Refinishing
Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation • Spiritual Growth & Maturity • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness


The Last Supper
Last Supper & Communion • Passover, Leaven & Unleavened Bread • Covenant, Law & Grace • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts


Eyes – Blindness
Spiritual Sight & Discernment • Conversion & New Life • Light & Darkness • Saul / Paul


“Watch and Pray”
Prayer & Intercession • Watchfulness & Readiness • Spiritual Warfare • Discipline & Obedience


Palm Sunday – The Reason for Jesus
Palm Sunday & Holy Week • Cross & Atonement • Messiah & Fulfillment • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness


Peter’s Denial – Part 1
Peter: Failure, Grace & Restoration • Fear & Courage • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


Peter – Part 2
Peter: Failure, Grace & Restoration • Forgiveness & Reconciliation • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts • Discipleship & Christian Living


Destiny — Our Road of Life
Road, Journey & Destiny • Regret, Choices & Second Chances • God’s Plan & Purpose • Guidance & God’s Leading


After Easter
Resurrection & Easter • Peter: Failure, Grace & Restoration • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


After Easter – 2
Resurrection & Easter • Peter: Failure, Grace & Restoration • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


Parable of the Clean House & Evil Spirits
Spiritual Warfare • Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Bondage, Addiction & Freedom


Gossip
Gossip & Speech • Church Unity, Conflict & Relationships • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


Spinning Our Wheels
Perseverance & Frustration • God’s Plan & Purpose • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts


SIN
Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Judgment & Mercy


SIN – Part 2
Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Covenant, Law & Grace • Salvation & Eternal Life • Judgment & Mercy


Time – Progress
Time, Aging & Mortality • Technology & Human Progress • Babel & Human Ambition


Changing — When Life Doesn’t Go the Way We Want It To
Change & Transition • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • God’s Plan & Purpose • Perseverance & Frustration


Jealousy
Jealousy, Envy & Fairness • Contentment & Gratitude • Covenant, Law & Grace


Planting Seed
Seed, Sowing & Reaping • Evangelism & Witness • Obedience & Surrender • God’s Plan & Purpose


Pentecost – Laodicea
Pentecost • Holy Spirit • Laodicea & Spiritual Lukewarmness • Church Renewal


Pentecost – New Birth
Pentecost • Holy Spirit • New Birth & Baptism • Spiritual Sight & Discernment


The Holy Spirit – Yielding
Holy Spirit • Obedience & Surrender • Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness


Memorial Day
Grief, Death & Hope • Salvation & Eternal Life • Prayer & Intercession • Judgment & Mercy


The New Birth
New Birth & Baptism • Holy Spirit • Salvation & Eternal Life • Kingdom of God


God is in Control
God’s Sovereignty & Control • God’s Plan & Purpose • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Time, Aging & Mortality
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Prayer for the Lost
Prayer & Intercession • Evangelism & Witness • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • Guidance & God’s Leading


Father’s Day
Fatherhood & Family • Discipline & Obedience • God’s Love • Forgiveness & Reconciliation


Trust
Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • God’s Sovereignty & Control • Job


Calling a Pastor — Friction in the Church
Church Leadership & Pastors • Church Unity, Conflict & Relationships • Change & Transition • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts


The Flag of the USA
Patriotism, Freedom & Public Life • Civil Rights, Justice & Courage • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism


Spiritual Warfare 1
Spiritual Warfare • Armor of God • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness


Spiritual Warfare 2
Spiritual Warfare • Armor of God • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • Peace & the Gospel


Spiritual Warfare 3
Spiritual Warfare • Armor of God • Scripture & the Word • Holy Spirit


Freedom
Bondage, Addiction & Freedom • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Patriotism, Freedom & Public Life • Christian Witness & Conduct


Bondage and Addiction
Bondage, Addiction & Freedom • Materialism & Possessions • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Obedience & Surrender


The Holy Spirit
Holy Spirit • Spiritual Cleansing & Transformation • Conversion & New Life


Learning to Trust Through Testing and Trials
Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • God’s Sovereignty & Control • Healing, Illness & Pain


Israel & Islam
Israel, Judaism & Islam • Covenant, Law & Grace • Prophecy & Revelation • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism


Sowing and Reaping
Seed, Sowing & Reaping • Consequences & Responsibility • Stewardship & Priorities


Why?
Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Job • God’s Sovereignty & Control


Bible Prophecy
Prophecy & Revelation • End Times & Second Coming • Bible Study & Hidden Treasure • Spiritual Sight & Discernment


Reminiscing
Time, Aging & Mortality • Remembrance & Legacy • God’s Plan & Purpose


Stewardship of Time
Stewardship & Priorities • Time, Aging & Mortality • Mary & Martha • Procrastination & Readiness


Trusting God’s Plan
God’s Plan & Purpose • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts • Change & Transition


Forgiveness
Forgiveness & Reconciliation • Church Unity, Conflict & Relationships • God’s Love • Grace & Mercy


True Contentment
Contentment & Gratitude • Materialism & Possessions • Meaning & Purpose • Stewardship & Priorities


Power in Praise
Praise & Worship • Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Job


Signs of the End Times
End Times & Second Coming • Prophecy & Revelation • Watchfulness & Readiness • Spiritual Warfare


Fire
Fire, Refining & Purification • Holy Spirit • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?”


Getting Ready to Move
Change & Transition • Materialism & Possessions • Obedience & Surrender • Time, Aging & Mortality


Procrastination
Procrastination & Readiness • Stewardship & Priorities • End Times & Second Coming • Materialism & Possessions


Katrina — When Bad Things Happen
Natural Disasters • Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • God’s Sovereignty & Control • Trust, Worry & Anxiety


Being Ready for the Bridegroom
End Times & Second Coming • Watchfulness & Readiness • Bride of Christ • Prophecy & Revelation


Creation vs. Evolution
Creation, Evolution & Science • Scripture & the Word • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism


Living Water
Living Water • Holy Spirit • Spiritual Thirst & Renewal • Laodicea & Spiritual Lukewarmness


Living Water 2
Living Water • Holy Spirit • Fruitfulness & Abiding in Christ • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts
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Measuring
Body of Christ & Spiritual Family • Spiritual Growth & Maturity • Holy Spirit • God’s Plan & Purpose


Priorities
Stewardship & Priorities • Remembrance & Legacy • Spiritual Growth & Maturity • Meaning & Purpose


Radical Islam
Israel, Judaism & Islam • Patriotism, Freedom & Public Life • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Christian Witness & Conduct


Katrina – Aftermath
Natural Disasters • Suffering, Trials & the Question “Why?” • Neighbor Love, Compassion & Service • God’s Sovereignty & Control


The Allegory of the Cave
Spiritual Sight & Discernment • Light & Darkness • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Evangelism & Witness


Hiding from God
Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Cross & Atonement • Grace & Mercy • Salvation & Eternal Life


Priorities
Stewardship & Priorities • Meaning & Purpose • Fruitfulness & Abiding in Christ • Materialism & Possessions


The True Treasures
Materialism & Possessions • Stewardship & Priorities • Kingdom of God • Contentment & Gratitude


Trusting God
Trust, Worry & Anxiety • God’s Sovereignty & Control • Guidance & God’s Leading • Faith, Belief & Unbelief


Satan’s Half-Truths
Spiritual Warfare • Truth, Culture & Moral Relativism • Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Spiritual Sight & Discernment


Bearing Fruit
Fruitfulness & Abiding in Christ • Spiritual Growth & Maturity • Discipleship & Christian Living • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts


Contentment
Contentment & Gratitude • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Stewardship & Priorities


God is Good
God’s Love • Grace & Mercy • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • God’s Sovereignty & Control


The Prodigal Son
Prodigal Son • Forgiveness & Reconciliation • Grace & Mercy • Family & Relationships


Perseverance
Perseverance & Frustration • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • Spiritual Growth & Maturity • Trust, Worry & Anxiety


Repentance and Restoration
Sin, Repentance & Righteousness • Forgiveness & Reconciliation • Conversion & New Life • Grace & Mercy


Thanksgiving
Contentment & Gratitude • Praise & Worship • Remembrance & Legacy • Stewardship & Priorities


Tribute to Irene
Grief, Death & Hope • Remembrance & Legacy • Prayer & Intercession • Healing, Illness & Pain


Riches, Gratitude, Complacency and Contentment
Contentment & Gratitude • Materialism & Possessions • Stewardship & Priorities • Praise & Worship


Fear
Fear & Courage • Trust, Worry & Anxiety • Peace & the Gospel • God’s Sovereignty & Control


Advent
Christmas & Advent • Watchfulness & Readiness • End Times & Second Coming • Salvation & Eternal Life


Advent
Christmas & Advent • Watchfulness & Readiness • Faith, Belief & Unbelief • End Times & Second Coming


The Humanity of Mary & Joseph
Christmas & Advent • Messiah & Fulfillment • Family & Relationships • Obedience & Surrender


Light
Light & Darkness • Christmas & Advent • Messiah & Fulfillment • Cross & Atonement


The True Light
Light & Darkness • Christmas & Advent • Messiah & Fulfillment • Salvation & Eternal Life


Merry Christmas
Christmas & Advent • Christian Witness & Conduct • Materialism & Possessions • Body of Christ & Spiritual Family


Christmas Through the Eyes of the Gift
Christmas & Advent • Salvation & Eternal Life • Grace & Mercy • God’s Love


Teaching our Children
Parenting & Teaching Children • Youth & Faith Formation • Family & Relationships • Christian Witness & Conduct


Farewell Message
Change & Transition • Remembrance & Legacy • Service, Calling & Spiritual Gifts • God’s Plan & Purpose
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Old Testament

Genesis Exodus Leviticus Numbers Deuteronomy Joshua Judges 1 Samuel 2 Samuel 1 Kings 2 Kings 1 Chronicles 2 Chronicles Nehemiah Job Psalms Proverbs Ecclesiastes Isaiah Jeremiah Lamentations Ezekiel Daniel Hosea Joel Amos Jonah Micah Nahum Zechariah Malachi

Genesis


	Genesis 1 — Vol. 1 — 50. Light; Vol. 1 — 115. God as Our Lighthouse; Vol. 4 — Creation vs. Evolution

	Genesis 1:1–3 — Vol. 1 — 50. Light; Vol. 1 — 82. More on Light

	Genesis 1:2–3 — Vol. 1 — 115. God as Our Lighthouse

	Genesis 1:14–15 — Vol. 1 — 82. More on Light

	Genesis 1:31 — Vol. 2 — Changes – God’s Love

	Genesis 2 — Vol. 1 — 108. Independence Day

	Genesis 2:7 — Vol. 1 — 54. The Potter and the Clay

	Genesis 2:22–24 — Vol. 1 — 52. Valentine’s Day

	Genesis 2:24 — Vol. 1 — 43. The Ten Commandments – Part VII

	Genesis 3 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Genesis 3:1 — Vol. 1 — 103. Weeds – The Deceiver

	Genesis 3:4 — Vol. 1 — 103. Weeds – The Deceiver

	Genesis 3:6 — Vol. 1 — 103. Weeds – The Deceiver

	Genesis 3:12 — Vol. 1 — 25. Sin – What is it?

	Genesis 3:13 — Vol. 1 — 25. Sin – What is it?

	Genesis 3:17 — Vol. 1 — 17. Pain and suffering; Vol. 2 — Changes – God’s Love

	Genesis 3:23 — Vol. 1 — 18. Love – part I

	Genesis 4 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Genesis 4:9 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Genesis 4:10 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Genesis 4:13 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Genesis 9:6 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Genesis 11 — Vol. 3 — Time – Progress

	Genesis 12:1 — Vol. 5 — Katrina – Aftermath

	Genesis 15 — Vol. 5 — Radical Islam

	Genesis 15:13 — Vol. 3 — Ash Wednesday

	Genesis 16 — Vol. 5 — Radical Islam

	Genesis 17 — Vol. 5 — Radical Islam

	Genesis 21 — Vol. 5 — Radical Islam

	Genesis 21:12 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22:2 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22:6 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22:6–8 — Vol. 1 — 95. Lent III – Trusting (Abraham and Isaac); Vol. 3 — Abraham

	Genesis 22:7–8 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22:12 — Vol. 3 — Abraham

	Genesis 22:12–14 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 22:13–14 — Vol. 3 — Abraham

	Genesis 22:14 — Vol. 1 — 95. Lent III – Trusting (Abraham and Isaac)

	Genesis 22:18 — Vol. 1 — 2. Abraham and Isaac

	Genesis 25 — Vol. 5 — Radical Islam

	Genesis 32 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Genesis 32:29 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Genesis 39:2 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Genesis 39:23 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Genesis 45:5 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Genesis 45:7 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Genesis 50:17–21 — Vol. 1 — 17. Pain and suffering



Exodus


	Exodus 3:1–7 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Exodus 3:5 — Vol. 1 — 123. The Lord’s Prayer

	Exodus 3:7–8 — Vol. 1 — 106. Waiting on God

	Exodus 3:10–14 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Exodus 3:13 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Exodus 3:13–14 — Vol. 1 — 123. The Lord’s Prayer

	Exodus 3:14 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Exodus 4 — Vol. 1 — 85. Becoming as Little Children

	Exodus 5:22–23 — Vol. 1 — 87. Trusting in God’s Plan and Timing

	Exodus 12 — Vol. 3 — Leaven

	Exodus 12:40–41 — Vol. 3 — Ash Wednesday

	Exodus 14:15–16 — Vol. 1 — 87. Trusting in God’s Plan and Timing

	Exodus 20 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Exodus 20:1–5 — Vol. 1 — 38. The Ten Commandments – Part II

	Exodus 20:7 — Vol. 1 — 39. The Ten Commandments – Part III

	Exodus 20:8–11 — Vol. 1 — 40. The Ten Commandments – Part IV

	Exodus 20:12 — Vol. 1 — 41. The Ten Commandments – Part V; Vol. 1 — 105. Another Father’s Day

	Exodus 20:13 — Vol. 1 — 36. Obedience; Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Exodus 20:14 — Vol. 1 — 43. The Ten Commandments – Part VII

	Exodus 20:15 — Vol. 1 — 36. Obedience; Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII

	Exodus 20:16 — Vol. 1 — 45. The Ten Commandments – Part IX

	Exodus 20:17 — Vol. 1 — 46. The Ten Commandments – Part X

	Exodus 22 — Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII

	Exodus 23:13 — Vol. 1 — 88. Regret – Learning From our Mistakes

	Exodus 24:6–8 — Vol. 1 — 104. Pentecost

	Exodus 24:12 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Exodus 24:15–17 — Vol. 1 — 104. Pentecost

	Exodus 26:31–33 — Vol. 1 — 55. The Curtain

	Exodus 31:18 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Exodus 34 — Vol. 4 — Father’s Day

	Exodus 34:6 — Vol. 1 — 63. Father’s Day

	Exodus 34:22 — Vol. 1 — 61. Pentecost



Leviticus


	Leviticus 4 — Vol. 1 — 74. Learning from Mistakes

	Leviticus 9 — Vol. 4 — Fire

	Leviticus 16:15–16 — Vol. 1 — 55. The Curtain

	Leviticus 19:11 — Vol. 1 — 45. The Ten Commandments – Part IX

	Leviticus 20:8 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Leviticus 23 — Vol. 3 — Pentecost – Laodicea

	Leviticus 23:16 — Vol. 1 — 61. Pentecost



Numbers


	Numbers 24:17 — Vol. 1 — 16. Epiphany

	Numbers 24:19 — Vol. 1 — 16. Epiphany

	Numbers 32:23 — Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII; Vol. 1 — 101. Downsizing – Priorities

	Numbers 35:33 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI



Deuteronomy


	Deuteronomy 1:31 — Vol. 1 — 63. Father’s Day; Vol. 4 — Father’s Day

	Deuteronomy 1:32–33 — Vol. 1 — 65. The Fork in the Road

	Deuteronomy 5 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Deuteronomy 5:11 — Vol. 1 — 39. The Ten Commandments – Part III

	Deuteronomy 5:16 — Vol. 1 — 41. The Ten Commandments – Part V

	Deuteronomy 5:17 — Vol. 1 — 42. The Ten Commandments – Part VI

	Deuteronomy 5:18 — Vol. 1 — 43. The Ten Commandments – Part VII

	Deuteronomy 5:19 — Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII

	Deuteronomy 5:20 — Vol. 1 — 45. The Ten Commandments – Part IX

	Deuteronomy 5:21 — Vol. 1 — 46. The Ten Commandments – Part X

	Deuteronomy 5:29 — Vol. 1 — 22. Sowing and Reaping

	Deuteronomy 5:32–33 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Deuteronomy 5:33 — Vol. 1 — 22. Sowing and Reaping

	Deuteronomy 6:2 — Vol. 1 — 41. The Ten Commandments – Part V

	Deuteronomy 6:4–9 — Vol. 1 — 22. Sowing and Reaping; Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Deuteronomy 6:7 — Vol. 1 — 105. Another Father’s Day

	Deuteronomy 8 — Vol. 1 — 126. The Lord’s Prayer

	Deuteronomy 10 — Vol. 2 — The “New Covenant”

	Deuteronomy 10:12 — Vol. 1 — 88. Regret – Learning From our Mistakes

	Deuteronomy 11 — Vol. 2 — The “New Covenant”

	Deuteronomy 11:26 — Vol. 1 — 71. Jesus – Our Foundation

	Deuteronomy 16:3 — Vol. 2 — Feast of Unleavened Bread

	Deuteronomy 16:9–10 — Vol. 1 — 61. Pentecost; Vol. 1 — 104. Pentecost

	Deuteronomy 19:16–19 — Vol. 1 — 45. The Ten Commandments – Part IX

	Deuteronomy 21:23 — Vol. 1 — 3. The Cross; Vol. 1 — 56. The Crucifixion; Vol. 2 — Lent: The Reason for the Cross

	Deuteronomy 30:19–20 — Vol. 1 — 37. The Ten Commandments – Part I

	Deuteronomy 32:3–4 — Vol. 1 — 69. The Rock

	Deuteronomy 32:4 — Vol. 2 — Earthquake in Haiti – Where was God?

	Deuteronomy 32:47 — Vol. 1 — 70. “I AM”

	Deuteronomy 33:12 — Vol. 1 — 114. “The Purpose Driven Life”

	Deuteronomy 34 — Vol. 4 — Reminiscing



Joshua


	Joshua 1:9 — Vol. 1 — 68. My Grace is Sufficient for You

	Joshua 6 — Vol. 1 — 101. Downsizing – Priorities

	Joshua 6:18 — Vol. 1 — 101. Downsizing – Priorities

	Joshua 7:11 — Vol. 1 — 101. Downsizing – Priorities



Judges


	Judges 13 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Judges 13:17 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Judges 13:18 — Vol. 1 — 31. God’s Name – “I Am”

	Judges 21:25 — Vol. 3 — SIN



1 Samuel


	1 Samuel 3:1 — Vol. 3 — SIN

	1 Samuel 13:14 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping



2 Samuel


	2 Samuel 11 — Vol. 5 — Repentance and Restoration

	2 Samuel 11:27 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping



1 Kings


	1 Kings 2:2–4 — Vol. 1 — 41. The Ten Commandments – Part V

	1 Kings 3:5 — Vol. 1 — 83. The Wise Men

	1 Kings 9 — Vol. 1 — 41. The Ten Commandments – Part V

	1 Kings 10 — Vol. 2 — Belief vs Unbelief; Vol. 5 — Priorities

	1 Kings 11:3 — Vol. 1 — 32. Belief vs Unbelief

	1 Kings 18 — Vol. 4 — Fire

	1 Kings 18:38 — Vol. 4 — Fire



2 Kings


	2 Kings 6 — Vol. 1 — 5. Angels



1 Chronicles


	1 Chronicles 16:25–26 — Vol. 1 — 38. The Ten Commandments – Part II

	1 Chronicles 28 — Vol. 4 — Prayer for the Lost

	1 Chronicles 29:10–13 — Vol. 1 — 130. The Lord’s Prayer



2 Chronicles


	2 Chronicles 1 — Vol. 1 — 83. The Wise Men

	2 Chronicles 3:1 — Vol. 3 — Abraham

	2 Chronicles 3:14 — Vol. 1 — 55. The Curtain

	2 Chronicles 7:4 — Vol. 1 — 34. Wakeup Call

	2 Chronicles 7:14 — Vol. 1 — 39. The Ten Commandments – Part III; Vol. 1 — 99. National Day of Prayer

	2 Chronicles 9:22 — Vol. 1 — 32. Belief vs Unbelief



Nehemiah


	Nehemiah 8:10 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy



Job


	Job 1 — Vol. 4 — Trust

	Job 2:9 — Vol. 1 — 28. Forgiving God

	Job 10 — Vol. 4 — Why?

	Job 13:15 — Vol. 1 — 94. Lent - Part II

	Job 23 — Vol. 4 — Trust

	Job 23:10 — Vol. 1 — 17. Pain and suffering; Vol. 1 — 28. Forgiving God

	Job 38:1 — Vol. 4 — Trust



Psalms


	Psalms 8:3–4 — Vol. 1 — 70. “I AM”; Vol. 1 — 121. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 14:2–3 — Vol. 1 — 91. Answers to Questions – Part III

	Psalms 14:3 — Vol. 2 — Road of Life; Vol. 3 — SIN

	Psalms 18:1–3 — Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 18:2 — Vol. 1 — 69. The Rock

	Psalms 19:1 — Vol. 1 — 70. “I AM”

	Psalms 22 — Vol. 1 — 56. The Crucifixion

	Psalms 23 — Vol. 1 — 112. The Good Shepherd

	Psalms 23:4 — Vol. 1 — 112. The Good Shepherd; Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 24:1 — Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII

	Psalms 25:10 — Vol. 1 — 28. Forgiving God

	Psalms 27:1–5 — Vol. 1 — 34. Wakeup Call

	Psalms 27:10 — Vol. 1 — 63. Father’s Day

	Psalms 27:14 — Vol. 1 — 34. Wakeup Call

	Psalms 28:7 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 29:2 — Vol. 1 — 39. The Ten Commandments – Part III

	Psalms 30:5 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 32 — Vol. 5 — Repentance and Restoration

	Psalms 32:3–5 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Psalms 32:8 — Vol. 1 — 65. The Fork in the Road

	Psalms 34:3 — Vol. 1 — 123. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 34:19 — Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 37 — Vol. 2 — Trusting God; Vol. 5 — God is Good

	Psalms 37:1–11 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping

	Psalms 37:4 — Vol. 1 — 46. The Ten Commandments – Part X; Vol. 1 — 100. How to Know God’s Will; Vol. 1 — 114. “The Purpose Driven Life”; Vol. 2 — Things; Vol. 2 — Ash Wednesday; Vol. 3 — Ash Wednesday; Vol. 4 — Getting Ready to Move; Vol. 5 — God is Good

	Psalms 37:4–5 — Vol. 1 — 4. The Vine – Abiding in Christ; Vol. 1 — 11. Law/Grace; Vol. 5 — The True Treasures

	Psalms 37:4–7 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 37:5–6 — Vol. 1 — 33. Spiritual Housecleaning

	Psalms 37:7–8 — Vol. 1 — 49. Worry – Trusting God

	Psalms 37:7–9 — Vol. 1 — 34. Wakeup Call

	Psalms 37:23–24 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 40 — Vol. 2 — Ash Wednesday; Vol. 3 — Ash Wednesday

	Psalms 40:1–2 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 40:1–3 — Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 40:17 — Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 43:5 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 46 — Vol. 5 — Fear

	Psalms 46:1 — Vol. 1 — 34. Wakeup Call

	Psalms 46:2 — Vol. 1 — 72. 9/11 Anniversary – Surviving

	Psalms 50:15 — Vol. 1 — 129. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 50:23 — Vol. 1 — 44. The Ten Commandments – Part VIII

	Psalms 51 — Vol. 1 — 75. Prodigals; Vol. 5 — Repentance and Restoration

	Psalms 51:16–17 — Vol. 1 — 23. More on Sowing and Reaping; Vol. 1 — 84. Dedication; Vol. 2 — Ash Wednesday; Vol. 3 — Ash Wednesday

	Psalms 51:17 — Vol. 3 — After Easter – 2

	Psalms 56 — Vol. 1 — 17. Pain and suffering

	Psalms 56:8 — Vol. 1 — 87. Trusting in God’s Plan and Timing

	Psalms 66:1–3 — Vol. 1 — 130. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 90 — Vol. 4 — Reminiscing

	Psalms 91 — Vol. 1 — 72. 9/11 Anniversary – Surviving; Vol. 5 — Fear

	Psalms 91:1 — Vol. 1 — 49. Worry – Trusting God

	Psalms 91:3–4 — Vol. 1 — 49. Worry – Trusting God

	Psalms 91:11–12 — Vol. 1 — 5. Angels

	Psalms 94:18–19 — Vol. 1 — 30. Depression – Joy

	Psalms 100:1–4 — Vol. 1 — 130. The Lord’s Prayer

	Psalms 100:3 — Vol. 1 — 112. The Good Shepherd

	Psalms 103 — Vol. 4 — Father’s Day

	Psalms 103:8 — Vol. 1 — 18. Love – part I

	Psalms 103:11–14 — Vol. 1 — 105. Another Father’s Day

	Psalms 103:13–14 — Vol. 1 — 63. Father’s Day; Vol. 1 — 79. Growing in Christ; Vol. 1 — 121. The Lord’s Prayer; Vol. 5 — Priorities
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“My son, if you accept My words and store up My commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God.”

Proverbs 2:1-5, NIV


Introduction

	You have picked this book out of curiosity, probably wondering what I mean by “Hidden Treasure.” Have you ever played the outdoor game called “Treasure Hunt”? Kids are divided into teams and sent out with the first of many numbered clues, which are purposely cryptic so the searchers need to read them with discernment to find the second clue. Each clue leads to another, which leads to the next, and the next, until the final clue reveals where the treasure is hidden. The first team to find the treasure is the winner and gets to share the treasure.

The Bible is like that treasure hunt. It is different from any other book ever written because it is alive. Once you know and follow the rules of the hunt, you could read the Bible over and over again every day, and you will always see something you didn’t see before. This book is THE WORD OF GOD (the Creator of the universe and everything in it). He loves us, and this is the way He speaks to us.

A familiar Christian summary describes the Bible as the work of about forty human authors over roughly 1,500 years, written in different places and languages. The exact number of authors and the dating of some books are matters of scholarly discussion. What I believe is that behind those human writers was the Holy Spirit of God, guiding the words that were written. These manuscripts were preserved and gathered into the Scriptures that have since been translated into hundreds of languages and read all over the world.

	If you try to read the Bible like a novel (once and you’re done) you will probably not even get through it because there will be much you don’t even understand and other parts that will seem very boring. But once you learn how to actually study the Bible, you will realize the necessity of all of it – every phrase and even every word is there for a reason.

	One of the greatest factors we often overlook is that God is in control of everything. He orchestrates events, sometimes over long periods of time, to bring about the fulfillment of His own prophecies and to implement His marvelous plan that was set in motion before time began. God does not cause evil. Evil is a result of a broken world with broken people plus a very real enemy who is a liar and a deceiver bent on ruining God’s plan for us. God has to allow it because He created us with a free will that He will not violate. When we are hurting, He hurts too, and He has promised to bring good out of every evil thing for His children. We usually don’t see this because we view each individual incident as a separate issue, whereas He sees them as pieces of a larger picture, threads in a tapestry that He sees in its finished state not bound by time.

	This plan is revealed in His book, which is all one story with many pieces that must be found and assembled like a jigsaw puzzle. With our finite human minds, we are not capable of even scratching the surface of that, but with the power of the Holy Spirit that lives within every believer, we can. It’s that same Holy Spirit that wrote the book, so He can also tell us what it means if our spiritual eyes and ears are open.

Jesus called some of the Pharisees of His day “blind guides” (Matthew 23:24 KJV). They were among the religious leaders who were supposed to be teaching the people the Word of God, but Jesus charged them with failing to understand what mattered most. Jewish hopes in the first century were varied; many longed for God to deliver His people, and some hopes had political overtones under Roman rule. In the Gospel accounts, many of the leaders nevertheless failed to recognize Jesus as the Messiah and opposed Him. They had no idea that Christians would come to understand His suffering and death as part of God’s plan all along.

Jesus also frequently used the phrase, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Matthew 11:15, for example), and He asked, “Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear?” (Mark 8:18). In both cases it becomes clear that He is not talking only about physical eyes and ears, but about our spiritual eyes and ears that see and hear the hidden things.

 by the power of the Holy Spirit who is a revealer of mysteries.

	I was baptized and grew up in a Lutheran church, married a Lutheran and went to church faithfully as we raised our children. At my confirmation at the age of fifteen, each of us was given a special Bible verse chosen just for us, to guide us through our life as a Christian. My verse was from II Timothy 2:15, which says, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of Truth.” (KJV) I wondered what it meant to “divide” the Word, so I asked God to show me, and began to study that Word. Over the years I developed a pretty good knowledge of what was written there and where to find certain passages when I needed them. Yet there was a restlessness in my soul – a feeling that there was something more that I wasn’t seeing. There was still so much of the Bible that I didn’t understand and even some things that appeared to be discrepancies; I had questions that even my pastors couldn’t answer, and I began to have doubts. This caused me a lot of anxiety. I had been taught that the Bible is a timeless and unchanging message and the only source of absolute truth by which all other “truth” can be measured. But what if it’s not? What if what I had believed all my life was not true? Then I asked myself, “What must God think of me, knowing I am doubting Him – why, He could just reach down with His giant thumb and squash me like a bug.” Then it hit me, how ironic this thought was. I still knew He was real and He was still there – He hadn’t given up on me!

	So, I decided to try a new approach; I would start over and read the Bible clear through with the eyes of a child, as though I had never read it before. I knew that what I already knew was a drop in the bucket compared to what I didn’t know. I didn’t know what grace was – if it had been taught in my church, I didn’t hear it; I didn’t understand the doctrine of the trinity; and I never saw how the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ fulfilled all the prophecies of the Messiah from the Old Testament – a truth that became to me the key that unlocked all the other mysteries and set me free. There were things I believed all my life that I had been taught, not only at home but in Sunday School. When I found that these “truths” didn’t match what the Bible actually said, I had to unlearn them before I could see and accept the way it really was. This problem wasn’t the fault of the church – I’m sure the teaching was there but I couldn’t see it because I was wearing the distorted glasses of preconceived ideas I had brought with me.

	When we moved to a house near Winnebago, Minnesota, and started attending a little church in the village of Huntley, my husband launched a new radio program on Sunday mornings out of KBEW A.M. in Blue Earth. It was a ten-minute message which was sponsored by the church and there were no restrictions on what we could say. We called it “A Sunday Morning Thought.” After a few years the most frequent speaker turned out to be me, and beginning in the year 2000, I gave a message every Sunday for ten years. The book you are holding is a compilation of some of those messages I gave over the radio. Some are about lessons I learned from my own life experiences, some are about events that happened during those years and some are about what the Holy Spirit has taught me over those ten years. During this time, I grew progressively in my knowledge of the Bible, and in my own faith, because I had to study.

During part of this time, we were without a pastor so had several men who would come to fill our pulpit on Sundays. One of those men was Rick Boyd who was an announcer and teacher on KJLY, a Christian radio station in Blue Earth. He taught me to study the Bible “inductively” – learning new insights by asking the questions, WHAT? WHO? WHEN? WHERE? HOW? and especially WHY? It’s kind of like the process of “reading between the lines” – searching for facts not spelled out by using helps such as footnotes and cross-references in the Bible itself, a Bible dictionary and concordance, and tools such as maps, timelines, Biblical Archaeology and books on Jewish history, culture and customs. I will also often compare passages in several Bible translations. It’s helpful too of course if you know a little Hebrew and Greek, and you could get some insight from commentaries by other Bible scholars (with caution – be sure what they say agrees with what the Bible actually says.)

	There are key words that give an indication that there is treasure there. Some of them are: mystery, secret, hidden, deep, sealed, revelation, vision, dream and my favorite – sign. These words are the clues that lead to the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle. A sign is always pointing to something and you’ll have to do some digging to find out what. What does the sign actually say? Who is the sign for? What is it pointing to? And why? When you figure it out you will see the treasure. God made it that way on purpose so only those who really hunger and thirst will find it. These treasures must be dug out, and they are sometimes buried on top of one another so that when you find one treasure, it is a clue to the next one (or maybe more than one). We could study this book and keep digging until the day we die and we still won’t know all that’s hidden there. This dynamic is what Jesus was talking about when He said, “Ask and it will be given you – seek and you will find – knock and the door will be opened.” (Matthew 7:7-8 NIV)

	This new way of studying the Bible has opened up a whole new world for me. It makes me excited to get into the Word and see what new insight God is going to give me today. Years ago, I had an experience that is a good analogy of the process. My husband took me hunting for morel mushrooms in the woods along the Blue Earth River. He had found a few while I looked and looked and couldn’t see a one. I knew what they were supposed to look like, but they were so well camouflaged in all the dead leaves I couldn’t see any. When all of a sudden I saw one, then I started seeing them all over the place. They had been there all along right under my nose, but my eyes were blind to them. By the end of the day, we had a bushel full of large morels – a treasure indeed. This is the way it is to search the scriptures for treasures – you can’t see them, and then all of a sudden you do! Ask the Lord to open your eyes and He will. It will increase your faith a hundred-fold.

								Janice Perrin Johnson
Volume 1

Seek and You Shall Find
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Ecclesiastes 3: 1-4, NKJV reads as follows: “To everything there is a season, A time for every purpose under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck what is planted; a time to kill and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance;”. In Verses 9-11, Solomon says, “What profit has the worker from that in which he labors? I have seen the God-given task with which the sons of men are to be occupied. He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also, He has put eternity in their hearts….” NKJV

TIME is such an elusive thing. We try to organize it by setting priorities and schedules, making lists, and keeping appointment books and notes on the calendar – yet the end of the day and the end of the month always seen to come too fast – there just is never enough. As I was writing down my notes for this message in the quiet house I could hear the clock on the wall ticking off the seconds – tick, tick, tick – a constant measured repetition with no letting up – no slowing down. We each are given the exact same number of those seconds in a day. We can’t save them up and we can’t borrow ahead. Once they are gone there is no retrieving them. We can manage our time to make the best use of that allotment, but we can’t control time – we can’t speed it up, slow it down or stop it; yet we keep on trying to do just that – We try to stave off the inevitable results of bodies that grow old, and when things don’t happen fast enough to suit us we try to fix that too, often with disastrous results. The story of Abraham and his impatience with God’s promise of a son is a good example. When he took matters into his own hands to “help” God move faster, it caused a situation that has ramifications to this day as the descendants of Ishmael and the descendants of Isaac still kill each other over the same land. God doesn’t look at time the same way we do, and when we forget that we get into trouble. We don’t understand the timing of the things He does – yet we know He has a reason for everything He allows and everything He does – it is all according to His perfect timing and plan.

We read in II Peter 3:8-9, “Dear friends, don’t overlook this one fact: With the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. The Lord does not delay His promise, as some understand delay, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.”

Time as we know it is a creation of God for us, but in the realm of eternity our time does not exist. This is how God can see the whole panorama of history from beginning to end. He knows how it is all going to turn out, so only He knows when the time is exactly right for every occurrence in our lives. We can liken time to a straight line – a continuum with a beginning point and an end, but eternity is a circle – there is no starting point and no ending point. God always was, and always will be. While we are living in these mortal bodies we are on the time line, but God created us with eternal souls. This life is only our “basic training” if you will, and this world the “proving grounds”. Ecclesiastes 3:11, says God has “also put eternity in our hearts.” That is why our time is never enough – we always have that longing, whether conscious or not, for that home where time has no limits.

Now Solomon goes on to say in the second half of verse 11,  …yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” NIV.  St. Paul also said in I Corinthians 13:12, “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror…”  Only when we enter into that other dimension called eternity will we begin to comprehend it.

In II Timothy 1:9-10, Paul tells us, “He has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was given to us in Christ Jesus before time began. This has now been made evident through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus who has abolished death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel;” Jesus says in John 14:6, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life – no one comes to the Father except through Me.” And in John 5:24 He says, “Truly I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not come under judgment but has passed from death to life.”

Our Lord “crossed over” the line into our time when He was conceived in the womb of a woman.  Luke 2:6 says, “While they were there, the time came for her to give birth”, and the night He was betrayed He said in John 17:1, “Father, the hour has come.” NKJV The time set for Him to die had also been set by the Father. Now He was to cross over again into the timeless eternal kingdom.

Jesus appeared to John in that kingdom in all His glory as we read in Revelation 22:13. He declared, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last.” NKJV. Alpha and omega” are the A and the Z of the Greek alphabet. What is He saying here? I think He is saying that He is the fullness of all that exists. There is nothing before the “alpha” and nothing after the “omega”, and He encompasses all that lies between. Colossians 1:15, 17, and 18, reads, 15: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were created: 17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.” 18, “And He is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead so that in everything He might have supremacy.” NIV So, we see He is both the firstborn over creation and the firstborn from the dead. Not only was He born the first and only begotten Son of God – He is also the first to conquer death and pave the way for each of us to enter in to that eternal life.

Now the title of “firstborn” does not refer only to birth order, but also to pre-eminence. The “firstborn” receives the “birthright” – a double portion of the inheritance and the right to the priesthood. As the “firstborn from the dead”, Christ took on the role of our High Priest, presenting His own blood at the feet of His Father as the supreme sacrifice once and for all for your sins and mine. He opened the way for us and gave us the right to become the children of God through faith in our brother, God’s “firstborn”. We can have “life” only through Him – without Him there is no life – only eternal death – so life begins with Him (the Alpha) and without Him (the Omega) it ends. Acts 17:28, states, “For in Him we live, and move and have our being….” NIV

Now just as the Bible says in Ecclesiastes 3:2 that there was a “time” for Jesus to be born and a “time” for Him to die, it also tells us there is an appointed time for Him to return, and we are to be ready, for we don’t know when that will be. When He comes, there will be no time left for repentance or to accept Him as Lord.

Do you know the Alpha and the Omega as your Savior and Lord? If not, I urge you to turn to Him today. In the words of II Corinthians 6:2, “For He says, ‘In the time of My favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” NIV. The King of Kings and Lord of Lords bids you to come, for He loves you – He really does.
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God’s Word is alive and dynamic – there is no end to its depths, and we will never reach a point in this life where we know all of what is contained therein, even if we read and study it every day. It’s important to study both the Old Testament and the New, because it is all one story. You cannot separate them and fully understand either one, because they fit together like the warp and weave of a piece of cloth with this threads woven over and under one another. Some of you may have a Bible with what is called the “red thread”, where all verses and passages pertaining to Christ, from Genesis to Revelation, are written in Red. But even this red thread does not tell the whole story, because many of the Old Testaments’ recorded events (although true historical happenings) have also allegorical parallels that refer to Christ. The story of Abraham and his offering of his son Isaac is one of those.

What God asked Abraham to do was for two reasons. First, it was a test for Abraham’s benefit to teach him to trust God no matter what, and to show this man that this God who spoke to him in an audible voice was not like the other gods of the people Abraham had lived among all his life – He was a living God of mercy and love, who never requires of man a human sacrifice, and He was a God who keeps His promises.

The second reason for this event which is recorded in such detail in Genesis 22, is a reason Abraham himself may not have even understood, but because we who have the New Testament, have the fulfillment of the promise God gave to Abraham, can know the reason for we have the rest of the story.

Let’s examine this familiar old story and see if we can find the parallels.

Isaac was a miracle child – a promised child, born when Abraham was a hundred years old, and Sarah was ninety.  Abraham already had another son by Sarah’s Egyptian maid, Hagar, but Ishmael was not the child God had promised, for God had said in Genesis 21:12, … it is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” NIV and in Genesis 22:18, “through your offspring (Isaac) all nations on earth will be blessed”. NIV. By the time this event occurs, both Hagar and her son, Ishmael are long gone, to the land East of the Dead Sea, where Ishmael would become the father of the Arab nations – the Muslims of today. So, when God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah.” in Genesis 22:2, NIV, Isaac was now the only child Abraham had.

Abraham was told in this verse also to sacrifice Isaac “on one of the mountains I will tell you about.” NIV.  Abraham lived in Beersheba, west of the Dead Sea. A map of Palestine in the time of Abraham will show that Mt. Moriah was 55 to 60 miles north of Beersheba as the crow flies. There was rugged country Abraham had to travel through with Isaac, even with servants and a donkey, and there were other mountains along the way. Why would God require a man at least 115 years old to make this long trip that took them three days? What was so special about this mountain that it had to be the one?

I saw a glimpse of the mystery of this story many years ago when our children were little. We went to an evening concert at the Baptist church in Blue Earth. I remember nothing of the program we had come to see, but one thing I saw there stuck in my mind, and I kept it there for future reference. Someone had set up a display in the narthex, of a three-dimensional scale model of the holy land, and they had labeled, with little flags, the locations of specific Biblical events such as the miracles of Jesus and points of His ministry, etc. On what is now known as the temple mound in Jerusalem, there were two flags so close to each other they would have been in the same spot if they could have. On one it said, “Site of Jesus crucifixion” – and the other one said “Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac.” I knew already then that this was not a coincidence.

Today the temple mound is occupied by “the Dome of the Rock”, a large Muslim temple that has sat in that place since the year 691 A.D. Inside that building is a large outcropping of rock which is known as the site of the intended sacrifice of the son of Abraham. 

But, from the time Solomon built the first temple to the true God up until Herod’s temple to Jesus’ day on this mountain was a holy temple where God had His dwelling place behind a curtain that separated Him from anyone who might approach. Only the high priest could go beyond that curtain, and only once a year on the Day of Atonement, with the blood of an animal sacrifice. Then came that day which divides all history – the day when God himself tore that huge curtain in half, from top to bottom – to open the way to God, once and for all, for all mankind.

Look at the parallels here! Two promised little boys with miracle births – one called Isaac who would become the father of the whole nation of Israel, and through whose line would come the second child, called Jesus – born of a virgin and destined to become the supreme sacrifice to redeem us all. Genesis 22:6, says “And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it upon Isaac his son.” KJV.  John 19:17 – KJV, says: And he bearing his cross went forth into a place called the place of the skull, which is called Golgotha.  Two young men, both following their father. Isaac would have been at least fifteen years old – his father at least 115. When he realized the real purpose of this long journey, he surely could have run, but he did not. He willingly obeyed his father, allowed himself to be bound and placed on top of the altar and braced himself for the thrust of the knife that would take his life, held in the hand of a father who loved him. Jesus. The only begotten son of a father who loved Him, willingly faced the cruelest execution and went forward silently, as a lamb to the slaughter. He said in Matthew 26:53, …Or do you think that I cannot call on my Father, and he will provide me here and now with more than twelve legions of angels?” He asked in verse 54:. “How then would the scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen this way?” He knew from the time He could comprehend it that this was the reason He was born. He had come to do the will of His Father. In John 10:18 Jesus said of His life, No one takes it from me, but I lay it down on my own. I have the right to lay it down, and I have the right to take it up again. I have received this command from My Father.”

Isaac had asked his father in Genesis 22:7-8, “..Look, the fire and the wood are here – but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” and Abraham said, “My son, God will provide for Himself the lamb for the burnt offering.” NKJV. How his heart must have been breaking! But now, just as Abraham lifted his arm to plunge the knife into his son, God called out and stopped him in verse 12-14 , And He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him: for now, I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son from me.’ Then Abraham lifted his eyes and looked, and there behind him was a ram caught in a thicket by its horns. So, Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up for a burnt offering instead of his son. And Abraham called the name of the place, The- Lord-Will- Provide as it is said to this day in the mountain of the Lord it shall be provided.” NKJV

This ram, provided by God Himself to die in Isaac’s place was to represent the lamb of God who would take away the sins of the world – Jesus, the perfect beloved only son of God, provided for us, to die in our place on that very same mountain. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” John 3:16 KJV

The seed of the entire nation of Israel was in the loins of that boy, and so was the seed of “the Son of Man”, Jesus Christ, the “Lamb of God” who would take away the sins of the world. Without Isaac there would be no Israel, no Messiah, no Christian church, and no hope for sinful mankind. Our sins would remain, and so would that great gulf that separates sinful man from a Holy God.


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


The Cross

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
On our living room wall is a simple wooden cross made years ago by my father-in-law. We have always hung the cross on a wall somewhere in our home as testimony to all who see it that this is a Christian home. Sometimes we who live here need to be reminded of that as well. I have a beaded necklace I often wear that also has a cross at its center. This is a symbol that again witnesses to all that see it that I am a Christian, and reminds me also that my behavior had better match up to that silent witness. The central object of focus in the apse of our church is a large rustic cross with stones at its base, placed there by those who worship Christ Jesus, as another symbol of loyalty and love and gratitude for what He has done for us. Now there are some people to which Christianity is a foreign concept who think it very strange that we would have an instrument of torture as a symbol of our faith. Have you ever thought about that? Why do we love something that is so horrible?

Last Wednesday was Ash Wednesday – a day marked by more symbolism. The ashes are meant to represent mourning – the beginning of the period of Lent when we focus on Jesus last weeks before His death, when the Bible says in Luke 9:51, He “determined” to go to Jerusalem, knowing what awaited Him there. Ash Wednesday was the day purposely chosen by actor and director Mel Gibson for the release of his new film, “The Passion of Christ”. This film has been widely publicized for months already – not so much by Gibson as by its critics. They say its message is anti-Semitic because it gives the impression that the Jews were responsible for the death of Christ, and they say the violence and gore in the movie is grossly overdone – indeed, it has been given an “R” rating for this reason. There is controversy over whether the report is true or not that when Gibson gave a showing to the Pope, his comment was, “It is as it was.” Gibson says this project is something he has yearned to do for years, and surely he knew it would be criticized. Paul said almost 2000 years ago in I Corinthians 1:23-24, “But we preach Christ crucified unto the Jews a stumbling block and unto the Greeks foolishness; But unto them which are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God.” KJV. The cross of Christ is still an offense to Jews and foolishness to others to this day, but to those of us, who embrace it, it is the central point around which all of time and eternity revolves because “in Him we live and move and have our being.”- Acts 17:28 - NIV

My husband and I went to Mankato on Wednesday to see this movie. We weren’t sure what to expect after hearing and reading so much about it. We knew Mel Gibson was a believer who felt led by God to do this, but we remembered other films on the life of Jesus which were not true to the scriptures but which had unnecessarily added things and subtracted things to make the story more appealing to the general public. Knowing Gibson is Roman Catholic, we expected the story to be told from a Catholic perspective with perhaps some Catholic tradition thrown in. There was some of that, but very lovingly and tastefully done. From my perspective as a Protestant, what I saw only increased my respect and understanding for the love and reverence the Catholic Church holds for the mother of our Lord. It reminded me of the words of the old man, Simeon, who held the baby Jesus when they brought Him to the temple for the first time and prophesied to Mary in Luke 2:35, “Yes, a sword will pierce your own soul also.” NKJV. Imagine the anguish she must have felt as she watched her perfect beautiful son slowly tortured to death, knowing that His Father, who could stop it, would not, because this was the reason He was born.

The whole gospel message is there in the film. It’s made plain from the outset that this torture and execution was not something beyond Jesus’ control, but that He went willingly every step of the way. When His cross was laid on the torn flesh of His shoulders, He embraced it, as a long-expected friend. He knew what it meant – He had always known – that was the reason He came, and His whole life on earth was a journey toward that end. John 10:18 says, “No man takes it from Me, but I lay it down of My own accord. I have the authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command have I received from My Father.” NIV. You see, the wages of sin is death – in order for us to live, sin had to die, so He became sin for us – He was our substitute, our Passover Lamb.

God hates sin – He cannot even look at it – this is why scripture says in Deuteronomy 21:23, “Anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse.” NIV - Jesus was not cursed because He died on a cruel cross. It’s the other way around: The cross was cursed because Jesus died on it, taking the sins of everyone for all time with Him to that death. That’s why His Father had to turn His back – He could not look at it. Yet He loved His Son with a perfect love. He was willing to allow His own heart to be broken to save us. A measure of His grief is shown in the movie as Jesus dies. The camera pulls back for a view from above, and a giant tear falls to the ground. Was this a cruel, unfeeling Father turning His back on His suffering child? No- we believe in a Triune God. How this can be is a mystery, but we believe it because God says so.  In John 14:9 - KJV, Jesus said, “He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father.” Yet Jesus was a man – He suffered and He died – God is Spirit – He cannot die. Yet He knew the only way to deliver us from death was to conquer death. No mere man could be a substitute sacrifice for all men, because all men are sinners. To live a life without sin, he would have to be God, but to die, He would have to be a man – so God became a man. He paid the penalty Himself to carry out the sentence imposed on us. This is called “the great exchange”. He became sin for us – we become the righteousness of God through the death of sin. “Greater love has no one than this – that He lay down one’s life for His friends.” John 15:13 NKJV

Now if He had remained in that grave, there could have been no victory. Death would have won the battle and we would all be damned. But He conquered death. He laid down His life – and then He took it up again, just as He promised. The cross means nothing without the empty tomb. Jesus is not our dead hero – He is our living God and He has gone to prepare a place for us. In Revelation 1:17-18, the glorified Christ says, “I was dead, but look – I am alive forever and ever, and I hold the keys of death and Hades.” Death is swallowed up now in victory – He conquered it! This is why He can say in John 11:25, “I am the resurrection and the Life. He that believeth in Me – though he die, yet shall he live.” KJV. Death holds no terror for us who are in Christ Jesus, for it is only a door.

If you have not yet seen “The Passion of Christ”, I encourage you to see it. The graphic images are disturbing, but they are meant to be. The depiction of His suffering is true to scripture – it is as it was! If you are a Christian, this movie will strengthen your faith. It will remind you of all He gave for you and for me and how much He must truly love us. If you are not a believer, or if you are skeptical of its message, watch it anyway. You will not come away the same. The Bible says, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” This is He that tells us in John 14:6 - KJV, “I Am the Way, the Truth, and the Life – no man cometh unto the Father but by Me!” What if it’s true and you miss it?
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Many years ago, I read a short book by Andrew Murray entitled “Absolute Surrender”. It must have been just the right time in my life to really hear the message of that book for it has stuck with me all these years and is just as true now as it was then.

My subject today is abiding in Christ based on Jesus’ words where He likens the Christian’s relationship with Himself to that of branches to a vine. There is an analogy that can be found in John’s gospel, Chapter 15: 1-8, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. Every branch in me that does not produce fruit He removes, and He prunes every branch that produces fruit so that it will produce more fruit.  You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I in you. Just as a branch is unable to produce fruit by itself unless it remains on the vine, neither can you unless you remain in Me.  I am the vine; you are the branches. The one who remains in Me and I in him produces much fruit, because you can do nothing without Me. If anyone does not remain in me, he is thrown aside like a branch and he withers. They gather them, throw them into the fire, and they are burned. If you remain in Me and My words remain in you, ask whatever you want and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified by this: that you produce much fruit and prove to be my disciples.” 

Notice He says the Father is the gardener. What all does a gardener do in a vineyard? He plants, he cultivates, he amends the soil, he irrigates, he watches for pests and for disease, he prunes, and lastly – he gathers the fruit. I can identify with this role and all the work that goes with it. For 13 years we had a yard with many flowers, shrubs and vines, so most of my time from spring through fall was spent doing these very things. Of all my gardening tools, the one I used the most when working with vines was my pruning shears. Vines must be trained to grow where you want them to. And the branches must be continually cut back and thinned out or they will get out of control. I loved the way they looked when they were groomed, but it takes a lot of work to keep them that way. When we moved there in 1992 the Virginia Creeper had taken over a large area of the back yard and it was one tangled mess. After two seasons of lopping and digging and pulling up roots where I didn’t want them, they looked pretty good, but I knew if I let them go without pruning just one year, they would be right back where they were.

Now Virginia Creeper is a vine grown here just for its aesthetic value, but grape vines are another story. Grape vines are intended to bear fruit, and if they aren’t handled properly you can forget it! We had a huge wild grape vine in our grove which I didn’t even know was there at first, the vegetation was so dense. It had been growing without restraint for many years – the trunk at its base was four inches in diameter and it probably would measure a hundred feet long – there’s no way I could tell for sure because its branches had crawled up the trees in search of sunlight and were entangled in the tops of the trees. I never saw a cluster of grapes there at all. If there were any, they had to have been on the tops of the trees.

A grapevine must have sunlight and water first of all. Then it needs a support to grow on, and all branches must be pruned at least twice during the growing season. All dead branches must be cut out, and those with no fruit or little fruit have to be cut off until you get down to just a few of the strongest branches so all the fruit-bearing energy from the vine will be concentrated in them. 

On the Vine that is Jesus, we are to be those fruit-bearing branches. God, the Gardener is working with us daily – watering and feeding us with His Word, protecting us from harm and pruning us as we need it so we will bear fruit. He cuts out those things in us that prevent us from being all we were meant to be, and sometimes that can be very painful. Hebrews 12:10-11, says, “Our Fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in His holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” NIV

Now let’s look at the connection between the vine and its branches. Why can’t a branch produce fruit by itself? What is it about the vine that enables the branches to do this? Jesus says He is the vine, and without Him we can do nothing. All our nourishment and all our water must come from the vine by way of the sap that continually flows through Him and into us. We can liken this sap to the Holy Spirit. It is He who gives the power. When we decide to do our own thing and cut ourselves off from the source of our power, we are going to wither and die. It’s like an electric cord that is not plugged into the socket. The connection to the source of power has been broken. So, we must yield to the restrictions that being connected require. We must remain in the vine in order to bear fruit. In this sense we are not free to do our own thing. But you see, when we are in Christ, His thing becomes our thing. The Bible says in Philippians 2:13, “…For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” KJV And Psalm 37: 4-5 says, “Delight in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will act.” If we have any desires that are not in line with His will for us, as we commit ourselves to abiding in the Vine, He will change those desires until the thought of being separated from Him – the source of our very life – will be the last thing we could ever want. That’s when we know that we are truly free.

Now what is this fruit He talks about that we are to produce? Since this is a spiritual analogy, we know Jesus is referring to a spiritual fruit and He tells us what this fruit is in Galatians 5:22-23. “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control….” All these things are qualities that grow s just as grapes grow from tiny green specks to the ripe juicy and sweet fruit of the vine. It is the Holy Spirit that produces them, and as branches, we are the channels of that life giving sap which Jesus called “living water”. It flows into us and out again into the fruit which is a source of life to others. This bearing of fruit is automatic – the branches don’t have to work at it at all. All the work is done by the gardener and the vine which yields to Him and in turn produces the life that flows into us. We can’t produce this fruit by striving, but only by remaining connected to the source of the life.

We aren’t going to see this fruit in ourselves either. On the contrary – the more we are one with the Lord the more we see our own unworthiness and how far we still are from reaching the goal to be like Him. If we start looking for righteousness in ourselves, it interrupts the flow. No – our focus is to be on remaining in the Vine and yielding to His work. We will not even be aware that we are producing fruit because we are only the channels you see. But others will see it and be blessed by it. They will wonder where that fruit comes from, and they will want some of it. Besides – fruit also produces seeds – but that’s another story for another time.

My prayer for you is that the Heavenly Gardener will work in you that desire to always abide in the Vine who is Christ our Lord and Savior – the Way, the Truth and the Life.
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Visit any gift shop in our country today, especially at Christmas time, and you will probably see angels all over the place – angel figurines, dolls, pictures and ornaments. Angels are really “in”. They are also all over our house – especially at Christmas time – because I collect them. Every year I get a few more as gifts, and every year the grandchildren compete for a prize by counting my angels while waiting for Christmas dinner. I have almost a hundred and fifty now (about half of them ornaments for the tree). Out of all these, a few are child angels (which we call cherubs) and only one looks like a man – that’s because his name is Gabriel.

People today are hungry for the things of the spirit. They want to believe there is more to this life than what is seen. And Christians are not the only ones who believe in angels. Most of the world’s religions have some belief in an unseen spirit world, and many who have no religious affiliation at all still claim to believe there is a god and angels do exist.

A popular TV program on CBS at one time was called “Touched by an Angel”. Angels disguised as humans intervene in the lives of people to change their lives and bring them to faith in God and love for others. Only in the end do they reveal who they really are. The show was well-done and wholesome with good moral lessons, but does it give us a true picture of angels?

What does God’s Word say about angels? Are they real? What do they look like? Can they take on human form? What do angels do?  Do they fly? Do they sing? Do they sit on clouds and play harps?

Angels are found throughout the Bible from Genesis to the last chapter of Revelation. To give even a synopsis of all their encounters with man would take much more time than we have here. But we know from these accounts that angels are created spiritual beings that were here before we were. They worship and serve God continually, and part of their purpose is to take care of us. Hebrews 1:14, says, “Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit salvation?” NKJV There is no indication in scripture that we were angels before we were born or that we become angels when we die. Angels are separate beings created by God specifically to carry out His will both in Heaven and among His people on earth.

What do angels look like? Well, they are spirits so we don’t really know. Angels seen by prophets in visions and by the apostle John in the book of Revelation vary in appearance. They do seem to have wings (Some even have six wings) and they do fly. They talk and they sing and some of them do play trumpets. They also must possess emotions, for the Bible says there is joy among the angels in heaven over one sinner that repents.

Billy Graham has done a study and written a book on angels. He says angels are organized like an army with a hierarchy of ranks and God as their commander-in-chief. The angels as a whole are often called “the heavenly host” or “the host of heaven”. The word “host” as used here does mean army. Recall the story in II Kings 6 where Elisha’s servant was afraid of the enemy because they were outnumbered. But Elisha prayed for God to open the servant’s eyes, and when he looked up he saw the hills filled round about with all the host of heaven arrayed for battle with horses and chariots of fire. And the gospel of Matthew says in chapter 26:52-53, Jesus told Peter, “Put your sword back in its place because all who take up the sword will perish by the sword. Or do you think that I cannot call on my Father, and He will provide me here and now with more than twelve legions of angels?” Now a legion in the Roman army was 5,000 - 6,000 foot soldiers plus mounted cavalry. So, He was talking about at least 72,000 angels here. How many angels are there? In Revelation 5:11, John says, “Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels around the throne…. their number was countless thousands plus thousands, of thousands.  I think he was saying there are too many to count.

How do these angels minister to us as individuals? We know from the accounts of angel’s visits to Abraham, Hagar, Jacob, Gideon, Zechariah, Mary and Joseph, the disciples at Jesus’ tomb plus many others that angels are messengers sent to deliver messages from God. In most of these instances the angels took on human form and looked like men. (Note here that although Jesus indicated that angels have no gender, we never hear of them appearing in the form of women or children – only men) In some of these angel visitations, they didn’t reveal their true identity at first – maybe the stories from “Touched by an Angel” are not far off base.  Hebrews 13:2 says, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” NIV. This may refer to Abraham when he welcomed three men who turned out to be angels, but who is to say that angels don’t do the same today? You may have had an angel in your house or your car.

Secondly, angels are assigned to guard and protect us. Psalm 91:11-12 – NKJV - says, “For He shall give His angels charge over you. To keep you in all your ways. In their hands they shall bear you up, lest you dash your foot against as stone.” Guardian angels sometimes also appear in bodily form. Take cases in the book of Daniel of the three men in the fiery furnace (a fourth man was seen walking around in the fire) or Daniel in the lion’s den – an angel shut the mouths of the lions. Acts 12:5-10 tells the account of an angel who released Peter from prison when he was chained between 2 soldiers and the sentries stood guard at the door.

Most of the time we don’t see our angels, but they are there. Do we each have a guardian angel? Matthew 18:10 seems to tell us we do, for it says, “Take heed that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you that in heaven their angels always see the face of My Father who is in heaven.” NKJV. We are God’s children too – not just the little ones.

A favorite song I recall from my own childhood was one recorded by Mario Lanza that starts like this: “Guardian angels around my bed, joining me in my prayers. They hush the shadows as the dance about – they shoo away the bears.” I believe God sends angels whenever we need them for any reason, and they watch over us to protect us from harm. The contemporary Christian artist Thomas Blackshear has a painting called “Watchers in the Night”. It is a beautiful portrayal of a huge guardian angel watching over a sleeping child. The angel stands alert like a sentry, a spear in his left hand and a flame in his right hand that represents the Holy Spirit and gives light to the room. His wings are unfurled and surround the child’s whole bed.

What a comfort to know that God loves us so much He provided for our care and protection through these powerful and gentle watchers, long before we were ever born. God is so good!
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I have some thoughts from God’s word for you today concerning our spiritual journey on the path of life. Proverbs 15:19 says, “The way of the upright is a highway” NKJV, and verse 28 of chapter 12- NKJV - says “In the way of righteousness is life; And in its pathway there is no death.” In Proverbs 4:11-12, God says to us, “I guide you in the way of wisdom and lead you along straight paths. When you walk, your steps will not be hampered; when you run, you will not stumble.” NIV And in verses 25-27 – NIV -, “Let your eyes look straight ahead – fix your gaze directly before you. Make level paths for your feet and take only ways that are firm. Do not swerve to the right or to the left.; keep your foot from evil.”

In our world today with its many conflicting messages, how do we go about making sure our path is level and firm beneath us? And how can we keep from being distracted by the many enticing side roads on either side along the way?

What do you do when you decide to take a trip, especially if it will be on roads you are not familiar with? Do you just start out taking any old road and expect your car to automatically get you to your destination? Of course not! Besides making sure your car is in good running order, you take a map and study it (maybe mark with a highlighter the route you want to take) and then you follow the road signs. Or if you are of the progressive generation you may “google” it, or you may even have GPS to direct you. Besides being a user’s manual for our life, God’s Word is our map, and God’s Word is our road sign. The Psalmist says in chapter 119:35, “Help me stay on the path of your commands, for I take pleasure in it.” It is the knowledge and obedience to the laws of God that makes our way level and smooth and firm. When we know what God’s will is for us, we can have the confidence that we are on the right track.

But first of all, we need to know which road we are already on. It does no good to have a map if we’re not in the place we need to be to begin with and we can’t get there from here. So, we watch for the signs telling us which road we’re on. Then we study the map to figure out where we are in relation to where we need to be so we know how to get to the right toad. We may have to ask directions from someone who has been there and already knows the way. Jeremiah 6:16 says, “Stand by the roadways and look; ask about the ancient paths, which is the way to what is good?  Then take it, and find rest for yourselves.” Not until we find the correct starting point are we ready to begin our journey at all. Jesus tells us that He is that starting point. In John 14:6 He says, “I am the Way, the truth and the life. No man cometh to the Father but by me.” KJV. We are told in scripture that when we accept Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior we receive the Holy Spirit who will live in our hearts and guide us into all truth. God’s Word is Truth, and it is the Spirit that enables us to comprehend it and to make it a part of us. But He can’t do that if we don’t know what the Word says. As we read and study that Word and allow the Spirit to guide us, we can know we are on the right toad and ready to begin our journey. Now the Word becomes our map and our road signs. It shows us where we are and it shows us where we are going. The first sign we notice tells us our lane is all “One Way” – there is no turning around! This direction is the only way that is going to take us to our destination.

It may be a hazardous journey. We may run into bumps in the road, stop signs, red lights, road work with reduced speeds, and maybe even a detour, but if we keep watching the signs, we will be shown what to do in every circumstance of life.

Along the way there will be more entrance ramps with other new Christians coming on. We may need to slow down and yield to them as they adjust to the flow and speed of the traffic.

We yield as well to the leading of the Holy Spirit throughout our journey – and there is a “No Passing Zone” too. Jesus is our Shepherd. In the 10th chapter of John verses 3-4, Jesus says, “He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. He goes ahead of them and the sheep follow Him because they know His voice.” Sheep are not driven – they are always led. So, we do not pass the Shepherd. He is the leader – we are not!

Sometimes we may need to travel at night, when things seem black and we feel so alone – we don’t know what the future holds, and it’s so easy to give in to fear and despair. What does our user’s manual say about those times? Psalm 119:105 tells us in the KJV, “Thy Word is a lamp to my feet and a light unto my path.” Travelers in Bible times usually went on foot. If they had to travel at night they would carry a lantern which hung down close to the ground and would give just enough light to see where their next few steps would be. It was enough to tell if they were still on the path and enough to avoid tripping over something, but it did nothing for lighting any distance ahead. It would take faith to forge on ahead, and that’s the way it often is with us during the dark times. We are told we don’t have to be afraid. As long as we can step out in faith and take that next step, the light is enough – one step at a time – one day at a time – one minute at a time if need be. Sometimes the ancient traveler would also carry a torch which could be held high to light up a bigger area as a “light for the path”. We could liken this to our modern headlights which shine on ahead to light up the road. But even this light is limited as anyone who has ever hit a deer at night could tell you. And what do you do if you have to drive in a snowstorm or in fog at night? Those headlights can be almost as good as nothing.

There is a story in my devotional Bible about a woman who was traveling alone in a run-down car over rugged roads through the mountains of Canada. She stopped for the night at a motel near the summit of a mountain intending to start out again before dawn the next morning. But when she arose she was dismayed to see the mountaintops all shrouded in heavy fog. As she entered the small breakfast room, she stuck up a conversation with two truckers who invited her to share their table. When she told them where she was headed, one said, “In that little car? In this fog? – No way!!” “I’m going to try it,” she said bravely. “Then we’ll just have to hug you”, said the other trucker. Drawing back, she said, “There’s no way I’m going to let you touch me!” The truckers chuckled. “Not like that!” they said. “We’ll get you through the mountains.” All morning she followed two red dots – the tail-lights of the truck ahead of her – while feeling reassured by the big escort behind her. She made it safely to her destination.

God hugs us like that. Jesus promises us that we can follow Him even in the dark and He will never lead us astray. He says in John 8:12 - NIV, “I am the Light of the World. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” Not only has He promised to light the way ahead, He also promises to follow behind. Isaiah 52:12 says, “…The Lord is going before you and the God of Israel is your rear guard.” And in chapter 30, verse 21, He says, “and whenever you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear this command behind you: ‘This is the way. Walk in it.’”

My Savior and Lord is the Highway. He is the Way beneath my feet, the Light that illumines my steps, my Shepherd who calls me by my name and leads me, my Rear Guard, and the voice behind me urging me on. He is my friend who walks beside me and He is my cover who protects. What is there for me to fear? If God be for us, who can be against us? Amen?

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.” Proverbs 3:5-6 NKJV. Hallelujah!
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My message for today is the first of a three-part study on the subject of Spiritual Warfare based on three texts from the New Testament. The first is found in I Peter, Chapter 5, verses 8 and 9 which reads, “Be sober-minded, be alert! Your adversary, the devil, is prowling around like a roaring lion, looking for anyone he can devour. Resist him, firm in your faith.”  Then in Romans 13, verses 11 and 12, - NIV - we read, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.” Again, God speaks to us through his servant Paul in his letter to the Ephesians, Chapter 6, verses 10 – 17 -with these words: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit, which is the Word of God.” NIV

Derek Prince has written a booklet on Spiritual Warfare in which he tells us, “The warfare is in the spiritual realm; therefore, the weapons are spiritual and appropriate to the realm of the warfare. The battleground is in the realm of the mind. Satan is waging an all-out war to captivate the minds of the human race. He is building strongholds and fortresses in their minds. These strongholds resist the truth of the gospel and the Word of God.”

What are some of these strongholds? First of all, the enemy already has strongholds in place in the minds of those who refuse to believe. II Corinthians 4:4 says, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” How has he done this? Prince suggests he does it through two chief strongholds – Prejudice and preconception. He says prejudice is being down on what you are not up on – the attitude that if you don’t understand something or someone, then they must be wrong, or if you were not the first to think of it, then it must be dangerous. (An example of this that comes to my mind is the huge opposition to the Promise Keepers organization by the women’s movement. Because they don’t understand how God intended marriage to work like the relationship between Christ and His bride, the church, they assume any group that tells women to submit to their husbands is not only offensive and degrading to women, but it is dangerous. They can’t see how any such philosophy could possibly be good for women.) I Corinthians 2:14 says, “But the person without the Spirit does not receive what comes from God’s Spirit, because it is foolishness to him; he is not able to understand it since it is evaluated spiritually.”

Now the stronghold called “preconception” is similar, and the two may overlap. Preconception is the attitude that refuses to admit it could be mistaken. It says, “Don’t confuse me with the facts – my mind is made up!” Satan’s power comes from his lies. He is a liar and the father of lies, but he disguises himself as an angel of light. If he can build a stronghold in a mind that prevents one from seeing the truth, he has won. One of his most effective lies that is blinding people today and holding them in bondage is the one that says, “It is not logical that among all the world’s religions there can be only one that’s true. The notion that Jesus is the only way is old-fashioned and so politically incorrect. If you want to go to heaven, all you have to do is lead a good life. You don’t need a savior! That is so arrogant! You’re an intelligent person and God loves everyone. He’s not going to send any “good person” to hell just because of what he believes or doesn’t believe!” Do you see how sneaky Satan is? He always uses logic, and he always adds just enough grain of truth to make it sound good. That’s how he deceived Eve and that’s how he can defeat us. He will even use scripture to deceive as he tried to do with our Lord in the wilderness. Once he gains a foothold he has an inch, and then he will take a mile. Then once a person swallows his spiel and his mind is made up, the trap is sprung and the mind is closed. The stronghold is set up and it is locked and barred from the inside. Then no number of facts, truth, evidence or reason can change it. It will take heavy duty ammunition from the outside to break down that wall. We will take a look at this ammunition later when we discuss the offensive weapons of the Spirit.

Much as we hate to admit it since we are Christians, the enemy can also set up strongholds in our minds. Now he knows he is no match for the Holy Spirit that lives within us. He also knows we already belong to Christ and he has lost that battle, but Satan hates God, he hates Jesus, and he hates us. He is going to do everything he can to keep us from being effective as servants of the Living God. So, he watches and prowls as that roaring lion, waiting for his chance when we let our guard down. This is why we must be on the alert, we must stand firm, and we must keep our armor on. Satan is a toothless lion. He has already been defeated, but he will do all he can to keep us from knowing that. Remember, he is a liar, and that's where his power is.

Next time we will take a look at each piece of this wonderful armor God has provided for us and we will learn how to put it on. 
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Last time I began a series of talks on the subject of spiritual warfare. We saw how Satan blinds the eyes of unbelievers and sets up strongholds in their minds; how he prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour; and how he has targeted the bride of Christ for destruction because he knows he is defeated and his time is short. He hates Jesus and he hates us, so he uses his lies and crafty schemes to deceive. If it were possible, he would destroy us completely, but because he knows we belong to Christ who has already defeated him. He has concentrated his efforts now on preventing us from recognizing or using the power we have through Christ so that we will be ineffective for the kingdom of God.

But our God has given us the formula to counteract the lies of the evil one in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, chapter 6 verses 10–17; which reads: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit, which is the Word of God.” NIV. Just as God has his army of angels in the spiritual realm, Satan also has his army, and they are out to get us. God’s army protects and watches over us, but we also have extra protection available to us. We each have a set of spiritual armor. All we have to do is put it on. Let’s take a look at each piece of this full armor of God:

First we must buckle on our belt. The King James translation calls it a “girdle” because it “girds” the body. The belt of a Roman soldier was made of leather and covered and protected the whole area of the pelvis. Our spiritual belt is called the belt of truth. How does truth protect us as a belt? Remember the devil is a liar. Every attack he initiates has a lie at its base. As long as we are wearing our belt of truth, his lies cannot harm us because we will immediately recognize them for what they are. Jesus said in John 14:6 – KJV-, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No man cometh unto the Father but by Me.” When we know Jesus as our Lord and Savior we have the truth. The Holy Spirit lives in us, and Jesus promised the Spirit would guide us into all truth.

Our next piece of armor to put on is the breastplate. The soldier’s breastplate was made of either very thick hard leather or of iron or bronze. It covered the heart and all the vital organs of the torso. Our spiritual breastplate is righteousness. Who’s righteousness? All our righteousness is as filthy rags, and Satan knows that. The Bible says out of the heart proceed all kinds of wickedness. It is here that the enemy will launch a full attack. He is called the accuser of the brethren and he is very good at it. You know the line – “You are a terrible person! You said you weren’t going to do that again and here you are, right back where you started. Didn’t God say you have to repent? If you’re still sinning you haven’t repented! You’re not eligible for any forgiveness from God so you might as well hang it up. What a miserable excuse for a Christian! You’re never going to get it right!” You see how cleverly he twists the truth? Who of us has not bought into this lie at some time or other?

As long as Satan can keep us feeling guilty, we cannot stand against him. Guilt is the key to our defeat, and righteousness is the key to our victory. If we had to depend on our own righteousness, of course we would fail miserably, but – praise the Lord – Jesus Christ has paid the full price for all our sins. He has already defeated Satan and all his powers and authorities once and for all – totally and forever. The accuser of the brethren has been cast down. His accusations are no longer heard by God at all. God sees us now through a filter – that of the blood of His Son which has washed us white as snow. Though all our own righteousness is still as filthy rags, we have now become the righteousness of God through the great exchange. “He made the one who did not know sin (that is Jesus) to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.” – II Corinthians 5:21. All our many sins have been nailed to that cross. We are now righteous in the eyes of God and free to approach His throne of Grace with boldness. The relationship between God and man which was broken through Adam’s sin has now been restored through Christ’s obedience unto death. This is the truth Jesus was talking about when He said, “If you continue in my Word, you really are my disciples. You will know that truth, and the truth will set you free.” John 8:31. We must keep that truth buckled around us. And that righteousness fastened as our breastplate.

Next we put on the soldier’s shoes. They also were made of strong leather with thick soles to protect tender feet, sides to support ankles and prevent them from turning, and long thongs which were laced up over the calves to just below the knees. These shoes enabled a soldier to move fast, to march, to run at a moment’s notice. Soldiers in combat today sleep with their boots on so they will be ready if they have to move quickly in the night. Our spiritual shoes come from the Gospel of Peace, and they keep us ready. We are available to our commander to move fast whenever He says the word because we have the peace that passes all understanding and we are not afraid. The gospel of the Prince of Peace produces the peace of heart and mind that comes from knowledge of the word and the conviction that His Word is Truth. Do you see how the armor fits together and the pieces complement one another?

The soldiers shield was large and rectangular, capable of protecting the soldiers’ whole body. It also was made of heavy leather. When an enemy army would launch an attack often with arrows which were set on fire, the soldiers would soak their shields in water and then line up in ranks with their shields touching so none of the arrows could get through. Those that hit the shields did no damage because the fire was ineffective against the wet leather. Our shield is the shield of faith. Our faith shields our whole being from the fiery arrows of the evil one and he cannot touch us. Faith not only prevents penetration – it also extinguishes the fire.

The last piece of our defensive armor is the helmet. The head is the most vital part of the body because one’s brain controls every other part of the body. Our spiritual helmet is our salvation. Without salvation what would be the point of truth, or righteousness, or peace or faith? Because we know we are saved we have the hope and assurance that God is on our side and His promises are faithful. It is in the mind where the battle takes place and where Satan will attempt to set up his strongholds. If he can get us to buy into his lies, he’ll attack us with doubt, depression, fear, confusion, anxiety, resentment, or any other dysfunction of the mind which will prevent us from functioning in full use of the rest of the armor. But praise God, all the components of the armor work in harmony and complement one another so we are protected. Our faith and our hope are not to be based on feelings but on God’s Word and our trust is in Jesus Christ our Savior. He is our salvation, He is our Peace, He is the Lord our righteousness and He is the Way the Truth and the Life. Praise His holy name!
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So, we have looked at the tactics and battle-plans of the enemy, and we have learned what our defensive spiritual armor is and how to put it on. Today we will take up the sword and begin to move out as God shows us how to use the offensive weapons He has given us so that we may be more than conquerors through Him who loves us.

Reading once again our series text from Ephesians 6:10-17; which reads: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit, which is the Word of God.” NIV. Now when we look at the listing of defensive armor here, we note that there is no protection in this armor for the back. Why is that? When we are in God’s army, the enemy is always in front of us – never behind us – and as we march, we move forward – never back. Remember in Luke 9:62 – KJV- Jesus said “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” There is no allowance for retreat here, and we never turn our back on the enemy. Also, remember you are not marching alone – you are part of an army, with other soldiers on either side and behind you, so we watch each other’s backs. We are not expected to fight this battle alone, nor should we try. The church is a unit, and we support one another.

Now there will be times when we are not able to move ahead – when it seems like the enemy’s strength is too great. It is at these times our text says we are to keep our armor on and stand our ground. We must not give an inch! Remember the devil’s objective is to gain enough of our territory to set up a stronghold. On the subject of strongholds, Charles Stanley has this to say: “In Bible times, a stronghold was often a tower in the center of a city. If the city fell under attack, the townspeople could run to the tower and be protected against invaders. However, if the stronghold ever fell into the enemy’s hands, the city was vulnerable to attack from the inside. In the spiritual realm, aspects of your behavior and thinking can become strongholds for Satan – hard to penetrate positions that provide a vantage point for him to assail your inner being. A stronghold may be a weakness or predisposition to a certain sin. Satan cannot move in and set up an attack position overnight, but when we allow him to take any amount of control; we are “giving ground”. He can’t take it without our cooperation and permission. When I give ground to Satan, I am giving him legal permission to attack me and take that ground so he can build a stronghold on it. I am giving ground when I refuse to let go of my sin, confess it and turn from it. Giving ground is the enemy’s entry point into our lives. If he gets a firm enough foothold into my life, he can turn an act of sin into a regular practice of sin, and from there it degenerates into a habit, which leads me downward into bondage. (Those are the dynamics of addiction) This is a stronghold, and it belongs to the enemy.”

Now we are told to put on the full armor of God so that we will be able to stand our ground. As long as we are wearing our spiritual armor, we will not give ground. Once the enemy has control of ground and has built a stronghold, the defensive armor has already lost some of its effectiveness. At that point we must take the offensive if we are ever to regain the ground and tear down that stronghold. It will be twice as hard to regain the ground taken to hold it in the first place, but it can be done.

II Corinthians 10:3-5 tells us, “For although we live in the flesh, we do not wage war according to the flesh, since the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but are powerful through God for the demolition of strongholds. We demolish arguments and every proud thing that is raised up against the knowledge of God and we take every thought captive to obey Christ.”

Most Christians seem to have the attitude: “I wonder where the devil is going to strike next.” Derek Prince suggests that the boot should be on the other foot. The devil should be wondering where the church is going to strike him next. The victory has already been won, and remember – “greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” I John 4 :4 KJV

God has given us offensive weapons to use in this war. The greatest of these is the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God. Hebrews 4:12 says, “For the word of God is living and effective and sharper than any double-edged sword, penetrating as far as the separation of soul and spirit, joints and marrow. It is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart”

This is a weapon that can’t be used effectively without training. Just as modern soldiers train on a rifle range, we need to practice using our sword daily. That means to read and study God’s word so we know what it says without having to look it up, and then we must believe it and hold on to it without doubting. In the original Greek text, the word used for the “word” of God is RHEMA, which refers to the spoken word. Jesus used this spoken word when Satan tried to tempt Him in the wilderness. Each time Satan tried to tempt Him by quoting a scripture out of context, Jesus fired one right back at him, saying “IT IS WRITTEN.” We can do the same, but if we are going to effectively wield this sword, we must know the Word of God.

Other spiritual offensive weapons we can use are prayer, praise, preaching and testimony. Prayer is especially effective. Following his listing of the armor of God in Ephesians 6:18, Paul says, “Pray at all times in the Spirit with every prayer and request, and stay alert with all perseverance and intercession for all the saints.”

Derek Prince says we can think of prayer as an intercontinental ballistic missile. This is a missile that is launched from one continent, directed by an advance guidance system, to a target in a completely different continent to destroy an assigned target. There is no limitation of time or distance. Fervent prayer together with our sword of the Spirit (the Word of God) is the most effective ammunition for the tearing down of strongholds - not only those set up in our own minds, but also in the minds of others.

If you remember nothing else of what I’ve said today, remember this: Jesus promises us that, if we obey Him as our Commander-in-Chief, we will be able to move out, storm Satan’s citadels, break through his gates, release his captives, and carry away his spoil. That is the church’s assignment! Hallelujah!
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As we approach the Holiday Season, most of us will be gathering together with family and friends once again this Thursday to celebrate Thanksgiving. I want to share with you some of my thoughts on being thankful and being content with what we have.

Because I have done some Christmas shopping through catalogs in the past, it appears that every business in the country that prints a catalog now has my name. In the last month there has come at least one in our mailbox almost every day, and sometimes two or three. No, I don’t mind that because I like to look at catalogs – I always have. As a child I could spend hours looking through the big Christmas “wish books” from J.C. Penny and Montgomery Ward. But I find I have to watch myself as I look through these. I love beautiful things and I have a house full of them, especially at Christmas, but when I browse through a gift catalog I find myself thinking, “Oh – this would look perfect in my hutch or on my what-not shelf or library table. If only I could afford it.” Of course, the things that strike my eye first are always those that are most expensive. If I don’t watch it, pretty soon I find myself feeling discontented and even deprived because I can’t have everything I want. This is not good!

Each year we ask our grandchildren to send us their Christmas wish lists so we’ll know better how to shop for them. I’ve noticed a subtle gradual trend as years go by. The things on their lists are getting to be more and more expensive. This is to be expected of the older ones who want the latest CD’s and computer games etc., but even the little ones are drawn in by the commercials they see for talking Elmos, classic Barbies and giant Pooh bears that cost $30 and up. They see children on TV with a room full of them, some of their friends already have them, and they have no comprehension of what these things cost, so when Mom or Dad or Grandma and Grandpa tell them they can’t afford these things the children think, “Boy – We must really be poor!” They have no idea what it means to be poor, or to be hungry or to do without.

I’m of the older generation now and I remember wearing dresses hand-made from feed sacks and flour sacks. I remember getting one new pair of shoes a year. The new pair would become my Sunday shoes and then the old Sunday shoes would be the school shoes for the following year. Those new shoes were such a treasure to me. I would sometimes get up in the middle of the night and go to the closet just to look at them. Maybe we were poor, but if we were I didn’t know it. We treasured what we had and we took care of our things. We had what we needed and we never went hungry. Our parents grew up with even less. They had come out of the great depression and knew what it was to do without – yet they never complained. They were content with that they had and more thankful for it than we are in our abundance. And they appreciated all the more the wonderful gifts of God that money can’t buy – a beautiful sunrise or sunset, good weather, a bountiful harvest, good health, friends, family, the worshiping together and fellowship of their church, and most of all the love of God.

The apostle Paul says in 1 Timothy 6: 6-8, “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.” NIV. And in Philippians 4: 11-13, he says, “…I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in in want. I can do everything through Him who gives me strength.” NIV

So, we see contentment and gratitude are a matter of attitude and really has nothing to do with what or how much we have or don’t have. There are people in this world who don’t even know that the riches we take for granted even exist, yet they are content and happier than most of us. I am reminded of a movie that illustrates this so well. In the movie, an empty glass coke bottle tossed out of a passing airplane lands in the middle of a remote primitive jungle village where the people have no knowledge whatsoever of the outside world. These people have nothing but the food they eat and the love and fellowship of each other – yet they are content and happy and live in peace and harmony. But this one Coke bottle changes their whole way of living. They have no idea what it is, but they think it must be a miraculous gift of the gods since it fell from the sky, so they try to figure out its purpose. They discover it can carry water, it can be used as a rolling pin, as a drumstick and as a hammer, so it can improve the quality of life. The trouble is there is only one, so they have to take turns with it. It isn’t long before they start fighting over it and the peace and harmony goes out the window. The rest of the story is about adventures of one of the tribes’ elders who takes it upon himself to get rid of the bottle by throwing it off the edge of the world.

When we find ourselves becoming discontented with what we have, maybe we need to take a look at some of those who make do with so much less, and then take a good look at all the blessings we take for granted here in the richest country in the world. We not only have enough food to eat but we have an abundant variety of it – everything we could ever want just by a trip to the supermarket. We don’t have to grow or harvest our own food unless we want to, nor do we have to travel miles on foot to buy it or stand in lines to have small portions rationed out to us. We don’t have to gather wood or coal to build a fire to cook our food – we have ranges and microwaves, toasters and coffeemakers – not to mention the refrigerators and freezers to keep food from spoiling.

When is the last time you thanked the Lord for the privilege of doing the dishes – for dishes and pans to prepare the food in the first place and for the abundant clean hot water at the turn of a faucet to wash those dishes with? We don’t have to walk long distances carrying water and don’t have to wash our dishes, our clothes and ourselves in a dirty river.

When you do the laundry are you thankful for your washing machine, the water softener, the drier and the detergent and fabric softener? When you take a shower are you thankful for the water, the soap, the shampoo and the soft towels? Are you thankful for an indoor toilet and even toilet paper? These are so easy to take for granted.

When you crawl into that clean soft warm comfortable bed at night are you mindful of the millions who have never slept in a bed or of those even in our own country who must sleep on the street, even in winter?

How about your car and the fuel to run it? How about all the other modern conveniences and technologies – your TV, your radio, your telephone?

These are all tangible things, but here in America we also have many riches money can’t buy that the majority of the world’s people must live without. We have the right to have a voice in the choosing of our leaders. We have the freedom to speak our minds and to stand up for causes we hold dear without fear of being arrested or killed. Most of all, we have the freedom to worship our God where we choose and in the manner we choose, while in the rest of the world the persecution and martyrdom of the church is the greatest it has ever been in the history of the world, and thousands – even little children – are having arms and hands cut off because they are Christians. Do we appreciate that? Or are we in a state of apathy here. Do you appreciate Christian programs on radio and TV or Christian book and music stores? How many Bibles do you have in your homes that are never opened while thousands of believers yearn for the Word of God which is unavailable to them through any media?

How very rich we are, and how it must grieve the God who has blessed us so when we grumble and complain and want more. Will we have to see it all taken away before we can appreciate what we already have?

Alexander Solzhenitsyn suffered years of horrendous hardship and deprivation as a political exile in Siberian gulag. Yet he writes in “The Prison Chronicle”:

“Don’t be afraid of misfortunes and do not yearn after happiness. It is, after all, all the same. The bitter doesn’t last forever, and the sweet never fills the cup to overflowing. It is enough if you don’t freeze in the cold and if hunger and thirst don’t claw at your sides. If your back isn’t broken, if your feet can walk, if both arms work, if both eyes can see, and both ears can hear, then whom should you envy? And why? Our envy of others devours us most of all. Rub your eyes and purify your heart and prize above all else in the world those who love you and wish you well.”
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The subject of this message is a topic that can often be a source of confusion and even disagreement among Christians – that is the contrast between the two concepts of God’s grace and obedience to God’s law. Is God really the same yesterday, today and forever? Does He still demand obedience as He did in the Old Testament, or has His mercy and grace done away with the law? Does it all just depend on faith now? Or is the truth somewhere in the middle? And if so, where is the dividing line? How can we know how to balance these two principles in our daily Christian walk?

Hebrews 4:12 says, “For the word of God is living and effective and sharper than any double-edged sword, penetrating as far as the separation of soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” To me, the double-edged sword is a perfect illustration of God’s very nature. Picture that sword in your mind and imagine each of those sharp edges with a label on it – one edge represents God’s loving grace and mercy – the other His justice and wrath. God’s nature is not one or the other of these – it is both!

There was a time when I was so confused over this issue. I lived in a constant state of apprehension. I was a believer, yet I knew I was also a sinner and I knew my Holy God demanded obedience. I loved the gospel message and I believed Jesus loved me, but I didn’t like to read my Bible. Why? I kept running across passages that made me feel condemned. Some of them were beautiful promises but it seemed to me they all had an “if” clause that made me ineligible because no matter how much I wanted to, I could not obey His laws. From my childhood I had been taught that we are saved by grace, through faith, and not by works – that Jesus died for me to pay the penalty for my sin, so I was forgiven – okay – all true! But when I read my Bible, it told me I must repent (meaning to turn from my sin and not do it anymore). So, I worked and worked at it until to the outside observer I was pretty good, but I still knew what was in my heart, and I knew God knew it too. I felt like a hypocrite because I just “knew” when I still had sinful thoughts I surely had not really repented. How could I lay claim to any forgiveness then?

Even Jesus, the one who was so loving and accepting and forgiving of sinners during His ministry here, seemed to be giving me a double message. I couldn’t understand it when in His sermon on the mount in Matthew 5:19-20, He said, “Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven…”, and “For I tell you, unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never get into the kingdom of heaven.” Then He went on to list some of these laws telling us that even if we don’t do the forbidden things, just thinking about them is just as much a sin! Uffdah! I was sunk!!

Another place in the Bible that gave me grief was the Epistle of James 2:14, 18-19. This writer was Jesus’ own half-brother. He knew what he was talking about! And what did he say? He said, “What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? ----But someone will say, ‘you have faith; I have deeds: Show me your faith without deeds and I will show you my faith by what I do. You believe God is one. Good for you! Even the demons believe that – and shudder! O foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is worthless?“  NIV.  James came to the conclusion in Chapter 2 verse 26 – KJV -, “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.”

I kept hearing what I thought were contradictions here. In Ephesians 2, verses 8-9 I read, “For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift – not from works, so that no one can boast.” But then I read another passage written by the same writer in II Corinthians 5 verse 10 saying, “For we must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, so that each may be repaid for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil”. Now how could both of these be true?

As I pondered and wrestled with this dilemma over a period of years, I began to notice a trend in the world around me that indicated I was not the only one who wondered about this. Yet it seemed like most people were more polarized on the issue choosing to adhere to either end of the spectrum. On the one hand were those who not only strived like the Pharisees to obey every law to the letter and add some of their own as well, but they severely judged anyone else who did not do the same. This is called “legalism”. Then like oil is repelled by water, those who were offended by the legalists became easy marks for a new doctrine of the opposite extreme in which there is an all-loving, all-inclusive God who forgives all sin just because He loves us so much. This is called “cheap grace”.

What about Jesus in this picture? Well of course the trouble is He isn’t in it! More and more in our country of religious freedom, Jesus is seen as one of many good religious teachers who suffered a martyr’s’ death for a cause. And what about the Bible? Well, it’s admittedly a wonderful piece of literature, but whether it contains any of the Word of God is debatable. The Jesus Seminar has even concluded that Jesus never said most of the words attributed to Him in the Bible at all.

So here I am with a choice. Do I accept that this Bible of mine is what it says it is nor not? And do I accept that Jesus is who He says He is or not? I choose to accept it because the evidence is too overwhelming not to. The Bible itself says in Timothy 3:16 “All scripture is given by inspiration of God…..” KJV and it is called ‘The Word of God’ within itself too many times to count. Now do I accept just parts of it as true, or all of it? If I am to believe any of it as true, I must believe all of it, because if I refuse to accept any part of it, how can I be sure any of the rest of it is true?

Okay, with that settled, where does that leave me now in this matter of the balance between law and grace? Once I make up my mind once and for all that I will believe every part of God’s Word as true, I come to the conclusion that there has to be something I am missing here. If the word does not contradict itself, and both concepts are true, there has to be a piece of the puzzle I am missing that ties the two together. How do I find it? “Well,” I reason, “if the Holy Spirit told the writers of the Bible what to say in the first place, and if that same Holy Spirit lives in me as my Bible tells me He does, if I ask Him to show me where that missing piece is, won’t He do it?” I read in James 1:5, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.” NIV .Even in the Old Testament, David said in Psalm 37:4-5 “Delight thyself also in the Lord and He shall give thee the desires of thine heart. Commit thy way unto the Lord; trust also in Him and He will shall bring it to pass.” KJV. And the most precious and encouraging promise of all were Jesus’ words in John 8:31-32, -NIV - “If you continue in my Word then you are my disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth and the truth will set you free.” I claimed those promises, choosing to believe and trust my God who is faithful, and praise His Holy name – He is! He showed me the key and all the pieces began to fall into place – click, click, click. All at once it all made perfect sense.
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Today’s message will be the second part of a study on the balance between God’s law and grace. The last message I shared with you my search for the truth on this issue and how I came to realize there was something I was not seeing that was the key to understanding how these two principles work together. Our loving God was so patient with me as I struggled with guilt and a fear of Him that never needed to be. He waited, and He worked in my heart and my life to bring me to the point where I finally realized I could understand nothing of His truth by my own reasoning or strength. I knew the Bible verse that says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not unto your own understanding.”  NKJV (Proverbs 3:5) but trust was something I wasn’t very good at. And I was so used to figuring out things by myself. I had always figured out everything else by myself (or so I thought) so why couldn’t I understand this? Besides I didn’t want to trust God, because not only did I fear Him – I didn’t even like Him – He didn’t seem like a very loving God to me! I had separated God the Father in my mind from God the Son and didn’t see them as the same at all. Jesus I could trust, and I did believe He loved me, so I finally made a conscious decision to claim Jesus’ promise, “If ye continue in My Word then are ye My disciples indeed, and ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8:31-32 – KJV -) I knew I had to start reading and studying that word in spite of the fact that doing so made me uncomfortable. And God honored my willingness to take that first step. As I read and studied I began to see things I had never seen before. I read in James 1:5 that God would give me wisdom if I ask for it, so I did. The next thing He showed me was a Bible verse I had heard many times from Revelation 3:20. “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; If any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and sup with him and he with Me.” KJV. Now I never thought He was talking to me in this case, because I was already a believer, but when I read in its context I found Jesus wasn’t talking to unbelievers here – He was talking to the church, and the verse immediately preceding this in the King James Version said, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.” Well, I had always believed in Jesus. Because I thought He was already in my heart, I had skipped right over every verse in the word that said He wants us to invite Him in, and I realized I had never done that. He was my Savior, but He was not my Lord because I had never given Him my whole heart and let Him in. So, I made a conscious decision to do that, and asked Him to fill me with His Holy Spirit. There were not fireworks or bells going off. I didn’t feel any different either, but as the days passed I noticed a curious thing. As I made a choice to be obedient and continue in His Word with an open mind, I began to see things I had never seen before, and the pieces began to fit together. One day it suddenly dawned on me that reading my Bible was no longer something I had to force myself to do. On the contrary, I looked forward to it, anxious to see what new truth He was going to show me today. I could see now what it means when it says the Word of God is living and active. It’s like buried treasure. The more you dig the more you find, and there is never an end. Here is some of what He showed me:

God’s plan of salvation was there from the foundation of the world. He knew what would be in man if He gave him freedom of choice, and He knew we would need a Savior. Why? If God is really a God of love, why can’t He just choose to forgive us and be done with it? Because He is not only a God of love and mercy – He is also a God of justice, and He is a Holy God who can’t stand to even look at sin. The wages of sin is death – sin separates us from God, and that grieves Him. He longs for that fellowship He had with Adam and Eve before sin separated them. So, He had a plan. He would provide atonement for our sin by sending us a Messiah. This Messiah was to be the supreme sacrifice – the Lamb of God whose blood would be shed for the sin of the world. Now who in all human-kind could fill this bill? My Bible says, “For there is no righteous man on earth who does good and never sins.”, In Ecclesiastes 7:20 -KJV. If it were possible for a mortal man to obey God’s law, a Savior would be unnecessary. So, God decided to provide the sacrifice Himself. How could God, who is a spirit, shed His blood? How could He die in our place? The only way was for Him to become a man. He had to be man in order to die, but He also had to be God in order to live a sinless life and to be the sacrifice for all. By making Himself this supreme sacrifice, He could fulfill His own penalty for disobedience to His own law, justice would be done and the fellowship with man He longed for could be restored. Don’t ever buy the hype that says God forgives just because He loves us so much. He does love us, but that grace is not cheap! The cost was astronomical – it cost Him everything! God hates sin, and Calvary is the measure of that hatred. Jesus was not a martyr. His death was the very reason He came. He said in John 10:18, “No-one takes it (My life) from Me. I have the power to lay it down and I have the power to take it again –NKJV. And in John 18:37” for this cause I was born!" NKJV

When Jesus uttered those words, “It is finished” from the cross, that meant the price, had been paid in full. At that moment, the heavy curtain in the temple that separated the sanctuary from the Holy of Holies was torn in two from top to bottom. The way into the presence of a Holy God was now open to all, and the relationship that existed between God and man before sin separated them was now restored. God the Father sees us now as righteous, in robes white as snow, because they have been washed in the blood of the lamb. The blackness of our sinful hearts is now covered with that blood, so God no longer sees it at all. Because every sin I have ever committed and every sin I ever will commit is washed away in that blood, I can now approach the throne of grace without fear, knowing I am God’s daughter and His love for me is unconditional. My sins are blotted out – God has removed them as far as the East is from the West and drowned them in the midst of the sea. Baptism beautifully joins the outward sign of water with the spiritual reality of dying and rising with Christ. Christians differ in how they explain precisely what takes place in baptism, but Scripture unmistakably connects baptism with Christ’s death and resurrection and with the new life we receive in Him. Jesus took our place so that we may take His. II Corinthians 5:21 says, “For He hath made Him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God.” KJV. We now have the chance to start all over brand new. This is what Jesus meant when He said in John 3: 7 “Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again.” KJV 

Okay – now where does this leave us as far as God’s law is concerned? Does this mean that it no longer matters to God when we sin – that whether we obey His laws or not is no longer even considered? If that’s the case, everyone might as well go ahead and do his own thing with no regard at all to what God says is right or wrong. In fact, why not abolish the terms “right”, “wrong” and “sin” altogether? They are just inflammatory and judgmental. Wouldn’t we be a lot better off if everybody would just live and let live? God loves everyone doesn’t He? Doesn’t the Bible say not to judge? Sadly, this is exactly the message that is gaining popularity today even in the churches. NO – Jesus says in Matthew 5:17-18, “Think not that I am come to destroy the law but to fulfill, For verily I say unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law till all be fulfilled.” KJV   He gave us only two laws in Matthew 22:37 and 39 – KJV - “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul and with all thy mind. And the second is like unto it, “Thou shalt love your neighbor as thyself.” Only 2 laws – sounds simple doesn’t it? But if we examine these 2 laws we realize that all the Ten Commandments are wrapped up in these two – and no-one is able to keep them. Oswald Chambers writes in his devotional, “My Utmost for His Highest” “What is Jesus’ point in presenting me with such a lofty ideal if I cannot possibly come close to reaching it? I would be happier if I never knew it. What good is there in telling me to be what I can never be? The teaching of the Sermon on the Mount produces a sense of despair in the natural man – exactly what Jesus means for it to do! When we finally admit, ‘Lord – I cannot even begin to do it!’ then Jesus says, ‘Blessed are you.’ This is the doorway to the kingdom.”

You see the law is meant to serve as a kind of mirror. It shows me what I really am – still a miserable sinner whose righteousness is as filthy rags – that is why I need a Savior. When I used to read Paul’s words in Romans 7 about his struggle with sin I would think, “If this man could not obey, what possible hope is there for me?” But I didn’t read far enough, for the first verse of Romans chapter 8 says “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus.” KJV  Hallelujah! This is the truth Jesus was talking about that would set me free. I no longer need to strive to obey God’s laws out of fear or as a means of earning His favor – I don’t obey now so that He will love me – I obey because He already does, and just knowing that He always did love me enables me to see His laws in a different light. Instead of seeing them as restrictive and oppressive, I see them for what they were intended to be – guidelines given by a loving Father as a blueprint for a full and happy life. His Word is the “user’s manual” for His greatest invention – you and me. It contains instructions for us so we will function according to His original intent in our interactions with Him and with others. I too can say now as David did in Psalms 119:97, “O how love I thy law!” KJV – and do you know what? When you love something it’s a lot easier to do it. We are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. It is the Holy Spirit within that does the transforming. This is called “sanctification” and it is a process. And our ability to obey through the Holy Spirit’s power will grow in direct proportion to the extent that we yield to that power in our lives. Philippians 2:13 – KJV - says, “For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” Praise God – He not only gives me the power – He gives me the desire – He does it all. All I have to do is yield to His hand – what freedom! God is so good Hallelujah!
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As I read through the words of Jesus in the New Testament gospel accounts, I notice one phrase He often uses when teaching a spiritual lesson by means of a parable, in Matthew 11:15 KJV for example. That phrase is, “He who has ears to hear – let him hear.” Jesus is not talking about hearing with our physical ears here, but about hearing with our spiritual ears. In Matthew 13:16, He tells His disciples, “Blessed are your eyes because they do see, and your ears because they do hear.” In the second and third chapters of the book of Revelation, John sees in his vision the resurrected and glorified Lord Jesus and hears Him speak a message to each of the seven churches. To each of these churches, Jesus says, “He, who has ears to hear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” He is telling them and He is telling us here that He has a message for us that we must hear with our spiritual ears. In conjunction with this phrase, all seven times we also hear Him speak these words – “to him who overcomes, I will give” --- then He lists several things, while addressing each church, such as “the hidden manna”, “a white stone with a new name”, “the right to eat from the tree of life”, “the morning star”, etc. These are all things with hidden spiritual meanings. What is He talking about here? He is talking to and about the believers who are saved because they have been washed in the blood of the Lamb ---but what is it that we need to “overcome”? It doesn’t say.

I have come to believe that each and every one of us is given some kind of burden to carry in this world (whether it be grief or pain, some kind of dysfunction, a besetting sin, an addiction or what have you) and this burden is ours to overcome as we grow in Christ. The Holy Spirit gives us the power to overcome as we yield to His working in our lives. Paul said in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me NKJV”, and Jesus said in John 15:5, “Without Me, you can do nothing.” NKJV. As we yield and let Him work we will grow to be more and more like Christ Himself and we will take on His attributes. And what are those? Well, the Bible says, “God is love” and Jesus says in John 14:9 “He who has seen Me has seen the Father.”  NKJV 

I Corinthians thirteen verses 4-8 tells us what love is, and also what it is not. It says “love is patient, love is kind. Love does not envy, is not boastful, is not arrogant, is not rude, is not self-seeking, is not irritable, and does not keep records of wrongs. Love finds no joy in unrighteousness but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” Now this is surely a description of Jesus if there ever was one, but for us it’s an awfully big order, because we have a problem – and it is called sin. Our natural tendencies are usually just the opposite of those listed in I Corinthians thirteen. We are not patient – we usually want our own way, and we resent it when we don’t get it. If someone offends or hurts us, we get angry and want to retaliate rather than forgive. Sometimes we even keep a running tab of the wrongs done to us and feel justified in doing so. How often I will see the splinter in the eye of a brother or sister and fail to even notice the plank in my own eye. Jesus says I need to take that plank out of my own eye before I can see clearly to remove the splinter from the eye of another. My judgmental attitude must be overcome, my resentment and unforgiveness need to be overcome, and my victim mentality that keeps me stuck in my pity bag needs to be overcome.

I’ve heard it said that Christians can be the most judgmental of all people. I’m sorry to say I’m afraid it’s true and I am one of the chief offenders. We may not have a besetting sin we must constantly fight (such as an addiction to a substance or behavior) but many people do – including Christians. If we do not, we should be eternally grateful but also realize our state is only by the grace of God. We can take no credit for it, and our immunity does not make us any better than the person who must struggle with such things every day. We are so busy watching the blatant sins of the world and looking down on those who are in bondage to such things that we fail to even see that our secret attitudes that hide behind our Christian masks are just as much of a stench in the nostrils of God. Remember Jesus parable of the Pharisee and the Publican? Although the Pharisee was careful to obey all the Jewish religious laws, Jesus said it was the Publican who went down to his house that day the more justified, because his only prayer was, “God, be merciful to me – a sinner.” (Luke 18:13 – KJV)

What is the secret of overcoming these sins of attitude that prevent us from growing in our Christian life? What can we do about it? The first step is to recognize that they are there. We need to see with our spiritual eyes and hear with our spiritual ears. If we asks the Holy Spirit to reveal to us what is truly in our hearts, He will. Then we will see what we really are – and it may be that we are what Jesus called “white-washed tombs … full of dead men’s bones.” ( Matthew 23:27 – NKJV -) This is a very painful thing to do – it’s no wonder we want to avoid it – but it is the necessary step to get to square one, which leaves us no way to go but up.

Now we need to begin again at the beginning – back to baby food – the sincere milk of the Word – the simple gospel that Christ took my filthy stinking sin onto Himself when He was nailed to that tree, so that I may be washed white as snow and counted worthy to have Him come and live in me to give me that power to overcome. It is a process that will take my whole life. A baby has to learn to crawl before he can walk, and he needs to be able to digest milk before he can go on to solid food. The milk of the gospel is the beginning. Next comes the solid food. As we continue in His Word Jesus says we will be His disciples (that is His students) and we will know the truth that will set us free. The Word of God and His Spirit that lives within us will tear down those strongholds the enemy has built in our minds, and as we put on the armor of God we learn to stand fast and resist all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Now we begin to walk the walk of one who is growing into the fullness of the stature of Christ. As His love fills us, we love Him back and we will choose to obey Him without even thinking about it. Now His love will flow through us to others. Then they will know we are Christians by our love. This is the life of the overcomer.
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	Now, if this message is new to you and you are skeptical, that’s okay. It’s a good thing in fact, because the Bible tells us in I John 4:1, “Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see if they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” (This is probably more true in our day than it ever has been.) I would never ask you to believe something I say just because I say it. 

	In Acts 17 we have the account of Paul and Silas preaching the gospel to the Greeks and the Jews living in Berea. Verse 11 says they received the message with great eagerness, but then what did they do? – it says “they examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” NIV. This is what I want you to do!

	You all have Bibles. Do you believe your Bible really is the true word of God? Can you trust that it is true from cover to cover? – Then search it! Don’t just read it like a novel – Study it! Jesus Himself promised us in Matthew 7:7 – KJV -, “Ask and it shall be given to you, Seek and you shall find; Knock and the door will be opened to you.” There are treasures hidden there which will only be revealed to those who take the time and trouble to search for them. God made it that way on purpose. If we really want to find the treasures, the Holy Spirit who lives inside of every believer will reveal them – because He’s the One who wrote the book!

	I was confirmed at the age of 15 and still remember the Bible verse that was given to me that day. It was II Timothy 2:15 in the King James Version which says: “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman who needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” – Now I was already a believer at that time, but I was not yet “born again”. I was willing to study the Word, but I didn’t really know how. When I gave my whole life to Jesus at the age of 40, that’s when I began to finally hear with the ears of my spirit and see with my spiritual eyes. And then He showed me a new way to study, through Rick Boyd who filled our pulpit many times, during another period when we had no pastor. He and his wife, Jody, began attending our church on other Sundays too and we had some deep conversations. Rick taught me how to study the Bible “inductively” and even gave me a book on it. That opened a whole new door for me and I have studied that way ever since. 

This method searches for the answers to the questions, “What?”, “When?”, “Where?”, “Who?” and especially “Why?”. Since I learned this, I could now find the treasures that were hidden to me before. They had been there all long and I never knew it – I never saw the answers because I never asked the questions. 

	It’s one of those treasures I want to tell you about today, and it is found in the Christmas story.

	Now most of us think we already know how that went down, so if we ever actually read it from the Bible itself, we just skim through it and imagine how it must have been based on our preconceived ideas that we have learned from the time we were little – not learned from the Bible, but from our culture and traditions: from our church, from Sunday School Christmas stories and pageants, from manger scenes, Christmas cards and the words of traditional Christmas carols we hear every year. Have you any idea how many misconceptions we have about the birth of Jesus that we’ve never even noticed just because we’ve never bothered to compare them to what the Bible actually says?

	If something God says in His written word doesn’t make sense to me, or if He says or does something that seems out of character for a God of love, I want to know why – and He’s okay with that. In fact, He tells us to search the Scriptures. Jesus tells us to ask and He tells us to “seek and we will find.” So, because I have a logical mind, I pray for insight and I search the Scriptures for the answers until I find them. They are always there, but sometimes they are hidden and I have to dig for them – it’s like digging for buried treasure. It’s exciting because often when you unearth one treasure, you will find another underneath, and another, and another. 

	Studying the Bible this way has increased my faith a hundred-fold! I have come to see that there is no way this book cannot be supernatural – it is indeed alive! It shows me that our wonderful God is more in control of all things than I ever gave Him credit for. His perfect timing and His orchestration of events to bring about His plan of salvation for us is incredible! The Holy Spirit foretold it through His prophets hundreds of years in advance, and when the time was right, the stage was set and all the players in place – only then did His Holy Spirit come down, as through a funnel, – into the womb of a young woman, to become a human baby.

	The story of the birth of our Savior actually has two acts. Over the years, tradition has brought these two together when they shouldn’t be, causing misconceptions and false teaching. The most familiar scenario takes place in the 2nd chapter of the Gospel of Luke, and the other in the 2nd chapter of Matthew. Both of these accounts have been twisted over the years and false assumptions added that are not true. People don’t bother to check the facts because they think they already know how it happened.

If you still get any actual Christmas cards or even greetings over social media, check to see how many Christmas scenes of the shepherds show them out in the field gazing up into the sky at a huge bright star, or scenes of the shepherds worshiping at the manger with three wise-men in the same scene right behind them. Neither of these ever happened. The story of the shepherds in Luke 2 does not mention the star or the wise men at all, and the record in Matthew of the Magi and their journey makes no mention of shepherds, angels or even a manger. In fact, if you do a little research, you find these two stories didn’t even happen at the same time. Matthew 2:11 tells us plainly that the wise-men found “the young child”  KJV,  in a house, and other information reveals this could have been up to two years after Jesus’ birth. How many wise-men were there? We are not told – neither are we told their names. – The whole real story of the Magi and the star has its own fascinating hidden treasures, but it has nothing to do with the story of Luke 2.

It is Luke’s account I want to focus on today because there is a revelation hidden there that was absolutely mind-boggling when I saw it and realized the richness of what our wonderful God really did that holy night 2,000 years ago. I will never doubt again that He loves me, that He never fails to keep His promises, and His Word is absolute truth!

	The truth of the birth of the Savior of the world is found in Luke 2, verses 1-20. (I won’t read it all but I’m going to read some of it that I want you to pay close attention to.) There is not one word or phrase here that does not need to be here, and the treasure is hidden between the lines. – Notice also what is NOT written here that you may have assumed was. 	

	Remember – in studying the Bible “inductively”, we seek to answer the questions, WHAT?, WHO?, WHEN?, WHERE, HOW? and especially WHY?

	I already knew God does nothing without a reason, and neither does He tell anyone else to do anything without a reason. From before time began, He knew He would have to redeem the world if He was to have the relationship with mankind that He had created them for. Sin had entered His perfect world, and it broke the union between God and man. He wanted that back, but there was a problem – A perfect Holy God cannot have a perfect relationship with imperfect people. He Himself had pronounced the verdict in Romans 6:23 “The wages of sin is death”  KJV and in Hebrews 9:22 “… and without the shedding of blood, there is no remission.”  KJV. There had to be a sacrifice, and to atone for the imperfect, the sacrifice would have to be without any blemish whatsoever. On this whole wide world, of all the millions of people over all the centuries, there was not a single person who didn’t have that inherited defect – so, the only solution was – He would have to give His own life for ours. But how was that possible? God is a Spirit, and a Spirit cannot die. Yet there was a way! (With our finite minds, we cannot comprehend this) but we must remember our God is a Triune God – He is threes persons, and He is not limited as we are by time or space. The Bible makes it very clear, especially in the first chapter of John’s gospel, that Jesus the Son is one with His Father and with the Holy Spirit. Jesus is God and He had no beginning as God – He was right there during the whole creation process.

Now, when finally, the time had come, all the players were in place and the stage set, the Holy Spirit of God came into a human woman, and God became man – a man who was born in order to die – the perfect spotless sacrifice. Up until that time God had accepted 2nd best – the blood of animals – and every year, on Passover, hundreds of perfect lambs were sacrificed for the sins of the people. But it was always a temporary fix and had to be repeated over and over and over. The sacrifice had to be a perfect man to die for men, and He would be called “the Lamb of God” who takes away the sin of the world! He would also be called the “King of Kings” who would one day reign forever from the throne of David, and the prophet Micah had prophesied centuries before that this redeemer king would be born in Bethlehem. So, God orchestrated the events again to bring this about. It wasn’t Mary’s idea and it wasn’t Joseph’s either. It was brought about by decree from the emperor Caesar Augustus, and in the words of the King James Bible in Luke 2:6, “it came to pass.”

	It was “show time” and God was the director. Now have you ever wondered how it could be that God was directing this whole thing and knew all about it and this was the time that was about to change everything for all time – and then when Mary went into labor, they couldn’t find a place in the whole town for her to have this baby? We don’t know if He was actually born the night they arrived in Bethlehem or if it may have been several days later. Luke’s account says in chapter 2 verses 6 and 7 – KJV -, “and so it was that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered, and she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped Him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them I the inn.” Now it’s true that there is a question as to whether the Hebrew word translated “inn” was really an “inn” or not – the Greek word translated “inn” can also mean “upper room” or “guest room:, and it’s possible that Joseph may have had relatives there who’s rooms were full but who allowed them to stay in the lower level of the house where the animals were kept, so that’s where the manger may have been. The problem with this theory is the Bible does not say this, so it’s just a guess. In the first place, Bethlehem was 70 miles from Nazareth. Joseph and Mary were both from the line of David and this was the city of David, but there’s no indication anywhere that either of them had ever been to Bethlehem before, and if they had any relatives there, the likelihood that they knew them was pretty slim – there were many generations between David and Mary and Joseph.

Bethlehem was a very small town and lodging would have been very limited because the people from the lineage of David would all be there from all over the country all at the same time for the registration. Joseph and Mary were not likely to have been the only ones with this problem of no place to stay. We know the towns of Jesus’ day did have inns because Jesus said so in His parable of the Good Samaritan, so the word “inn” in that sentence may be exactly what it was that was full. Alright then, this brings us to the second theory. Tradition has added a character to the story that the Bible does not mention at all – an “innkeeper”. The supposition is that this innkeeper had compassion on the couple so offered for them to find shelter in the stable behind the inn. Now think about it – how did all these droves of people coming into the town from all over get there? It would have been mostly on donkeys. Some probably came in caravans so may have had camels, and some would have walked. But if that inn was full, the stable would have been just as full, if not more so. And dirty? Oh yeah! And very noisy and very stinky. Is this the place a loving Father would have provided for His precious Son to be born? (The explanation we always hear is that He had to be born in a place where He could identify with the poor, the outcasts and the homeless – because He came for everyone.) Do you buy that? I don’t!! --- Why do we assume that’s the way it was? – Because of those few words in Luke chapter 2 verse 7  that say Mary “laid him in a manger.”  KJV 

	Okay then – if it wasn’t a stable, and it wasn’t in the lower level of a house – where else could a manger be? Good question! Let’s find out! There are pieces of this puzzle in the Bible itself that fit together. First in the Christmas story itself: Who were the very first people to be told about this baby? It wasn’t any of the priests or any of the rulers or those with any influence in the community – in fact, it wasn’t even anyone in Bethlehem. Let’s read it – From the King James Version verses 8-12 in Luke 2 says, “And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And lo – the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them, and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, ‘Fear not: for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord. AND THIS SHALL BE A SIGN UNTO YOU; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.”

	Notice the word “sign”, in verse 12. The word translated “sign” in my Bible dictionary can mean either an event with a parallel spiritual meaning or the fulfillment of a prophecy. Whenever you see that word “sign” anywhere in the Bible, it’s talking about something that points to something else. – So, what does this mean? Luke 2:12 is the KEY to the whole Christmas story! It answers the questions: WHO were the shepherds?; WHY did the angel appear to them?; WHAT was the “sign” and what did it point to? And lastly – WHERE was this manger?

	Notice the shepherds didn’t ask the angel where the manger was and the angel didn’t tell them. He didn’t need to because they knew exactly where it was! So, they went, saying to one another in verses 15-18 “Let us go even unto Bethlehem, and see this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord has made known to us,” and they came with haste, and found Mary and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger. And when they had seen it, they made known abroad the saying which was told them concerning this child – and all they that heard it wondered at those things which were told them by the shepherds.” KJV

Now how did these shepherds know where to go? And why did the angel tell them of a “sign”? These were no ordinary shepherds. They weren’t lowly poor outcasts like the traditional Christmas story seems to indicate. On the contrary – these were special men chosen to shepherd the sheep who would give birth to all the perfect spotless lambs destined for sacrifice in the temple in Jerusalem, which was only 5 miles north of Bethlehem. Research verifies that the fields between Jerusalem and Bethlehem were indeed where these lambs were raised. These shepherds knew the prophesies about a Messiah who was to come and they knew their sheep were “stand-ins” for the perfect Lamb of God they represented. Could God have chosen any more logical people to welcome that little Lamb of God into the world? 

“This will be a sign unto you”, the angel said in verse 12. What would be a “sign”, and what did the sign point to? The “sign” was the fact that this baby would be wrapped in “swaddling clothes” and “lying in a manger.” And what was it as sign of? – that this little baby was God’s perfect lamb who would be the sacrifice without blemish to die for the sins of the whole world.

So, WHERE was this manger? We can now put the facts we know together with Jewish cultural history and archeological evidence to find the solution to our mystery. 

These shepherds who were “keeping watch over their flocks by night” in verse 8, had, at chosen locations throughout their grazing lands, watchtowers where a shepherd would take his turn at the top of the tower, especially at night, to keep watch for predators and for bandits that could steal or kill the sheep. If a danger presented itself, the watchman would sound the alarm to wake the others so they could protect their flocks.

Now at the bottom of each of these towers was the “birthing room” where the ewes were taken when a lamb was about to be born. The floor of this “room” was dug down into the ground so it was almost like a cave and was warm in cold weather and cool in hot weather. There was always fresh clean “bedding” on the floor (probably straw) and hay in the manger. This was replaced with fresh clean bedding after every birth so it was already set for the next one. There were also plenty of clean strips of linen cloth which were used to bind the legs of the lamb as soon as it was born to prevent it from failing about because it could injure itself and would no longer be perfect. The lamb was then laid in the manger in front of its mother so she could see it and they would bond. Then once the lamb settled down, it’s “swaddling clothes” could be removed.

So, you see, when these shepherds saw this little baby wrapped in these cloths and lying in the manger, they knew immediately what the angel meant about this being a “sign”.

Okay – this all sounds good and very logical. We know who the shepherds were and we know these watchtowers existed and how they were used, but is there actually any evidence that Jesus was born in one?

Archeologists are finding new discoveries from the time of Jesus in the Holy Land all the time. They have found the ruins of several of these towers between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. (One of them, in fact, almost intact.) There still exists the foundation of one that was right next to the road from Jerusalem which in Jesus’ time would have been just on the northern edge of Bethlehem. It is called “Migdol-Eder”. If that tower was there at the time Jesus was born, Joseph and Mary would have had to walk right by it on the way into the town and would have remembered it was there. What better place could they have found? It was secluded, private and quiet, and it was clean and warm – probably even better than a room at that noisy over-crowded inn. Doesn’t that sound just like something God would do? I think so.

Now when I saw all this I was overwhelmed! I really wondered if I could be reading into this something that wasn’t really there. Why had I never in my life heard anyone else say this?!!! And why did the whole Christian world believe Jesus was born in a stable? I decided to search the internet to see if anyone else claimed to see what I did and lo and behold, there were dozens (at least) who had researched this and found the same thing.

So, then I prayed about it and asked God to show me (from Scripture) anything that could definitely confirm that this revelation is true. I FOUND IT in the same book that prophesies that Jesus would be born in Bethlehem – the book of Micah. The well-known prophecy from Micah 5:2 – NIV -says, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for Me One who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old; from ancient times.”

And when I turned just one page back, to chapter 4, I found this in verse 8: “As for you, O watchtower of the flock, O stronghold of the Daughter of Zion, the former dominion (that is, the throne of David) will be restored to you; kingship will come to the Daughter of Jerusalem.” NIV 

Both of these passages are referring to the reign of the Messiah when at last He will rule over the whole earth from David’s throne. – And the foot-note in my Bible under the term “watchtower of the flock” says “Migdol-Eder.”

We have confirmation in the New Testament also that Jesus is indeed the “Lamb of God.” In John 1:29, John the Baptist sees Jesus walking and points Him out to the people, saying plainly, “Behold – the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world!” KJV  And in John 12:27 – KJV -, Jesus Himself, knowing He is to die the next day, says, “and what shall I say? - Father, save me from this hour?”– No – it was for this hour I was born. --- and sure enough, at the precise hour when the Passover lambs were being slaughtered in the temple, the “Lamb of God” died outside the gate for the sins of the world.

For years I used Oswald Chambers’ devotional, “My Utmost for His Highest” with my daily Bible reading. He said more than once that sometimes in order to see the truth of Scripture with our spiritual eyes we may have to first “unlearn” some of the things we have already learned. Because we think we already know the truth we no longer look for it and even when it’s right in front of our eyes, we don’t see it. 

Jesus wept over Jerusalem because of their blindness, and how many times did he have to say, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”?	

Does it matter if we live our whole lives never finding the hidden treasures? Most people probably do, and if they believe in Jesus and His death and resurrection, they will be saved, but they will miss out on so much of the abundant life Jesus promised for the here and now. Just the assurance that God’s got this and we can trust Him no matter what because we know that His word is absolute truth – this can give us peace of mind to face anything no matter what.
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Was your Christmas a merry one? Amid all the preparations of shopping, wrapping, cleaning, decorating and baking, did your family manage to find time to reflect on the marvelous message that Christmas is about?  For me, the week after Christmas is always a bit of a let-down. It seems as though by the time I finally get a chance to catch my breath and just drink in the beauty of it all, Christmas is suddenly over – the lights go off, the trees come down, and just as suddenly, the Christmas music disappears from the air-waves. It makes me wonder if as Americans we don’t have things backwards, and if we haven’t lost something precious of our European church heritage by doing away with the tradition of celebrating the twelve days of Christmas. Have you ever heard of any other baby whose birth is celebrated for weeks beforehand and then when the baby arrives all the joyous celebrating suddenly stops?

This baby – this special wonderful baby – is God’s greatest gift to us of all time, and how easily we take that gift for granted. Have you ever really considered what this gift cost? Let’s talk about that.

John tells us in the first chapter of his gospel, verses 1 – 14, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him is life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true Light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. Yet, to all who did receive Him, to those who believed on His name, He gave the right to become children of God – children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” NIV 

What was it that made that babe in the manger so unique? What was it about Him that was different from every other baby ever born? He was that light that John is talking about – He was that Word that was already there before the world began. In his devotional book, “My Utmost for His Highest”, Oswald Chambers says this: “Jesus Christ was born into this world, not from it. He did not emerge out of history; He came into history from the outside. Jesus Christ is not the best human being the world can boast of – He is a being for whom the human race can take no credit at all. He is not man becoming God, but God incarnate – God coming into human flesh from outside it. His life is the highest and holiest entering through the most humble of doors.”

Let’s consider now what it meant for Him to do this. He was God – the second person of the Trinity – He was all-powerful, all-knowing, present everywhere and timeless. There were no limits to His being at all. Yet He loved us so much He was willing to give that all up – willing to leave that eternal reality and enter into the limits of time and the limits of a human body. Philippians 2:6-8 – NIV - tells us, “Who being in very nature God did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!”

Now God is an eternal spirit – He cannot die. But the wages of sin is death. The only way an eternal God could take on Himself the penalty of the sins of the world was to become a man, and to become truly man, he must be born of a woman. Max Lucado says it well in his new book, He Chose the Nails – “He who was boundless became bound. He took on a body that was prone to weary muscles and weary eyelids. His speed was checked to the pace of human feet, and He traded the crown of heaven for a crown of thorns.”

Against the wall in the apse at the front of our church sanctuary is a large rustic cross – not a beautiful smooth factory made cross, but a crude handmade one of ordinary natural logs. I don’t know who made it or how long it has been there, but I love that cross. It is probably as close to what Jesus’ actual cross looked like as one could find today. During the Christmas season we always have a large lighted tree centered in that apse. The cross behind and towering above the Christmas tree is outlined in red lights. To me it signifies the reason for the coming of the little baby two thousand years ago – to shed His blood for you and me.

Luke 2:7 tells us, “She brought forth her first-born son and wrapped Him in swaddling clothes and laid Him in a manger”.  KJV.  “Swaddling clothes” are long strips of cloth used expressly for the purpose of binding a new-born baby tightly. It was thought that this would make him feel more secure, but it was also in order to straighten the arms and legs. Can you imagine this boundless eternal God, creator of the universe, now a helpless dependent being incapable even of moving Hid own arms and legs? And then after thirty-three years of being despised and rejected by those He came to save, He left this human identity the same way He entered it, with his arms and His legs bound – only this time it was with nails.

“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.” (John 3:16) – KJV. Jesus said in John 10:18 – “No-one takes My life from Me, but I lay it down of My own accord. I have the power to lay it down and the power to take it up again. This command I received from My Father.” KJV .  And in John 15:13 He says, “Greater love has no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” KJV. This is why He came; This is the reason He was born, and the real meaning of Christmas. The Christmas story is not one story and the Easter story another – no – it is all the same story, and it was written before time began. “Behold, what manner of love the Father has bestowed upon us, that we should be called the children of God. Let the Christ of Christmas be born in your heart today, and let us never stop celebrating this unfathomable gift.
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Last Sunday was Epiphany Sunday on our church calendar – the time in which we commemorate the coming of the wise men to worship the Christ Child. Webster’s dictionary defines “epiphany” as “an appearance or revelatory manifestation of God or the sudden manifestation of the essential nature or meaning of something.” What was this a manifestation of? The wise men themselves said it in Matthew 2:2, “He who is born King of the Jews”. This was the very first revelation or “Epiphany” of the Messiah to the gentiles. The way to salvation was about to be opened to the whole world through this Holy Child who was a Jew and would indeed be a king, but not only to the Jews.

During the last few weeks, how many Christmas cards and yard displays and even church programs have you seen showing the shepherds coming to worship the baby Jesus in the manger with the wise men right behind them? We have a creche in our own home with the three wise men figurines as part of the manger scene. But I wonder sometimes if by displaying this creche at Christmas we may be teaching our grandchildren to accept as true something that is not accurate – for as I read the account of the wise men in my Bible, I see that’s not the way it was. First of all, the Bible does not say there were three, and it doesn’t say they were kings or even that they were “magi” (although some newer translations use the word.) Nor does it say they were from the Orient. They are called “wise men from the east” in Matthew 2:1, but it doesn’t say how far east. During those days the residents of Ammon, Moab and Edom were called “the men of the East”. Those nations were just on the other side of the Dead Sea. An Old Testament prophecy from the book of Numbers verse 24:17 and 19 often quoted to refer to the star of the wise men was part of an oracle of Balaam against the people of Edom and Moab. This prophecy says, “I see Him, but not now. I behold Him, but not near. A star shall come out of Jacob – a scepter will rise out of Israel ---- and --- a ruler will come out of Jacob.” NIV

But for the sake of argument, let’s say tradition is correct in that these men were “magi” and they came from further east – probably from Persia which is the area of modern-day Iraq, Iran and Kuwait. The “magi” were a Persian priestly caste of astrologers and fortune-tellers. It is assumed that the “wise men” of Christmas were “magi” because they told Herod they had seen the star “at its rising”, indicating they had been watching for it. Now how would they have known that this certain star had anything to do with the birth of a king in the land of Judea? This appears to be a mystery until we do some cross-reference studying and reading between the lines. Then we see that during the days of the prophets Daniel and Ezekiel, God’s people were captives in the land of Babylon which later became Persia. There are still descendants of those exiled Jews living in that area today, so it makes sense that the prophecy of a Messiah to be born would have been handed down by word of mouth through the generations. When this mysterious new star appeared, the “magi” saw it for what it was and knew what it meant. Some modern scholars say this star must have been a junction of Jupiter and Saturn, but if these men were learned stargazers, wouldn’t they have known that? And how do we account for the fact that this star moved and ended up stopping directly over the place where the child was? It makes more sense that this was a miraculous star sent by God at this precise time for the express purpose of leading these men there.

Now how many men were there? The traditional number three comes from the three gifts they brought, but there were most likely many more – probably enough for a caravan since, if they came from Persia, they would have had to cross over 500 miles of desert. Also, the account in Matthew 2 says the whole city of Jerusalem was disturbed when they arrived at Herod’s palace. It’s unlikely that only three men would have caused such a stir.

Matthew 2:9 says,” the” And there it was – the star they had seen at its rising. It led them until it came and stopped above the place where the child was.” We are not told exactly when they arrived but we know it was not on the night of His birth. It had to have been soon after, however, because Luke’s account tells us, by the time He was 40 days old they were living in Nazareth where they returned to after their flight to Egypt.

Now what about these gifts they gave to the child? Awfully strange gifts for a baby if you ask me! But, remember, these men were being led here by God. Doesn’t it stand to reason then that He also directed them in what to bring? Gold is certainly a gift fit for a king. And this gold would have also been God’s provision for Joseph and Mary to enable them to make the trip to Egypt. They were poor – they had no money to make a journey such as that, or to support themselves once they got there. These strange visitors were used by God to provide for that and to make possible the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy found in Hosea 11:1, “And out of Egypt I called my Son.”

Frankincense and Myrrh were both pure resins from trees grown in N.E. Africa and Southern Arabia which were brought to the cities along caravan routes. Frankincense contained a volatile oil used as incense in service to God in the temple, and myrrh was likewise used in incense and perfumes but also in embalming the dead. So, what do we have here? Gifts to pay homage to a king, to sacrifice to God, and to serve a mortal man who was born to die. Jesus – King of the Jews – true God and true man.

Now why have I told you all this? Does it really matter, or am I just being nit-picky about a simple traditional Christmas story that’s already beautiful the way it is? Does it matter when Hollywood produces a huge epic movie with super stars and advertises it widely as a Bible story like they did a few years ago with “Noah’s Ark”, and then you find they have made a mockery of God’s Word by leaving out essential truths and adding downright lies? I believe the more we continue in God’s Word the more we will see that these things do matter, for the simple reason that there are thousands of people who never open their Bible who see these things and swallow them as true depictions of what the Bible actually says. It all boils down to a question of whether we believe the Bible is God’s Word or not – if we believe it is absolute truth or not. Satan is a liar and the father of lies and his most used strategy for destroying souls is to add just enough truth to his lies to deceive those who don’t know the difference.

Every story and every word found in the scriptures is there for a reason, and all the parts fit together into one gospel message. Jesus says in John 5:39, “Search the scriptures, for in them you have eternal life.” KJV. The whole of the Old Testament points to Him and the New Testament puts all the right pieces of the puzzle together. Even the account of the wise men in Matthew 2 is a piece of that whole picture. It is not some isolated quaint little story to pull out just at Christmas-time. No – it’s an event supernaturally orchestrated by God as part of His marvelous plan of redemption for all mankind – both Jews and Gentiles – and that includes you and me. Hallelujah!
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Today I am sharing with you some thoughts from God’s Word on the subject of suffering. “Suffering” means to experience ongoing severe pain, and it doesn’t have to be physical pain. Sometimes mental or emotional pain can hurt just as much or perhaps even more. How often have you heard the question “If God is a god of love, why does He allow so much pain and suffering in this world? And why doesn’t He just remove it all when we ask Him? Doesn’t He care?”

Ethyl Waters was born at the turn of the 20th century to a 13-year-old mother as the result of rape. Her life was one of poverty, hardship and discrimination. But she had been given the gift of a beautiful singing voice, and when she sang she touched many lives because her songs came from the heart. She was a frequent guest singer at Billy Graham crusades, and the song she sang more than any other went like this; “Why should I feel discouraged? Why should the shadows come? Why should my heart be lonely and long for heav’n and home, when Jesus is my portion? My constant friend is He. His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me. I sing because I’m happy. I sing because I’m free – for His eye is on the sparrow and I know He watches me. – Yes I know –I know—He watches me.”

Romans 8:28 tells us, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love God, who are called according to the will of God.” Now this is awfully hard to believe sometimes when we find ourselves in the middle of excruciating circumstances that don’t go away – especially when there isn’t a thing we can do about it, our pillow is wet with tears and our prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling. I have been there and I’m sure most of you have too.

The story of Joseph in the book of Genesis can give us some insight as to why God allows bad things to happen to good people. Hated by his jealous brothers and through no fault of his own, Joseph was stripped, thrown into a pit and then sold like an animal to heathen strangers. No-one came looking for him because his father thought he was dead and his brothers weren’t about to confess what they had done. Joseph’s life was completely changed in one day. Then after being wrongly accused by Potiphar’s wife, he was imprisoned in Egypt, and forgotten for years. Yet Joseph never compromised his principles nor lost his faith in God. When after many years his brothers finally repented and asked his forgiveness, what was Joseph’s reaction? By then he was in such a position of authority that he could have taken revenge and had them killed on the spot, but the account in Genesis 50:17-21 says “Joseph wept when their message came to him. His brothers also came to him, bowed down before him and said, ‘We are your slaves!’. But Joseph said to them, ‘Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You planned evil against me: God planned it for good, to bring about the present result – the survival of many people. Therefore, don’t be afraid. I will take care of you and your children.” And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them.” You see, God knew already when Joseph was only seventeen that this series of events could be used for good, for the preservation of the lineage through which our Savior would come centuries later. God always sees the big picture, and He is always in control.

Because of Adam’s sin, our whole world is under a curse. God told him in Genesis 3:17 ---“The ground is cursed because of you.” And Paul tells us in Romans 8:22-23, “We know that the whole creation has been groaning together with labor pains until now. Not only that, but we ourselves, who have the Spirit as the first fruits- we groan within ourselves eagerly waiting for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” As long as we live in this fallen world and in these mortal sinful bodies, we will have trials and pain – there is no escaping it. Some of it will be caused by other people: we are sinners – we are going to hurt one another – and because God chose to create us with a free will, He must allow it. Some of it will be the result of disease or natural disasters which happen to result from an imperfect fallen world. The thousands of people we read about in the news that have died in the earthquakes or hurricanes or tsunamis weren’t singled out by God because they were evil. Dying is a part of living, and nature’s fury is no respecter of persons. Jesus said there will be earthquakes in diverse places in the last days and these are only the beginning of the birth pangs.

When we reap what we sow and experience problems and pain as a result of our own folly, if we are paying attention at all, we can learn valuable lessons that enable us to grow. We can recognize that God is using the consequences to discipline us as any loving father disciplines his children. But when we suffer unfairly and we can see no logical reason for it, it’s easy to blame God and accuse Him of not loving us. We think we need to understand “why” in order to trust Him. What does Jesus have to say about this?

In John 16:33, He says, “I have told you these things so that in Me you may have peace. You will have suffering in this world. Be courageous! I have conquered the world!” And in I John 5:4-5 we read, “---everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world – even our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” NIV. Then in Revelation 2:7 Jesus says, “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God.” NKJV

This ‘overcoming” is something we must do now, while we still live in this world – not after we die. When we accept the free gift of salvation through Jesus Christ, we are passed from death into life – we already have eternal life. The Holy Spirit lives within us and gives us the power to live the life of an overcomer. And then Jesus promises in Revelation 21:6-7, “I am the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end. To him who is thirsty I will give of the fountain of the water of life freely to him who thirsts. He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be his God and he will be My son.” NKJV

Our circumstances are not what matters. They are only temporary, and we have eternity within us. We may never see the good that God works as a result of our pain, but that doesn’t mean He isn’t doing it. Our job is to trust that His Word is truth, and He promises to work it for good. We may be blessed enough to eventually see it in retrospect. My husband and I could certainly see no good in the death of two of our sons, but God blessed us with another son and now precious grandchildren who otherwise would never have been born, and that is very good. The Psalmist says in Psalm 56 that God collects our tears in a bottle and records them in a book. In the midst of his anguish Job said in Job 23:10, “He knows the way that I take; when He has tested me, I will come forth as gold.” KJV.  If the only result of our trials is our own growth in our Christian life, that is enough. James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it great joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you experience various trials, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking nothing.

God does care. He weeps with us when we weep, and He will hold us in His arms and comfort us if we just let Him. Jesus said in Matthew 10:29-31, “Aren’t two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them falls to the ground without your Father’s consent. But even the very hairs of your head have all been counted. So don’t be afraid, you are worth more than many sparrows.”

No doubt about it – His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me.
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In preparation for this series on Love, I looked through the concordance in my Bible to see what I could find on the subject and was surprised to find 3 whole 3- column pages of references having to do with “love”. It listed 55 passages throughout the Bible where we are told to love God, 93 references where we are told to love others, and a whopping 183 times where it tells us God loves us.

What is “love”? Is it a feeling? Is it a choice? Can I choose to love even if I don’t feel it? How can we love someone we don’t like? Or how can we love someone who has hurt us? In the next four installments we will examine each of these issues and see what God’s Word has to say about them. Now we’re going to take a look at God’s unfathomable love for us. Psalm 107:43 says, “Whoever is wise, and will observe these things, even they shall understand the lovingkindness of the Lord.” NKJV

His love is all around us every day -- everywhere- all the time. In Psalm 119:64 we read, “The earth is filled with your love, Lord.” NIV But do we see it? Or do we take it all for granted only to realize what we have when it is taken away? Do we appreciate the indescribable beauty of nature that He has created for us? He didn’t have to make thousands of different species of flowers in all different shapes and colors for us to just enjoy – but He did; He didn’t have to make such a gorgeous array of colored birds all with their own unique song – but He did; He didn’t have to make vast diversity of terrain on the earth with its mountains, rivers, deserts, forests and plains – but He did; He didn’t have to make the blue sky or the rainbow or the red and gold of the sunset, and He didn’t have to give us eyes to see the beauty, ears to hear the music and noses to smell the perfume, all connected to a mind that can decipher it and comprehend it. Yet He made all this for our pleasure because He loved us. The Psalmist says His loving kindness is better than life, love is unfailing, everlasting, merciful and compassionate and it endures forever. Psalm 103:8, Joel 2:13 and Jonah 4:2 all say our God is “slow to anger and abounding in love”.  Yet why then do we see many incidences, especially in the Old Testament, where God was fiercely angry? He is a God of love, but He is also a God of Justice. He cannot stand sin, and we are sinners, so how can these contrasting attributes be reconciled?

When my children were small, I remember reading them a story about a little boy who built himself a toy sailboat. He spent many hours on it and could hardly wait until he could try it out. Early in the morning he hurried down to the creek and put it in the water. The little boat floated upright and moved along with the gentle current to the delight of its maker. But suddenly the wind picked up and caught the sail. Before the boy could catch it, his little boat was out of his reach and was carried off by the wind until it was out of sight. He was heart-broken and grieved over the loss of his little boat. A few weeks later the boy went to town one day with his mother. As they walked by a pawn shop, there in the window, big as life, was his little boat. So, the boy asked the price of the boat, went home and emptied his piggy bank and returned to buy the boat. Elated, as he carried his prize home in his arms he said, “Little boat, now you are mine twice over, because first I made you, and now I bought you.”

We are like that little boat, and God is like the boy. When He created Adam, scripture says He had fellowship with him and walked with him in the garden. But then sin came along and changed all that. Innocence was lost, the fellowship was broken and man was driven out “to till the ground from which he was taken” (Genesis 3:23 – NKJV). A holy God cannot look on sin, and a just God cannot just forgive it. The wages of sin is death, and sinful man cannot see God’s face and live. God grieved over the loss of fellowship with His most wonderful creation. To restore the relationship they once had, a price had to be paid. So – He paid it! “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son who paid the price to buy us back with His own precious blood. We are now His twice over because first He made us and then He bought us.

Paul tells us in Romans 5:18-19, “...just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.” NIV. In Romans 5:6-11, “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. Since we have now been justified by His blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through Him! For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son, how much more having been reconciled, shall we be saved through His life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” NIV. Jesus Himself says in John 15:13, “No one has greater love than this , to lay down His life for His friends.”

When God looks at us now, He no longer sees the sin, because we are covered by the blood that washes us white as snow. “The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23 KJV ) That sentence of death has been lifted because it is paid in full. It is our choice now to accept this free gift of God’s grace and enter into His holy presence, or to reject it and remain in our sins. When we reach out and take it, we can say with Paul in Romans 8:35-39, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? No – in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” NIV  Hallelujah!

God loves you! Jesus died for you! He made you and He bought you. If you have never reached out to accept this free gift, won’t you do so today so He can hold you in His arms too? He wants to take you home.
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Our Love for God

Today we will explore what it means for us to “Love the Lord Your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37 NKJV) – what Jesus called “the first and greatest commandment.”

1 John 4:19 tells us, “We love Him because He first loved us.” KJV. My Bible concordance lists 183 times where He tells us He loves us. We see evidence of this in His creation, in what He has given us, and most of all in the gift of His Son who gave His life for us that we may have that relationship restored that makes us His children. 1 John 3:1 says, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called the children of God! And that is what we are!” NIV

 	Now it is human nature to love someone who loves us. We do it all the time. But what if we don’t feel loved? What if you don’t really believe God loves you?

There are many people – even Christians – who are in this position. I was there myself for the greater part of my life. I was a believer – I knew the Bible was true and that Jesus died for me – but I couldn’t read my Bible without feeling condemned. It seemed to me that God’s promises all had an “if” clause, and I knew I didn’t measure up. I was a very moral person on the surface and I was a people-pleaser. But I just “knew” that if anyone knew the real blackness of my heart they wouldn’t like me at all, and I knew God already knew my heart – so how could He possibly love me? Besides, bad things kept happening in my life over which I had no control, and it seemed like the harder I tried to be good the worse it got – so the logical conclusion must be that I was right – God didn’t love me. I prayed and prayed for Him to lift my burdens and those prayers seemed to bounce off the ceiling, so of course I could never pray in faith that He would grant my requests. On the contrary, it seemed as though He would often do just the opposite of what I asked simply because I had the audacity to ask. To me He was a God who would just as soon take His giant thumb and squash me like a bug! Boy was I a mess!

I John 4:16-18 says, “God is love, and the one who remains in love remains in God, and God remains in him. In this, love is made complete with us so that we may have confidence in the day of judgment, because as He is, so also are we in this world. There is no fear in love. Instead, perfect love drives out fear, because fear involves punishment. So, the one who fears is not complete in love.”

Well, “the one who fears” was surely a description of me. You see I just didn’t get it! I believed in my head that I was saved, but that knowledge never made it to my heart. I believed I would make it into heaven, but only by default. I never saw at all what Christ had done for me that I could appropriate while still here in this body. It took a valley in my life so deep that I wanted to die to bring me to the point where I could see the truth – that all my striving was completely in vain – that all my righteousness was as filthy rags (not just my sin) and that gaining acceptance from God in my own strength was not only exceedingly difficult – it was impossible!! If I had gained victory over every sin in my life except one it would not have been enough, because I would still be a sinner. James 2:10 says “For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.” KJV. And in Ecclesiastes 7:20, “For there is not a just man upon the earth, that doeth good, and sinneth not.” KJV. The irony of it all is that if it had been possible for me to reach perfection on my own, then we would have no need for a Savior, because if I could do it, then anyone could.

Jesus told us in John 8:31-32, “If you continue in My Word, you really are my disciples. You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” I know now what that truth is – and praise God, I am free!

The moment when Jesus uttered those words, “It is finished” NKJV in John chapter 19, verse 28, while hanging on that cross in agony, the curtain in the temple that separated the Holy of Holies was torn in two from top to bottom. This was not just a coincidence – God ripped that curtain apart, opening once and for all the way to His throne for all – for you, and for me. The penalty for all my sin – past, present and future – was paid in full, once and for all. The relationship between God and man was restored to the state it was before sin ever entered the heart of man. That is why He says in Hebrews 4:16:  Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of Grace that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need.” KJV. Just as any loved child can come to his father. He no longer sees our sin – He has removed it as far as the east is from the west and drowned it in the midst of the sea. When we finally grasp this truth, then we can hold on to the promise of Romans 8:1 “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” NIV.  And knowing this without a doubt will set us free to also believe without a doubt that God does love us – each one of us – unconditionally. And once we know that, it is easy to love Him back.

Satan is called, “the accuser of the brethren”. His greatest device to make a Christian ineffective is guilt. Guilt over our sin cripples us and binds us. It’s like a man who sits in a chair with his hands tied behind his back. Someone comes along and removes the bonds but the man doesn’t know it. He will sit there forever with his hands behind his back never knowing he has been set free.

We have been set free from the law of sin and death. We are free now to obey and serve God because we want to – not because we have to. A child who loves his father wants to please him – and he also knows any rules his father makes are for his own good because his father loves him. Jesus said in John 14:15, “If ye love Me, keep my commandments” KJV. and what are those commandments? To love God and to love our neighbor. Romans 13:10 tells us: “Love is the fulfilling of the law.” KJV. And we read in 1 John 5:2-4, “This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out His commands, this is love for God, to obey His commands. And His commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes the world.” NIV. This is the new birth Jesus was talking about when He said, “You must be born again.” John 3:7  NIV. From God’s point of view, we are now new creatures because when we accept this free gift of forgiveness through the blood of Jesus Christ He comes to live within us. We now live by the Spirit, and it is this Spirit within us that gives us the power to love both God and our fellow man. That love is the fulfillment of the law, and that is how we love God. 
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Loving Our Neighbor

Now we will focus on the second great commandment given to us by our Lord Jesus – “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” (Mark 12:31- NKJV) The night He was betrayed Jesus told His disciples in John 13:34-35, “I give you a new command: Love one another. Just as I have loved you, you are also to love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” He had just finished washing the disciples’ feet. This was the job usually done by a household servant. People walked everywhere in those days, either in sandals or barefoot, and the roads were dusty. So, a good host always provided the service of a servant to wash the feet of his guests. Yet here was Jesus, their teacher and master, humbling Himself and washing their feet. Incredulous, Peter asked in John 13:6, “Lord – are you washing my feet?!! 8: You shall never wash my feet!!” Jesus told him, If I don’t wash you, you have no part with me.” This was no doubt a reference to the “washing” He was about to do by washing away the sins of the world with His blood. But then when He had finished washing all their feet He told them, Then in verse 13-16: “You call me Teacher and Lord, and you say well, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example that you should do as I have done for you. Most assuredly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is he who is sent greater than the one who has sent him. If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” Then a little later the same night He said these words recorded in John 15:9-14, 16-17 “As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey My commands, you will remain in My love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in His love. I have told you this so that My joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. My command is this: love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no man than this that He lay down His life for His friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. You did not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit – fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in My name. This is my command: Love each other.” NIV

Jesus then prayed, and in chapter 17:20-21 He makes it plain that His words are not just for His disciples but for us as well when He says, “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in Me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent Me.” NIV

So, we see we are to serve others to fulfill the law of Christ, and we are to bear the fruit of the Spirit. He says in Matthew 20:26-28, “Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.” NIV

What is this fruit He was talking about? How do we bear fruit? He says the fruit of the Spirit is love, but how do we produce it?

In John 15 verse 5, Jesus gives the example of a grapevine and tells us, “I am the vine – you are the branches.” NKJV. Now it is the branches that bear the grapes, but if they are cut off from the vine they aren’t going to produce anything. It is the life-giving sap flowing through the vine and into the branches that really produces the grapes. And so it is with us and the fruit of the Spirit which is love. Jesus is the vine we must remain connected to, and the Holy Spirit is the life-giving sap that flows through Him into us. We have this Spirit living in us and it is He that produces the fruit, for without Him we can do nothing. Branches don’t have to work to produce fruit – the process is automatic. This is why we can take no credit for any good works that come as a result of our Christianity – “It is the gift of God, lest any man should boast.” (Ephesians 2:9) KJV. As we yield to His working in us we will automatically choose to obey His direction and we will serve one another. We are created with a free will, and we choose to love our neighbor because we love our Father and not because our neighbor deserves it. So, it doesn’t matter whether he loves us back or not. For this reason, we can love even the unlovable and we can love even those who hurt us. It is God doing the loving through us as the bearers of the fruit. We may not “feel” any love for another person at all, but that doesn’t matter because true love is a choice – not a feeling. We can love our neighbor whether we feel like it or not. The wonderful thing about it is that most people are going to respond to love and when that happens we find the feeling will come as well, and that’s a bonus. Our motive in loving others is not to be to receive anything in return – our motive is to please our Father who loves us.

Paul tells us in Ephesians 4:1-2, “I urge you to live worthy of the calling you have received. Be with all humility, and gentleness; with patience, bearing with one another in love.” NJKV. And in Colossians 3:12-14, he says, “as God’s chosen ones, holy and dearly loved, put on compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bearing with one another and forgiving one another if anyone has a grievance against another. Just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you are also to forgive. Above all put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity.”
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Loving the Unlovable

How sad to realize there are so many people in this world who live out their whole lives never hearing the words, “I love you” from anyone.

The Bible tells us God is love, and as Christians we have been given an assignment to bring this message to the world. But they will never hear the words if they don’t see the love in us. In 1 John 4:8- 11 we are told, “The one who does not love does not know God, because God is love. --- Love consists in this: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, if God loved us in this way, we also must love one another.” It follows in I John 4: 19-21, “We love because He first loved us. If anyone says, ‘I love God’, and yet hates his brother or sister, he is a liar. For the person who does not love his brother or sister, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. And we have this command from Him: The one who loves God must also love his brother and sister.” Okay, when He says we are to love “each other” does this mean we are to love only those who love us in return? And does “brother” mean only other Christians?

Jesus gave us only two commandments, which He said encompass “all the law and the prophets”. The first was to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind”, and the second is like it “Love your neighbor as yourself”.(Matthew 22:37 &39 NIV). When asked, “Who is my neighbor?”, He told a story. Luke 10:3-37 gives us the parable of the Good Samaritan. It tells us when a priest and a Levite (the “good” people of their day) came across the man lying in the ditch; they didn’t even bother to check to see if he was dead or alive. On the contrary – they pretended they didn’t even see him, and moved over to the other side of the road. Yet when a Samaritan happened upon the same man, he stopped, dressed the man’s wounds with what he had, put him on his own donkey and then walked, leading the donkey into town where he took him to an inn and took care of him.  The next day when he had to leave, he paid the innkeeper to care for the man until he was well. Now verse 30 tells us the robbers had left the man “half dead”. He would most likely have been unconscious and not even aware of his rescue until his benefactor was long gone. Can you imagine how incredulous for him to find out this kind man was a Samaritan? Samaritans were despised by Jews and vice versa. They were descendants of Jews and heathen aliens brought in by the Assyrians during the Babylonian exile. Their scriptures consisted of only the books of Moses and they did not believe salvation was to come through the Jews. The animosity between the Jews and the Samaritans was much like that of the Jews and the Palestinians today.

Yet Jesus, a Jew, was telling His Jewish audiences that these hated “half-breeds” were their neighbors, and they were to “love them as themselves”.(Mark 12:31) After telling the story He told them to “go and do likewise.” (Luke 10:37 KJV)

Anyone who was aware of Jesus dealings with people around Him would also have been aware that Jesus didn’t just preach – He practiced what He preached – much to the chagrin of the esteemed Jewish religious leaders. Jesus’ actions went against the grain and caused His hearers to question what they had been taught. In John 4 we read the story of the woman at the well. Jews would often go miles out of their way to avoid even passing through Samaritan territory. But here Jesus was sitting at a Samaritan well, resting, when this woman approached. She was not only a Samaritan but also a woman – and one of ill repute. Any other Jew would have certainly taken off as soon as he saw her coming. But Jesus struck up a conversation with her and asked her to give Him a drink. He then proceeded to tell her about the Living Water that brings eternal life, and He revealed to her that He was the Messiah.

Do you have a Samaritan in your life? Are there people you deliberately avoid because of their appearance or their lifestyle? Maybe they don’t believe what you believe, or maybe they accept and engage in behaviors you know to be sinful; maybe they are dirty or homeless or addicted to some substance or just plain irresponsible. They may come from a culture you don’t understand or live in a run-down dangerous neighborhood. It’s easy to just look the other way and pretend these people don’t exist when we live in a predominantly white middle class area where it is still safe to walk outside alone. Yet there are “Samaritans” even in our own country, and we can see them if we open our eyes.

I am as guilty as anyone of choosing not to see them – I don’t like to move out of my “comfort zone”, especially if it may cost me something and I may receive nothing in return. I become frustrated and anxious when forced to acknowledge a problem in my back yard that I can’t fix. But Jesus doesn’t ask us to “fix” anything. He doesn’t ask us to accept or approve of behavior we believe is wrong. All He asks is that we love our neighbor, and that includes even our enemies. In His sermon on the mount in Matthew 5 beginning with verse 43 through verse 48, He tells us, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you’: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in Heaven.’ … for if you love those who love you, what reward will you have? Don’t even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what are you doing out of the ordinary? Don’t even the gentiles do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect”.

Now of course what He is asking here is an impossible order for a sinner to fill. It is not normal to love the unlovable, and it is not normal to love those who hurt us. We cannot do it! But Jesus can. Jesus does!! We are His hands and His feet here in this world, and He promises to love through us. We can’t will ourselves to feel love for the Samaritans in our lives, but we can choose to obey Jesus’ command to go into all the world. We can choose to stop and bind up the wounds instead of crossing over to the other side of the road. As we yield ourselves to Him as instruments of His love, He does the work. Often we will be surprised to find as we choose to love that the “feeling” for those we love comes as well. But even if not, we can trust our Lord when He promises one day we will stand before Him and hear Him say, “I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you took me in, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me  for whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of Mine, you did for Me.” (Matthew 25:35-36 & 40)  “Well done, good and faithful servant! ..... Enter into the joy of the Lord.”(Matthew 25:23 NKJV)
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The Holy Spirit’s message to the Christians at Galatia through His servant Paul tells us in Chapter 6:7-9, “Do not be deceived. God is not mocked. Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. And let us not be weary in well doing, for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.” KJV

Our loving Creator has programmed into this planet and into our lives many natural laws that we simply take for granted. When you throw a ball into the air, you don’t need to wonder if it will come down again. If you fill a balloon with helium and let it go it will continue to rise. If something falls off the table, it will hit the floor – yet when you build a fire, the flames always go upward. Why is this? We know that anything heavier than air will fall and anything lighter than air will rise – there are no exceptions, and we know this because we have a law that says so – the law of gravity. We know our earth revolves around the sun to give us our seasons and years, and it rotates to separate the day from the night. This never changes, and we never worry about whether the sun will come up in the morning: Such is the law of sowing and reaping. If you’re a farmer you know if you plant corn, you will reap corn – and not beans.  God has programmed it that way. We also know there will be a time span between the time of sowing and the time of reaping. If we judged only by what we see, we would conclude that all our work was for nothing when after many days we see no sign of anything coming up. But because of our past experience – because we know how it works, we will resist the urge to go digging up seeds to see whether they are doing anything or not. Some seeds take longer than others, and the speed of germination and growth will also depend on outside circumstances over which we have no control – soil conditions, temperature, amount of moisture, etc. – but we trust that we will reap a harvest. If we didn’t we wouldn’t bother to plant in the first place. So, we plant – and then we wait.

Now God says His law of sowing and reaping is operative in our spiritual lives as well. What does He mean when He says we are to sow to please the Spirit? Jesus Himself gave us only two commandments in Matthew 22:37 & 39 NIV: The first was to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind.” The second: “to love your neighbor as yourself.” Then He said in John 14:15, “If you love Me, keep my commandments.” NKJV. So, to love God, and to please the Spirit, is to obey His commandments. Our God created us – He knows every fiber of our being, every hair on our heads, every neuron and its interaction with others, every cell and how it works out its own purpose. When you buy a car or an appliance, you know you must be faithful to maintain it according to the manufacturer’s directions in the instruction manual, and you don’t question whether the writer of the manual knows what he is talking about. Well God has given us a user’s manual too, and He has spelled out in detail the maintenance instructions for His creation to assure its optimum performance.

When He gave the children of Israel His laws through Moses, He told them in Deuteronomy 5: 33 to Walk in all the ways that the Lord your God has commanded you,..  “Why? – “so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will possess.” NIV.  In Deuteronomy 6:4-9 KJV it says:” Hear O Israel,” He said, “The Lord our God is one Lord. And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul and with all thy might. These words that I command thee this day shall be in thy heart: And thou shall teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sitteth in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou riseth up. And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thy hand, and they shall be as frontlets between the eyes. Thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates.”

Yet God knew what was in the heart of man, and He grieved over it. In Deuteronomy 5:29 He said, “If only they had such a heart to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that they and their children would prosper forever.” He knew when He gave us the freedom of will that we would choose to rebel. We just don’t like to be told what to do, even when it’s for our own good. In our pride we think we already know what will make us happy, and it doesn’t include patience. We want what we want when we want it – and more and more in our society we are being taught that instant gratification is our right. If it feels good, do it! That is what it means to “sow to please the sinful nature”.  And what kind of harvest do we reap of these things? Well, just as the germination and sprouting of a sown kernel of corn is not at first apparent, so the down-side of sin is not seen at first. The immediate result is usually pleasurable, and that’s why we are so easily deceived and roped into it. Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a person, but its end is the way to death.” By the time we see the destructive end results of our sin, it is too late to undo it, and the consequences of pain and crippling to ourselves and our loved ones can be lifelong. In retrospect we see that we were warned – it’s all there in God’s word – but we wouldn’t listen. He told us the sloth, the drunkard and the glutton would come to poverty. He warned us about the dangers of sexual sin, but we didn’t believe it, until it broke up our home, alienated our family and wounded our children, or we wound up pregnant or with a fatal disease as a result. The worst of it is that carnal sin doesn’t just hurt the sinner – it hurts innocent people as well – sometimes those who just happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And the bad seed that is sown produces more bad seed. The dysfunction is passed to the children and the children’s children just as God said it would even to the third and fourth generations. The poet, John Bunyan tells us, “Fools make a mock of sin – will not believe it carries such a dagger in its sleeve. ‘How can it be’, they say ‘that such a thing so full of sweetness could e’er wear a sting?’ They know not that it is sin’s very spell to make poor sinners laugh themselves to hell.”

Now God is a God of mercy as well as judgement, but we must never forget His mercy cannot be separated from the huge price He required as penalty for our rebellion –the price He Himself paid with the agonizing suffering and death of His Son. We are all sinners, and the wages of sin is death. We are indeed saved now from eternal death by the atoning blood of Jesus if we accept that free gift of grace, but the natural law of sowing and reaping in this world still stands. Actions have consequences, and we are responsible for our choices. Hebrews 4:13 tells us, “No creature is hidden from him but all things are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give an account.” Our assignment here then is to sow good seed to please the Spirit so that we may reap a harvest of righteousness and fullness of joy until we hear our Lord say those words, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant.” In Hosea 10:12, we read, “Sow for yourselves righteousness, reap the fruit of unfailing love, and break up your unplowed ground; for it is time to seek the Lord until He comes and showers righteousness on you” NIV. So what kind of seed are you sowing?
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Today I will expand on the God’s law of sowing and reaping with some examples taken from scripture showing how this principle works. Again, our text from Paul’s letter to the Galatians Chapter 6:7-9: “Do not be deceived. God is not mocked. Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that soweth to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. And let us not be weary in well doing, for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.” KJV. The first example we see in the Bible that illustrates this law of sowing and reaping is found in Genesis 3. Eve saw the fruit she had been forbidden to touch, and it was pretty. It wasn’t hard for Satan to convince her it was not only harmless but good for her – it would make her wise, so she would be like God. Why would God deny her something so beautiful, so good for her --- so pleasurable? It must be because He was punitive and unreasonable, wanting all the glory for Himself – and He just plain didn’t want her to have any fun! – Exactly what the enemy wanted her to believe. So, she tasted it – and it was delicious – and the serpent was right – she didn’t die as God had said she would! She couldn’t wait to tell Adam and offer him some too. The immediate effect was the same – it was wonderful! But no sooner had they swallowed the last bite than they knew something was terribly wrong. They suddenly felt something they had never felt before, and it was not good. They felt shame, and guilt, and fear – fear of God – the one who had walked with them and talked with them in the garden as a loving father and friend. Now they were hiding from Him. And now they could no longer remain in this paradise He had created for them. They were banished and left to struggle in the world outside where they began to grow old. The serpent was a liar, and God had been right all along – they had begun to die. And worst of all, every person ever to be born into the world would now also die – all because they sowed to please the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eye and the pride of life – they were now reaping the harvest of corruption.

In the books of I and II Samuel, I Kings and I Chronicles, we read of the life of David, the most well-known of all the kings of Israel. He was a man who loved God, and God called him “a man after my own heart”. (I Samuel 13:14) KJV. David wrote most of the Psalms which help to give us a picture of the beauty of his heart. Yet David had a weakness, and we all know the story of how his lust for the forbidden fruit of a beautiful woman caused him to commit both adultery and murder. He was the most powerful man in the land and had gotten so used to having whatever he wanted that it was easy for him to rationalize that what he was doing was okay – and it was so beautiful – how could it be wrong? But when Bathsheba ended up pregnant and her husband wouldn’t cooperate in David’s plan to cover it up, he saw no other way out than to have Uriah killed. He could even reason that away by telling himself he was saving Bathsheba the fate of being stoned, and besides, no-one but the commander of the army knew David had a hand in Uriah’s death, so the king would be seen as the noble rescuer of a poor widow with no father for her child. Still … in the back of David’s mind there was that nagging conviction of what he tried to deny, and the guilt began to eat away at his soul. Shakespeare says, “O what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive” – and David was deceiving himself as much as anyone. II Samuel 11:27 says, “the thing David had done displeased the Lord” KJV, so God sent the prophet Nathan to confront the king – to hold a mirror up to him in the form of an allegory about a rich man who took a poor man’s pet lamb to slaughter to feed some visitors. David was incensed over the cruelty of the rich man. He just didn’t get it – until Nathan told him, “You are the man!” It was only then that David finally saw the gravity of what he had done.

In Psalm 32:3-5 David says, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions unto the Lord’ – and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” NIV. In Psalm 51:16-17, he says, “You do not want a sacrifice, or I would give it; you are not pleased with a burnt offering. The sacrifice pleasing to God is a broken spirit; You will not despise broken and humble heart, God.” Yes – David truly repented – and he was forgiven, but that did not negate the consequences of his sin. The seed had been sown, and the harvest would come. The child he had conceived with Bathsheba would die, his subjects would no longer honor and respect him as they once had, and neither would his sons. The sins of the father would continue in the sons also as Amnon would rape his half-sister and her brother Absalom would kill him for it. Later Absalom was to lead an uprising to dethrone David and take over the kingdom. Despite David’s pleas for mercy for Absalom, the commander of the army killed him. This was the same commander who had obeyed David’s order to arrange the death of Uriah. David was reaping what he had sown.

We also have an excellent example from the book of Genesis of a righteous man who sowed to please God. His name was Joseph. Joseph didn’t see the fruit of his faithfulness for a long time. On the contrary, it seemed as though the more he lived in obedience to God the worse things got. His brothers all hated him – so much so that they sold him as a slave to strangers and then told their father he was dead. Then the man who bought him had Joseph thrown into prison when he resisted the advances of the man’s wife and she falsely accused Joseph of trying to rape her. Yet even during all this undeserved trial, we read in Genesis 39: 2, “The Lord was with Joseph and he became a successful man.” Even while in prison, verse 23 says, “The Lord was with him and the Lord made whatever he did successful.” Yet the harvest was not quite ready. He finally reaped what he had sown when Pharaoh made Joseph ruler over all Egypt and his brothers and his father came to him. He was now able to say to them, In Genesis 45:5 & 7 “And now don’t be grieved or angry with yourselves for selling me here, because God sent me ahead of you to preserve life. –7: God sent me ahead of you to establish you as a remnant within the land and to keep you alive by a great deliverance.”

Psalm 37:1-11 (Another Psalm of David) tells us this: “Do not fret because of evildoers, Nor be envious of the workers of iniquity. For they shall soon be cut down like grass, and wither as the green herb. Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and feed on His faithfulness. Delight yourself also in the Lord and He shall give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; Trust also in Him and He shall bring it to pass. He shall bring forth your righteousness as the light, and your justice as the noonday. Rest in the Lord and wait patiently for Him; do not fret because of him who prospers in his way, because of the man who brings wicked schemes to pass. Cease from anger and forsake wrath; do not fret – it only causes harm. For yet a little while, and the wicked shall be no more; Indeed, you will look carefully for his place, But it shall be no more. But the meek shall inherit the earth and shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace.” NKJV

And a final promise, from Psalm 126:5-6, “Those who sow in tears shall reap in joy. He who continually goes forth weeping, bearing seed for sowing, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.” NKJV Hallelujah!
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Let’s review three passages from God’s Word, beginning with verses 10 and 11 of Isaiah 55, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is My Word that goes out from My mouth: it will not return to Me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” NIV. Secondly, Jesus’ words from Matthew 4:4: “It is written: ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but on every Word that proceeds from the mouth of God.’” KJV. And thirdly, from Hebrews 4, verse 12: “For the Word of God is living and powerful. Sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to division of soul and spirit, joints and marrow and is a discerner of the thoughts and intent of the heart.” NKJV

Now what is this “Word of God” that these passages refer to? Does the God of the Bible still talk to men today as He did to Abraham and to Moses, or is this talking about His written word? If so, does it mean only the Old Testament, or only the New? Or both?  And does it mean all of it? Or does our Bible only “contain” God’s word along with a lot of history and folklore and stuff written for ancient Jews that’s completely irrelevant to 21st Century Christians? Let’s talk about that.

We must remember that Abraham and Moses had no Bible to read. The first books of the Old Testament were written by Moses. There was no other way for God to reveal Himself to them except in an audible voice. In those days He chose certain people to be prophets through which He could make His will and His character known to His people. Most of these men wrote down what God told them and these writings became part of the Bible we have today. He does still speak to us today in the sense that He leads, shepherds and comforts us, but He does it through the words we already have in that Holy Book. On rare occasions He may even still speak to someone in an audible voice, but it will always be in agreement with what we already have in the written Word. If it is not, it is not of God! Everything we need to know about God has now been written down between the covers of that book we call the Bible. 66 separate books written by 40 different authors in three different languages in different parts of the world over a period of hundreds of years – yet they tell one story – and they all agree. The Old Testament shows us why we need a Savior and prophesies His coming, and the New Testament testifies to the fulfillment of the promise. It is all there, and it is all true – the only source in this world of absolute truth, by which all other “truth” can be measured. Now you may ask me, “How do you know it’s true? Can you prove it?”

Years ago, when I was a young mother, I attended a meeting of our church ladies’ circle where we had a Bible Study on the book of Genesis. There was some discussion over whether we should take some of the stories as true historical accounts, or if they were allegories with a spiritual meaning, or if they were even just folklore. I suggested it didn’t really matter as long as we accepted the truth of the salvation message, and that in matters not crucial to salvation, we should be free to disagree. My attempt at diplomacy and political correctness was way ahead of its time – but I was wrong! A wise older member of our group gently straightened me out, and I’ll never forget what she said. Her reply was, “If you think you can pick and choose which parts of scripture are truth and which are not, how can you have any assurance that any of it is true?” She was right! Either the Bible is God’s Word or it is not. In II Timothy 3:16-17, St. Paul says, “All scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness so that the man of God may be complete equipped for every good work.” And in II Peter 1:16-20, Peter says this, “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty. For He received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to Him from the majestic glory, saying, ‘This is My Son, whom I love: with Him I am well-pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with Him on the sacred mountain. And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophets’ own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” NIV

Now at the time these references were written, the New Testament hadn’t been compiled yet, so the “scriptures” they were referring to was the Old Testament – the part that some Christians today feel free to discount. Now if Paul said it is God’s Word, and Peter said it is God’s Word, if we are not going to accept their claims as true, then we must also reject the truth of the New Testament because these statements are part of it. And if we can’t accept what Peter or Paul wrote, how can we accept what Matthew, Mark, Luke or John said with any confidence at all? Next comes doubt over the truth of the virgin birth, or Jesus’ resurrection, or anything else that seems humanly improbable – and out the window goes the Christian faith. We can’t ride the fence when it comes to this issue. If we try, we become lukewarm Christians, and Jesus said in Revelation 3:16 that we make him sick to His stomach! He said, “So then, because you are lukewarm and neither hot nor cold, I will vomit you out of my mouth.” NKJV

There is no way I or any other Christian can prove that what we believe it true. If we could prove it there would be no need for faith. The Bible testifies of itself that it is true, and that it is truly the Word of God. This is something we must choose to accept or reject. We can’t intelligently do that if we have no idea what it says. The world will try to tell us it is irrelevant and outdated – after all, “this is the 21st century for crying out loud!” But God is timeless, and scripture says Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.

Are you one of those who aren’t sure? Do you think maybe there might be something to it and maybe you should check it out, but you don’t know where to start? Jesus died for you – and He has promised in John 6:37, “He that cometh to Me I will in no way cast out.” KJV. He also promised the Holy Spirit to guide us into all truth. Start with the book of John, and as you read ask the Holy Spirit to guide you and show you the truth, and He will. He will enlighten your spiritual eyes and you will find the more you read the more you will see. There are buried treasures in the Word of God that must be dug out layer by layer. You could read the whole Bible from cover-to-cover hundreds of times, and I guarantee, every time you read it you will see something you didn’t see before. God made it that way on purpose so that our desire for His Word would grow as we continue in it. We will find it’s true that the Word is living and active. The more we search, the more pieces of the puzzle we see and the more re realize it all fits together into one magnificent message. Jesus promises in John 8:31 & 36, “If you continue in My Word, you really are my disciples, you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free –36: So if the Son sets you free, you really will be free!” Hallelujah!
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Sin is not a very popular subject in our society these days. It’s “judgmental” they say, and it’s not politically correct to be judgmental. Even in many churches, we don’t hear much about sin anymore, and since prayer and the posting of the Ten Commandments have been outlawed in our schools, no-one hears about it either. Biblical morality is out-of-date and does not fit in with the “new” morality of tolerance and acceptance of diversity – meaning we must agree that all religions, all life-styles and all moral values are equally valid. Anyone who does not conform to this teaching is “politically incorrect”. Christianity is entitled to this tolerance as well, as long as Christians express the love of God for everyone – and nothing else. But the trouble is that’s not what Christianity is, and as soon as we mention the name “Jesus” and His claim to be the only way to salvation, we are no longer playing by the rules.

Way back in the ‘90’s while taking classes at what was then Mankato State University, I was appalled when during a discussion on religion in my philosophy class, the majority of the class claimed to be Christians – yet they did not believe they were sinners, and they all thought they were going to heaven because they were “good people.” There was only one other student in the class who knew God’s plan of salvation by grace through faith in the atoning death of Christ, and dared to say so.

The Bible says in Jeremiah 17:9-10, “The heart of man is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. Who can know it? I the Lord search the heart, I test the mind” ---, NKJV.  And I John 1:8-9 says, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” NKJV. Proverbs 20:9 asks, “Who can say ‘I have made my heart clean; I am pure from sin’…?” NKJV. And the Isaiah says, “We all like sheep have gone astray.” KJV And Romans 3:10 tells us, “There is no-one righteous no, not one. KJV

What is it about sin then that is so deceitful that people don’t even recognize it in their own hearts? What is sin anyway? A translation of the word is “missing the mark”. What mark? The mark of perfection required of His creatures by a perfect God. God created man and woman in His own image, and He made them perfect. But God didn’t want robots – He wanted man to love Him and have fellowship with Him by choice, so He gave man the free will to choose – and they chose to believe the lies of the deceiver and disobey God’s command. Webster’s dictionary defines “sin” as “an offense against God, a serious shortcoming, or disregard for God’s will.” Adam and Eve loved God, and they knew He loved them, so why would they choose to disobey? In the short conversation Satan had with Eve, he used three strategies she fell for hook, line and sinker: First he appealed to her ego and her intelligence. In essence he told her she was a grown woman capable of making her own choices, and any fool could see this fruit was beautiful and surely must be good to eat. It didn’t make sense that God would deny her something so lovely. Secondly, that snake told her a half-truth – that if she ate of that tree she would become so wise that she’d be able to discern herself what was good and what was evil, so she would then be just as wise as God – God just didn’t want her to have that because He wanted to keep her under His thumb. Satan also told her it wasn’t true that she would die if she ate it, as God had told them they would. Well, some of that was true. They did have their spiritual eyes opened to see good and evil, and after the fact, they knew what they had done was evil. It was also true that they didn’t drop dead – but from that moment they began to grow old – surely they had begun to die. Thirdly, Satan appealed to her lust of the flesh and lust of the eye and promised her instant gratification if she would just taste that delicious fruit – and it was delicious! Only later did it turn to ashes in their mouths as they realized what they had done. Sin had entered the world, and God’s perfect creation was marred. Every child ever born would now inherit the fatal flaw – we are all sinners, and the wages of sin is death.

Now sin still works the same way today and we seldom see the danger until it’s too late. David Wilkerson wrote a little booklet over 50 years ago called “Two of me – the struggle with sin” He asks “Why is it that we don’t regard our sin as evil and dangerous, and why do we make excuses for it?” He says, “We go about deceiving ourselves into the belief that sin is not quite as sinful as God says it is and that we are not as bad as we really are. ---Sin rarely presents itself to us in its true colors; it doesn’t come right out and say, ‘I’m your deadly enemy; I’m about to deceive you, destroy you and send you to Hell.’ Instead, sin comes to us as an angelic apparition, with a kiss, an outstretched arm, and flattering words. Sin rarely seems like sin in its beginnings --- (it manifests itself in two ways: first, by appearing insignificant and harmless, and second, by seeming intoxicating, pleasurable and cozy.) Sin almost always creates a false sense of peace and “rightness”. Two lovers, caught up in an illegitimate secret affair, say to themselves, “This can’t be sin; It has given me such peace and joy. I feel so complete, beyond anything I’ve ever known.” This counterfeit peace causes the sinner to imagine he is not sinning. They presume that what they are doing is all right because they feel so satisfied, and they assume they are not hurting anyone. But the satisfaction sin creates is based on an illusion. It is a false freedom founded on error. And when the illusion fades, there is nothing left but sorrow and despair. --- Only as time goes by does sin reveal its true cancerous nature. A man sins and, because he doesn’t drop dead, he thinks it’s not dangerous. His seared conscience gives him no burn pains, and the burden of sin grows so slowly, the suspect has no idea how high it is heaped. Sin has its own law of hidden gravitation that causes an automatic downward pull. As it gets lower, it widens its scope. It is always contagious and drags down everyone connected with it.

Okay – once sin has reared its ugly head and shown its true colors why then doesn’t the sinner admit he has sinned, renounce it and repent? First of all, no one wants to admit he has been a fool. It is much easier to explain it away or blame someone else like Adam did in Genesis 3:12– “This woman whom you gave to be with me – she gave me of the tree and I ate.” KJV. Or like Eve did in verse 13 – “the serpent deceived me, and I ate.” NKJV. We say things like, “I was abused as a child”, “I never had a chance”, “My wife doesn’t understand me”, “Well, she started it!” or even “The devil made me do it.” – All excuses that are no excuse. We have a free will and we are responsible for our choices. Some may say, “I didn’t know it was wrong – everybody else was doing it so I thought it was okay.” Many who get caught in sin and even addictions because they follow the crowd never do see that they caused their own misery by their choices. They consider the consequences of their sin bad luck and they end up feeling like victims of circumstances and other people.

Only when a sinner recognizes he has broken God’s law, and then takes responsibility for what he has done, can he truly repent of his sin, and only by repenting and renouncing the sin can he ever be free of it. Sin is a merciless taskmaster and the bondage is fatal. There is only one who can break those bonds and set us free. His name is Jesus, Won’t you turn to Him today? 


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


Sin- Setting Captives Free

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
Today, I would like to examine what God’s word says about the truth that breaks the yoke of sin and sets the captives free.

We are told that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, that there is none that does good and sins not – no, not one – and the wages of sin is death. We know that Jesus came to pay that price for us. The most familiar of all Bible verses, John 3:16 tells us, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish, but shall have everlasting life.” KJV. And the verse that follows says, “For God sent not His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.” KJV.  II Corinthians 5:21 says, “He made the one who did not know sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.” Now what exactly does this mean? If we have accepted Jesus Christ as our Savior and believe He paid the penalty of death for us, we know we are no longer under the sentence of spiritual death, and God will accept and welcome us into His kingdom when we die. This is a fairly simple concept to grasp – but what about now? What benefit do we have from that atonement here in this physical body in this fallen world?

St. Paul was probably more sold out and dedicated to God and His Son Jesus than any other Apostle. He had given up absolutely everything for the sake of the gospel, and that was all that mattered to him. In Philippians 1:21- KJV- he says “For to me, to live is Christ”, he said. Yet Paul had a daily struggle going on inside him that wouldn’t leave him alone. He tells us about that struggle in Romans, Chapter 7 in verses 15-24: “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate, I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do – this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

So, I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” NIV

Oh Boy! This is heavy stuff! If Paul had to struggle with sin like this, what hope at all is there for me? This is the big question David Wilkerson focused on in his booklet, “Two of me- the Struggle with Sin.” He says this is the question that has baffled the minds of God-loving believers from Paul to today. It is the question that haunts those who gave up on the Christian way, because it didn’t seem to break their chains of sin. If Christ makes believers dead to sin – then why do they still discover old evil desires popping up? Why are they still capable of doing sinful things like all other sinners? Why be a Christian if it doesn’t break the power of sin? Is it no more than an insurance policy against going to hell?

Wilkerson goes on to say, “Paul wasn’t talking about an experience he had before accepting Christ – because he states, “I love to do God’s will….” in Romans 7:22  KJV, and he speaks of his ‘new life’ that tells him to do right. It sounds almost like double talk. It sounds like Christians are no better off than unbelievers. It seems like the battle never ends. – But Paul doesn’t leave us dangling over this pit, for he says in Romans 7:25: “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  And in the next verse after that, he says, “There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.” KJV

What discovery did Paul make that stopped him from continuing to say, “I want to do right, but I can’t!”? How did Paul work his way through this dilemma?

When the news of Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation first spread throughout the southern plantations, many of the slaves would not believe it. They continued slaving for their masters, convinced their promise of freedom was a hoax, and many unscrupulous landowners told their slaves it was a false rumor and kept them under bondage. But little by little, the truth dawned on them. One by one, they threw down their loads, turned their backs on slavery, and walked away to a new life. The issue of slavery had died – not the slave master – not the slave. The slave could walk away saying to himself; “Slavery is a dead issue. The old slave in me is dead. I am a free man!”

Wilkerson asks, “When someone receives Christ as Lord, what is it in him that dies? Sin doesn’t die. Satan doesn’t die. Nor does the evil tendency die. The issue of the controversy dies. Sin created a controversy in the heart of man about who was in control and the battle between good and evil was a result.  When the Bible says, ‘we die to sin’, it simply means that to us the issue is dead. There is no more argument – The matter is not negotiable – mankind was emancipated at Calvary!”

This is what Paul means by dying to sin. Sin doesn’t die – only the slavery to it does. Its power over me dies. Christ did not only redeem me from the penalty of sin – He also freed me from its power.

Remember I John 1:8-9 – “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” NIV. What does it mean to “confess” our sins? It mean to admit them, and to agree with God, as Paul did, that His law is right and good, and we are sinners.

 When we realize we have sinned, we see why we need a Savior. Because our Savior has restored our relationship with our Maker and we can now approach boldly His throne of Grace, we will run to God now when we sin rather than away from Him. It is when we confess our sins to Him rather than denying them that He sees us as righteous through the blood of His Son, and He can then work in us to sanctify and purify our whole being. Sanctification is a process. Just as it surely took the emancipated slaves time to learn how to live as free men and make their own choices, so we must also learn how to live under God’s grace rather than under the law. It is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure. All we have to do is be willing, and He does the rest. Jesus has promised, “If the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed.” Hallelujah!
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Today I will be talking about our response to that unmerited grace, focusing on our assignment to forgive on another. Yes – it is an assignment. We are not given an option here. Neither are we given any “if” clauses as exceptions to the command depending on the circumstances or severity of the offense. It is Jesus Himself – the one who made it possible for God to forgive us – who now commands us to forgive one another. Let’s take a look at what He had to say about it.

Matthew 18:21-35 gives the account of the parable Jesus told on forgiveness in response to Peter’s question in verse 21, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? As many as seven times?” Jesus’ reply in verse 22 was, “not as many as seven but seventy times seven.” He then told the story of the servant who owed his master the equivalent of millions of dollars, but when he begged for patience and mercy, the master cancelled the whole debt and let him go. You would think the man would have learned something about mercy from that – yet when confronted with the same scenario from the other end of the spectrum he coldly refused to forgive a fellow servant who owed him a few dollars. When his actions were found out, the master had this unjust steward thrown in prison to be tortured until he could repay his whole debt (which of course would be never). Jesus closes this parable with the words, “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”

Wow!! These are some harsh words! “Surely He didn’t really mean what it sounds like here”, you say. Well, let’s see – are there any other references to back this up? Let’s look at Matthew 6:12-15 where Jesus is teaching His disciples how to pray. Part of this prayer we call the “lord’s prayer” says, “Forgive us our debts (or sins), as we forgive our debtors” KJV (or those who sin against us). Then Jesus goes on to add, “for if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But, if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” KJV. There it is again! And again, in Mark 11:25, He says, “Whenever you stand praying, if you have anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven will also forgive you your wrongdoings.” – and again, in Luke 6:37 – “Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven.”

But how can this be?!! It doesn’t seem to fit with the gospel message we have been hearing that salvation is by grace alone through faith and does not depend on what we do or don’t do. How can we have any assurance then that we are saved and forgiven if we have been hurt so badly by someone that we just can’t forgive them? How can God hold us responsible for an emotion we have no control over? – Well, based on everything else we know about God as a God of Love, we know He wouldn’t. So, what’s the answer then?

Remember when Jesus said in Matthew 19:24, “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God?” KJV. The incredulous disciples then asked Him in the King James Version verse 25: “Who then can be saved?” And what was Jesus’ reply? ---26: KJV “With man it is impossible, but with God  all things are possible.” Remember, if His Holy Spirit is living in you: “it is God Himself who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” Philippians 2:13 KJV. Paul tells us in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” KJV. You may be so deeply wounded that you find it impossible to forgive, but do you believe that God is willing to do in you what you cannot do?

Whether we want to admit it or not, when we say we cannot forgive someone, the truth often is that we will not. We all seem to be born with a sense of fair play. Children automatically know when something is not fair. When a child sees another with something he does not have, some of the first words he learns are, “Me too!” And by the time that child is 3 years old you are almost certain to hear the words, “It’s not fair!!” Often, we grow up with the idea that life is supposed to be fair. When we see it’s not, and we seem to be on the losing end more than our share, resentments build up and anger grows. Then we will often do one of two things – either we will lash out in an effort to “get back at” those we think have wronged us, or we suffer in silence and develop a martyr complex. We don’t recognize where the real problem lies. We forget that in our own efforts man is depraved, for we are all sinners. We should not be surprised when people are selfish and hateful, for that is our natural state. We are going to hurt one another – to expect otherwise is to live in a dream world. Oswald Chambers says, “If I put my trust in human beings first, the end result will be my despair and hopelessness toward everyone. I will become bitter because I have insisted that people be what no person can ever be – absolutely perfect and right.” So, you see, it is this belief that life must be fair that holds us in the bondage unforgiveness brings.

Lewis B Smedes has written a book called Forgive and Forget (Healing the Hurts we don’t Deserve). I highly recommend it to anyone who is struggling with the unrelenting pain that comes from an inability to forgive. He begins the book with these words:

“Deep hurts we never deserved flow from a dead past into our living present. A friend betrays us; a parent abuses us; a spouse leaves us in the cold – these hurts do not heal with the coming of the sun. We’ve all wished at one time or other that we could reach back to a painful moment and cut it out of our lives. Some people seem to have gracious glands that secrete the juices of forgetfulness. They never hold a grudge; they do not remember old hurts. Their painful yesterdays die with the coming of tomorrow. But most of us find that the pains of our past keep rolling through our memories, and there’s nothing we can do to stop the flow.” 

Or is there? “Forgiveness is God’s invention for coming to terms with a world in which, despite their best intentions, people are unfair to each other and hurt each other deeply. He began by forgiving us. And He invites us all to forgive each other. --- Forgiving is love’s toughest work, and love’s biggest risk. If you twist it into something it was never meant to be, it can make you a doormat or an insufferable manipulator.

Forgiving seems unnatural. Our sense of fairness tells us people should pay for the wrong they do. But forgiving is love’s power to break nature’s rule. Ask yourself these questions: 

What am I actually doing when I forgive someone who has done me wrong?

Who is forgivable? --- Have some people gone beyond the forgiveness zone? --- How do I do it? --- Why should I even try? --- Is there a pay-off? --- Is it fair?

Join me again in the next few weeks as we travel with Lewis B. Smedes to explore the answers to these questions. 
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I bring you another message today in our series on Forgiveness with excerpts from Lewis B Smedes book, “Forgive and Forget”. Today we’re going to talk about forgiving God.

Now your first reaction is probably, “Why would anyone have to forgive God?” God can’t be blamed for anything, so He can’t be forgiven for anything. Smedes says, “Being God is never having to say you’re sorry.” When it comes to God, our instinctive piety rushes to defend Him against our own complaints. But would it bother God too much if we found our peace by forgiving Him for the wrongs we suffer? What if we found a way of forgiving Him without blaming Him? Would He mind?

Sometimes we feel God is very unfair. Now nobody gets everything in life so we don’t expect Him to make us smarter or more beautiful or to give us wealthy parents or better genes. Nor do we need to forgive God for the lumps we give ourselves. – If you smoke two packs of cigarettes a day for 20 years, you do not have to forgive God if you get lung cancer. But sometimes we suffer a lot for no good reason, while folk of smaller virtue get along fine. One woman prays for 10 years to have a child and never gets one: a teenage girl playing around with sex skips off to an abortion clinic to get rid of what the other woman wants more than anything else in life. One man obeys all the rules of good health and dies of a brain tumor at 35; his friend smokes and drinks and grows a massive potbelly and lives to be 85. A little help from God would have come in handy.

We know the promise from the Lord in Psalm 25:10 that says, “All the Lord’s ways show faithful love and truth to those who keep His covenant and decrees”; and the familiar one from Romans 8:28 – “We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God – who are called according to His purpose.” – Yet it is often Christians who have the greatest struggle when bad things happen and all our prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling. We think He could prevent these things if He wanted to. Why won’t He? Doesn’t He love us? Does He even care? When the bricks fall on us, we do not feel like balancing out our batting overage by remembering all the happier days; we want to know why something could not have been done to prevent this one horrible hurt. It takes a tough soul – maybe somebody slightly mad – to hate God. Who would be that big a fool? Even Job did not have the bravado to follow his wife’s advice in Job 2:9 - KJV: “Curse God and die!” Nor would I. – Curse God? Not on your life!

But we do hate God sometimes – all of us. I think. On the sly. We all know the story of Jonah and the big fish. But there is a lesson taught by the lesser-known scenario in Jonah chapter 4, verses 5-9 which reads, “Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see that would happen to the city. Then the Lord provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. But at dawn the next day, God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, ‘It would be better for me to die than to live.’ But God said to Jonah, ‘Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?’ ‘I do,’ he said. ‘I am angry enough to die!’” NIV. Now what’s this all about? Why was he so angry? First we see that Jonah had been there on that hill for 40 days. The message God had given him to preach to Nineveh was the prophecy that the city would be destroyed in 40 days. But now 40 days had elapsed – and nothing happened. The people had repented and God gave them a reprieve. Jonah wanted to see some action! Those people were evil and Jonah didn’t want God to spare them. On top of that, now, after all he had been through – thrown into the sea to drown and getting swallowed by a fish of all things – now his reputation as a prophet would be ruined because his prophecy did not come to pass. Was God playing with him like a puppet or what? The sudden appearance of a wonderful sheltering vine was a sign to him that God did care about him after all – but when it disappeared as fast as it had come, Jonah was furious! Why did God give it to him in the first place if He was just going to snatch it away again? This was just the last straw! Jonah felt very much he had a right to be angry at God. God was of course using this to teach Jonah that the people of Nineveh were even more important to Him than this fleeting vine was to Jonah, but there is a lesson for us here as well.

We forget the words of Isaiah 55:8-9. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts – nor are your ways My ways”, says the Lord.” For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” NKJV. We are so quick to ask, “Why me?” when bad things happen. But do we ever ask “Why me?” when things go well? God seldom tells us why He allows us to suffer, but we demand a reason. It has to make sense to us, because we think life has to be fair.

I was 44 years old when I found out I hated God. All my life I had tried to please Him. I was an obedient child and as good a wife and mother as I knew how to be. I went to church, read my Bible and prayed faithfully. Yet it seemed as though God didn’t take much stock in my prayers. On the contrary, it often seemed like the more I prayed the worse things got. God had taken away two of my precious baby boys, my marriage was a roller-coaster of pain and confusion and now my children were suffering from the fallout. Our daughter was in treatment for alcoholism when we went for group sessions during her family week. It was my turn to confront her and I told her she needed to start tearing off some scabs and get at the pain underneath. Her counselor said to me, “I think you need to start tearing off some scabs yourself.” I didn’t reply, but inside I was furious! What right did he have to say such a thing to me when he didn’t even know me at all? Didn’t he know that I was the one holding onto the ends of all the strings to keep my dysfunctional world from flying apart? But as his words rang in my ears I remembered that this was the second time I had been told essentially the same thing by a counselor who had just met me. Could it be that they were right? What was it about me that they could so quickly discern in me something I could not see myself?  When we got home that day my husband encouraged me to talk about it, and to start tearing off my scabs. For the next 3 hours it came flooding out – all that anyone my whole life had ever done that hurt me. I had kept a running tab of it all! When I was through, my husband asked, “Now who are you really mad at?” It made me angry that he asked the question when I thought I had just spent 3 hours telling him who I was mad at – but he said, “I think you’re mad at God.” – And as soon as the words were out of his mouth, I knew it was true. When I saw it I just wanted to die. I felt like my whole life had been a lie and a complete waste. I realized I was filled with a rage I never knew was there, and now came fear as well. How dare I blame God for anything? He was sovereign – He was my Maker, and I knew if He wanted to He could just take His giant thumb and squash me like a bug. For the first time I saw my own worthlessness and powerlessness. How in the world could I possibly hold my children or anyone else up when I couldn’t stand up myself?

God let me remain in that deep pit of despair for over a week. And then He came to me with a promise through a TV program. It was Lowell Lundstrom preaching on the plight of Job and the verse found in Job 23:10, “When He hath tried me; I shall come forth as gold.” KJV. I grabbed on to this like a drowning person and held on. The love of God flooded the room as I felt His warm arms around me, comforting me, forgiving me. It was as though He was saying to me, “This revelation you have is nothing new to Me – I’ve known it all along, but I loved you anyway. Don’t run from Me now – run to Me with your burden and I’ll help you carry it.” For the first time in my life, I really knew God loved me unconditionally, and for the first time I could love Him back. That day was the turning point in my life. I could finally read His Word now without feeling condemned, and I began to devour it. Time, good pastoral counseling and personal soul-searching finally brought me to the realization that most of my problems and emotional anguish came from my own incorrect thinking and negative attitude. Sure, some of it was because of the sinfulness of other people, some was the result of circumstances from just living in a fallen world, but none of it was God’s fault. I had been blaming Him for the very things He longed to deliver me from. All the time I thought He was causing my pain He was really right there beside me and in me suffering right along with me, and grieving because I couldn’t see that.

Smedes says, “When I wonder where God is and what He is doing when I get hurt, one answer may be that He is in me and that my pains hurt Him more than they hurt me. It helps to know that pain is a necessary shadow in the sunlit world in which I want to live. But does it have to hurt so much? It helps to know that God is willing to forgive people who hurt us. But could He not prevent some of the evil people from doing as much harm as they do? I think we may need to forgive God after all – Now and then, but not often. Not for His sake, but for ours. When you forgive God, you just live in the silence, and grope toward the goodness of life, and believe that, in spite of everything, He is your friend."
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Today we will focus our thoughts on how to forgive ourselves. Lewis B. Smedes likens life to a game of cards. He says, “We were dealt a hand of cards when we were born and we have had to play our game with those cards. Some of our cards were strong; we were blessed. But there were some jokers in the hand as well. Surely we do not need to be forgiven for the weak cards that were in the hand that was dealt to us – cards we did not ask for and never wanted. All we can be blamed (and forgiven) for is how we played the hand we were dealt.” What do we do when we realize we’ve blown it? – When we realize our bad choices have caused our own problems, or worse yet – pain and problems for others? I think it’s safe to say few of us consciously set out to hurt others on purpose – at least not at first, and few of us intentionally self-destruct. We don’t have to be bad persons to do bad things. We hurt people by our own bungling as much as we do by our vices, and when that happens we often find the hardest person of all to forgive is ourselves. Lewis B. Smedes says, “The more decent we are the more acutely we feel our pain for the unfair hurts we caused. The pain we cause other people becomes the hate we feel for ourselves for having done them wrong. We judge, we convict, and we sentence ourselves. Mostly in secret.”

Last week I shared some of my own experience with the pain of feeling like a victim and blaming everyone but myself, including God, for my difficult life. It was agonizing to realize ultimately that I had actually caused most of my own pain and resentment by the choices I made. I thought I was doing the right thing at the time, but realized in retrospect that much of what I had done only compounded my problems. And the worst part of all was that I was so wrapped up in my own pain and trying to fix everything that I never saw what it was doing to my children. I was a stay-at-home mother when they were young – yet I was never really there for them. I didn’t even see that they were hurting too. By the time I did see it, they were all grown up and the damage was done. I felt like my whole life had been a waste, my dreams of a happy Christian marriage and happy children had turned to ashes, and the guilt and self-hatred over that was overwhelming. Worst of all was the knowledge that I was not at all the person I thought I was – or the person others thought I was. I know now that God did forgive me and that He had loved me all along – even when I blamed Him. But how could I possibly forgive myself? Where did I get the right – or the audacity – to forgive myself when other people would surely hold me in contempt if they really knew the real me? I was the worst of hypocrites and had spent my life condemning others who were more righteous than I. People would tell me (counselors included) – “You did the best you could.” But that did not compute. I knew it wasn’t true and I would have given anything for the chance to live my life over again knowing what I know now.

It was another Christian book that God used to make me see again what I was doing. I bought the book called “The Strong-Willed Adult” initially to help me better understand my daughter, but soon realized the person it was describing was me. I had been like a stubborn little girl stamping my foot because I didn’t get my way. Other people refused to do what I wanted them to do, and so did God. I had decided how they should act; I had decided what is fair and what is not. The whole world was to revolve around me and bow to my wishes – and now I was deciding who deserved to be forgiven and who did not. God may have forgiven me but I knew I didn’t deserve it and I wasn’t going to let myself off the hook that easily. I was going to see to it that I groveled. The rest of this attitude was PRIDE! I was different from everyone else, you see. Everyone else could be forgiven, but not I because mine was a special case! Not so! – I was no different from anyone else – a sinner saved by grace. God had created me and God doesn’t make junk! By my attitude I was telling Him He made a mistake in making me and I was not worthy of the sacrifice He gave for me. He gave His all for me? What an insult to tell Him that He suffered and died for something not worth saving.

Now I could identify with the way Peter must have felt when he heard that cock crow and realized what he had done in denying His Lord three times. He went out and wept bitterly in shame and remorse. Probably any one of the disciples might have done the same thing if they had been there in that courtyard, but we’ll never know because they ran away. Peter thought he was different you see. He thought he was stronger and more dedicated than the others. We read in Matthew 26:31 that Jesus had told his disciples, “Tonight all of you will fall away because of me.” And what was Peter’s reply? In verses 33 and 35, he said, “Even if everyone falls away because of you, I will never fall away! Even if I have to die with you, I will never deny you!” His pride was his downfall – he didn’t recognize his own fallibility. How his grief and shame must have compounded when he saw them condemn and crucify his Lord he claimed to love and he hadn’t even had a chance to say he was sorry.  But Jesus knew Peter’s heart. At His resurrection He told the women first to go tell the disciples and Peter that He was alive. And in Luke’s account it says Jesus appeared separately to Peter before He showed Himself alive to all eleven.

Most significant is John’s account in chapter 21 where Peter decided to go back to his old profession of fishing. He apparently didn’t see himself as any longer worthy to be a follower of Christ, let alone a leader or a fisher of men. But Jesus knew what was going on and purposely recreated the scenario of the huge haul of fish from Luke 5 when He had fist called Peter to follow Him. They had fished all night and caught nothing when Jesus told them to let down their nets into the deep water and thy were filled with fish. Now again they had fished all night and caught nothing. Jesus told them this time to throw the net on the right side of the boat and they caught so many fish they couldn’t haul the net in. Surely the similarity of these two events was not lost on Peter. And when Jesus took Peter off after breakfast for a walk and a little talk, why do you think He asked Peter if He loved Him three times? And why do you think He called him by his old name, “Simon-son of John”? Was it to shame him for having denied Him? I don’t think so. I think He was telling him He was renewing the call just as though it were the first time. This was a chance for Peter to start over again brand new. And He asked him 3 times if he loved Him not for His own benefit but for Peter’s. He wanted him to realize it really was true. He did love Jesus after all even though his actions indicated otherwise. Peter had to know his denial of His Lord was not because he didn’t love Him. Simon was the name of a fisherman. His name would once again be Peter the rock. And in verse 18 Jesus foretells to Peter that he will die the death of a martyr. Verse 19 says Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which “Peter” would glorify God. It took an excruciating humiliating experience to show Peter he was weak in his own strength like any other human- all in order that he would no longer rely on his own strength but on Jesus – and he never wavered again.

If you have a hard time forgiving yourself, remember Peter. You can start over brand new too. And you will be a better, wiser, more humble person because of where you’ve been. These are the kind of servants God can use. This is the first day of the rest of your life and you’re going to make it this time, because God is Faithful and He is Love.
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Today’s message has been a difficult one for me to prepare. I’ve put it off and put it off, waiting for something to click – some word from the Lord or some indication of what it is God wants to say through me today, and it just hasn’t come. A week ago, I had already decided I wanted to speak today on the subject of “Joy” – but as the weekend approached my “joy” reserves dwindled and I asked myself, “How can you give a message on joy when you don’t have any?” Have you ever been there? Are there days when the well just seems to have run dry? When your energy level is on “empty”; when you wish the whole world with its problems would just go away, and you have nothing left to say?

As I mused on this and the approaching deadline only added to my anxiety, I realized I must force myself to get into the Word and just trust the Lord to come through. I knew He was faithful and He would not let me down. I also knew enough about Satan’s strategies to recognize an attack when I saw one. I knew I needed to adjust my armor and take my sword out of its sheath. The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God which is as powerful as any two-edged sword. Instead of giving in to this cloud over my head, I knew I must resist it – but I didn’t have the strength to do so. All I could do was cry, “Jesus – help me!!”  Immediately the Bible verse came to me from St. Paul who said in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” NKJV. So, I opened my Bible to the concordance and began looking up passages having to do with “strength” – and what did I find? The first reference I found was from Nehemiah 8:10 ….” The joy of the Lord is your strength.” NKJV, and then Psalm 28:7 – “The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusted in Him, and I am helped. Therefore, my heart greatly rejoices, and with my song I will praise Him.”  NKJV.  

I immediately flipped over to the word “joy” and found a page and a half of references, 53 of them from the book of Psalms alone. Now we know most of the Psalms were written by David – some during his youth as a shepherd and many during the days he was hiding and fleeing from the wrath of King Saul who was determined to kill him. David didn’t have much reason for rejoicing in those days, but what did he say? He said, “Weeping may stay overnight, but there is joy in the morning.” (Psalm 30:5)  He also said: “Delight yourself also in the Lord and He shall give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust also in Him and He shall  bring it to pass! He will bring forth your righteousness as the light, and your justice as the noonday. Rest in the Lord and wait patiently for Him.  ----- The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord, and He delights in his way; though he fall, he shall not be utterly cast down, for the Lord upholds him with His hand.” This is from Psalm 37: 4-7 and 23-24 NKJV and is one of my favorite passages. David was human, just like you and just like me – he had some very down days, yet he always knew where to go for strength. In Psalm 40:1-2 NKJV he says, “I waited patiently for the Lord; And He inclined to me and heard my cry. He also brought me up out of a horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock.” Sometimes David had to take himself by the nape of the neck and shake himself. In Psalm 43:5 he does just that when he asks, “Why are you cast down, O my soul?  And why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God, for I shall yet praise Him…, “ NKJV. And in Psalm 94: 18-19: we see his deliverance again. He tells us, “If I said, ‘My foot slips!’ Your mercy, O Lord, will hold me up.. In the multitude of my anxieties within me, your comforts delight my soul.” NKJV

Now what was it about David that he was able to trust God and claim, “Joy” even in the worst of circumstances? Surely his situation gave him no reason to be happy! Well maybe that’s the thing. Maybe “happiness” and “joy” aren’t the same thing. Can we be unhappy and full of “joy” at the same time?

Webster defines “happiness” as “pleasurable satisfaction or fulfillment of wishes; pleasurable experience and a natural desire for its continuation.” “Joy” is defined this way – “Great delight, exultation. The emotion excited by the acquisition or expectation of good; good feelings caused by the prospect of possessing what one loves or desires.” And a synonym given for “joy” is “fulfillment”. So, we see that “Joy” is a much deeper thing than “happiness”. Happiness depends on circumstances – Joy does not. We can have the joy of the Lord in our inmost being even when the world is crashing down around our ears, because it is the Holy Spirit that gives it – it is Jesus, who gives it, and He does not change – He is the same – yesterday, today and forever.  Paul says in Romans 15:13, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you believe, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” And he says in I Thessalonians 1:6 ---“in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit.” NKJV. “Joy” is listed in Galatians 5 as one of the fruits of the Spirit – and we know fruit is a growing thing. As we learn to trust God in all circumstances our joy will increase. And in order for that to happen we must remain connected to the vine – that is Jesus who tells us to continue in the Word. Charles Spurgeon said it well when he said, “For every trial that God’s people have, there are exceedingly great and precious promises of help. Some of you have laid awake worrying about things that God has already answered in His Word. You are like a person in the dark who is dying of hunger while locked in a kitchen. There is food all around you if only you would put out your hand and take it.”

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:6-7, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” NIV. This inner deep peace he talks about goes together with the joy – they cannot be separated. The peace and the joy come from knowing our God loves us and He is in control. Our outward circumstances and our physical and emotional “feelings” have nothing to do with it. They change from day to day like the wind, but our God does not, and His Spirit lives in us. James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it a great joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you experience various trials, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete lacking nothing.”

Are you feeling down today and need a hand? Reach out and take the promises of God – get into His Word because that’s where they are – and you too will find those fountains of joy deep within you come bubbling up. God is faithful and He will do it!

I close today with the words of our Lord Jesus from John 15:9-11, “As the Father has loved Me, I have also loved you. Remain in My love. If you keep my commands, you will remain in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commands and remain in His love. I have told you this so that My joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.”
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From the 3rd chapter of Exodus verse 1-7, we read, “Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro, his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. There the Angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire, it did not burn up. So, Moses thought, ‘I will go over and see this strange sight – why the bush does not burn up.’ When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, ‘Moses! Moses!’ and Moses said, ‘Here I am.’ ‘Do not come any closer,’ God said. ‘Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.’ Then He said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.’ At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God. The Lord said, ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt, I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.’” NIV. Verses 10 – 14 continue, “So now go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt,’ --- Moses said to God, ‘Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them,’ The God of your father has sent me to you’ and they ask me, ‘What is His name?’’ Then what shall I tell them?’ God said to Moses, “I am who I am” This is what you are to say to the Israelites – “I Am has sent me to you.” NIV

Now – if you were Moses, would you be satisfied with that answer? Or would you have to ask, “You are what?” At first glance it seems like God isn’t really answering his question. What kind of a name is “I Am”?

We find at least two other occasions in the Old Testament where God seems just as mysterious and evasive. In Genesis 32 we have the account of Jacob wrestling with the Angel of the Lord. God asks Jacob for his name and then gives him a new one – from that day on he was to be called Israel. But when Jacob asks God in verse27, “What is your name?” the Lord’s only reply was, “Why do you ask My name?”  in verse 29. And again, when He appeared to Manoah and his wife in Judges 13 to prophesy the birth of Samson, Manoah asked in verse 17, “What is your name, so that we may honor you when your words come true?” God again replied in verse 18, “Why do you ask My name since it is beyond understanding?” Isaiah tells us in Isaiah 42:8, “I Am the Lord – that is His name!” Now the Hebrew word translated “Lord” with a capital “L” is “Yahweh”, and that words’ literal meaning is “He Is.” So, God tells us His name is “I Am”, and we say His name is “He Is.”

There is much more to this mysterious name than meets the eye – indeed it is beyond understanding with our finite minds. As long as we are mortals living in physical bodies limited by the dimensions of time and space, we cannot understand it – yet, through His Holy Spirit who lives within each of us who is born again into God’s kingdom, He has revealed the mystery to us in part. Come and explore this with me.

I searched to see what I could find in both the Old and the New Testaments on the attributes of God, and this is some of what I found. In the Old Testament God tells us, “I the Lord your God Am eternal, I Am holy, I Am faithful, I Am merciful, I Am your healer, I Am your refuge and strength, and I Am with you wherever you go. I Am the Lord God Almighty. 

And then we also see what God is. He is perfect, He is great and awesome, He is everlasting, He is all powerful and all wise, He is enthroned forever, He is King of all the earth, He is our maker, He is a righteous judge and He is gracious and merciful, compassionate, loving and forgiving. He is my rock, He is my ever-present help in trouble, He is my fortress, my high tower, my salvation, and the strength of my heart.

Now we begin to see the limitless nature of who God is and why His name is “I Am” When we turn to the New Testament and see the image of God revealed to us in flesh and blood in the person of God the Son, this awesome nature is revealed even further. Jesus is the one prophesied to us through Isaiah in chapter 9:6 whose name would be called “Wonderful Counselor, Eternal Father, Mighty God, Prince of Peace.” It was He who said the words in John 8:58, “Truly I tell you– before Abraham was, I Am.” He is the Word which was there before the world began – “And the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” John 1:1

Jesus tells us in John 14:10, “I Am in the Father and the Father is in Me.” And He says, “I Am the true vine (John 15:1), I Am the bread of life (John 6:35), I Am the Good Shepherd (John 10:14) and I Am the gate.(John 10:9) I Am the way, the truth and the life – no man comes to the Father except by Me.(John 14:6)  I Am gentle and humble in heart (Matthew 11:29) and I Am going to prepare a place for you so that where I Am you may be also.” (John 14:3) Yet at the same time He says, “I Am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)

Paul tells us in Colossians 1:13-17, “He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of the Son He loves. In Him we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For everything was created by Him, in heaven and on earth, the visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities; All things have been created through Him and for Him. He is before all things and by Him all things hold together.”

Yes – He is! That says it all. In Him we live, and move, and have our very being. He is everything there is that is anything at all. To add anything to His name, “I Am” is to subtract, because it limits what He is who has no limit to His being.  The words “AM” and “IS” are present tense words. God doesn’t say “I was” or” I will be”, but “I Am.” He is not limited by time and space as we are, but He is always ever present and alive in the NOW. He always was and always will be all that He is! And all that He is is everything there is – He is complete, and no matter what our situation, He is always ALL that we need Him to be. Jesus is not only the Word made flesh, but He is the light that shines in the darkness, He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, and He is the alpha and the omega – the beginning and the end, and everything in between.
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My husband and I had an occasion to rejoice last week when we attended the funeral of his aunt Ruth. Although there were some tears because she will be missed, this was not a sad occasion. Ruth had a long and fruitful life, leaving many grandchildren and many wonderful memories. Her greatest legacy was her faith in God and in His Son as her personal Savior. She trusted Him to sustain her through many hard times, including the loss of most of her core family, her husband, and all three of her children. We can only imagine the joy she was now experiencing in sweet reunion with those she loved, and best of all, at last to see her Savior face to face. How could we grieve over that? The Bible tells us in I Thessalonians 4:13, “We do not want you to be uninformed brothers and sisters, concerning those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve like the rest, who have no hope”. No- on the contrary – this was a time of celebration.

But I often wonder how those who do not know Christ and have no hope of life after death manage to make it through and carry on when a loved one dies. And what is their purpose for this life if they think this is all there is? What does it all mean? Paul tells us in his 1st letter to the Corinthians, (“If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied. NIV. “or – another translation says, “We are of all men most miserable.” KJV) All the evidence of history testifies that there has been programmed into man a need for someone or something outside of himself which is greater than he with which he can interact and give meaning to his life. Those who don’t know the true God will invent one; whether it be an actual graven image, the sun, the moon, the stars or any other of God’s creation – including humanity itself. Those who claim there is no God believe they are self-sufficient and have no need of one. They don’t realize they do have a god; it is the god of “self”. But God made us for companionship with Himself. When the knowledge of God is not there, man will try to fill that empty spot with other things. Nothing else will ever fill that God shaped empty spot and you can’t fill it yourself. Trying to will only lead to despair.

The popular movie, “Castaway”, with Tom Hanks, is a wonderful study illustrating this principle. Hank’s character, alone for 4 years on a remote island has only his memories to give him hope. He has no-one to talk to, so he invents one by painting a face on a volleyball and naming it “Wilson”. He knows it’s only a volleyball, but he talks to it and keeps it where he can see it and it can “see” him at all times. When he finally leaves the island on a makeshift raft, “Wilson” is fastened to a pole to watch over the craft, and when a storm tears the ball loose and it drifts beyond reach, Hanks grieves just as one would over the death of an only friend. The loss of Wilson symbolizes the loss of all hope and reason for saying alive.

When rescue comes and our hero returns to the civilization he left, he can’t adjust. He’s not the same person he was. He is famous now, but his wife has married another man and the “things” he once had no longer give him any pleasure. He finally reaches the conclusion that his only lot in life is just to carry on – to survive from day to day as he did on the island, because that’s all there is.

The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes paints a vivid picture of the deceitfulness of fame, riches and pleasure and the despair that eventually comes from serving self instead of God. Solomon was the son of David, who God had called “a man after My own heart”. Solomon was on the right track too, at first – but he got derailed. Toward the end of his life, he saw the futility of all these “things” of the world without God. The Bible tells of the riches and accomplishments of king Solomon. It says in 2 Chronicles 9:22, “King Solomon was greater in riches and wisdom than all the other kings of the earth.” NIV. He also had 700 wives of noble birth and 300 concubines, and we’re told in I Kings 11:3,“his wives led him astray.” Because he wanted to be politically correct and an equal opportunity husband, Solomon set up temples and worship areas making the false gods of his foreign wives equal with the true God of his father. – And what was the result? He said, “I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless – a chasing after wind.” Ecclesiastes 1:14, NIV

In Ecclesiastes 2, Solomon tells of his search for meaning in life. He says: 1:“I thought in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good: 3: I tried cheering myself with wine ---4: I undertook great projects ---7: I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. 8: I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasures of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well – all the delights of the heart of man. 9: I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. 10: I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. ---11: Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after wind; nothing was gained under the sun ---17: so I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. – 18: I hated all things I had toiled for, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. 19: And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool?” NIV

Now, is this a picture of despair or what?!! After all this soul-searching, what did Solomon conclude? He answers this way – “There is nothing better for a person than to eat, drink and enjoy his work, I have seen that even this is from God’s hand, because who can eat and who can enjoy life apart from Him? For to the person who is pleasing in His sight, He gives wisdom, knowledge and joy  (Ecclesiastes 2:24-26)--- The conclusion of the matter is this: Fear God and keep His commands, because this is for all humanity.” (Ecclesiastes 12:13)

Jesus asked the question in Mark 8:36-37, “What does it benefit someone to gain the whole world and yet lose his life? What can anyone give in exchange for his life?” In Matthew 7:13-14, He warns us to “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and the road broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who go through it. But narrow is the gate and difficult the road that leads to life, and few find it.”

An unbeliever once asked his Christian co-worker, “Do you think you’re better than me?” “No,” the Christian replied, “but I know I’m better off, because if you’re right (that there is no God and no life after death), when I die, I’ll never know the difference. Until then my life has meaning and purpose because of what I believe and whom I serve. But if I’m right and you’re wrong – when you die – then what?!!
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God has given many precious promises in His Word to those who are righteous in His eyes. What does it mean to be “righteous”? Are you a “righteous” person? Am I? How can we know if we meet the standards to be eligible for His promised blessings?

Most of God’s promises in His word are preceded by what I call an “if” clause. “If” you obey my commandments: “If” you confess your sins; “If” you continue in My Word … Being the perfectionist that I am, I used to have a real problem with these “ifs”. I knew I was a sinner, and I knew no matter how hard I tried I could never obey His commandments as He seemed to be expecting me to do. How then could I pray in faith expecting Him to hear me? How could I know when or even if I would ever reach the point where He would consider me good enough?

In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told the people their righteousness must exceed that of the scribes and the Pharisees if they expected to see the Kingdom of God. They must have thought He was asking them to do the impossible! The scribes and Pharisees were considered the most righteous of all the Jews – they obeyed all the Old Testament laws to the letter and then some – or at least it seemed so to those who observed them. Yet Jesus called them hypocrites and said they were like “white-washed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness.” (Matthew 23:27 NKJV). You see the problem was their inside didn’t match the outside.

Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. The hearts of these men were hard. Though their own scriptures told them in Ecclesiastes 7:20, “For there is not a just man on earth who does good and does not sin.” NKJV, they didn’t think that applied to them. They were on a different level than other people – the common people – the “sinners”. But God saw all their righteousness as filthy rags. These men could not be reached with the Gospel of Salvation because they truly believed they didn’t need it.

In his devotional, My Utmost for His Highest, Oswald Chambers tells us: “I a guilty sinner can never work to get right with God – it is impossible! There is only one way by which I can get right with God, and that is through the death of Jesus Christ. Who of us could ever obey God to perfection? Sanctification is not a question of whether God is willing to sanctify me – it is my will that is the question. Am I willing to let God do in me everything that has been made possible through the atonement of the cross of Christ? ---- Never confuse the effect with the cause. The effect in me is obedience, service and prayer, and is the outcome of inexpressible thanks and adoration for the miraculous sanctification that has already been brought about in me because of the blood shed for the remission of my sins. If the Spirit of God detects anything in you that is wrong, He doesn’t ask you to make it right; He only asks you to accept the light of the truth, and then He will make it right. Confess your wrongdoing and God will deal with it. The Spirit of Jesus entering me rearranges my personal life before God. The resurrection of Jesus has given Him the authority to give the life of God to me, and the experiences of my life must now be built on the foundation of His life. The Holy Spirit cannot be accepted as a guest in merely one room of the house – He invades all of it. And once I decide that my inherited sinful nature should be identified with the death of Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes in and fills me. He takes charge of everything! My part is to walk in the light of the truth and to obey all that He reveals to me. Once I have made that important decision about sin, it is easy to “reckon” that I am indeed “dead to sin” because the life of Jesus is in me. It is His holiness that has been given to me, and I belong to a new Spiritual order --- God not only expects me to do His will, but He is in me to do it.”

So, you see – we don’t obey in order to receive God’s grace and favor – we obey because we already have His grace, and we have been bought with a price. The righteousness God expects from us does not come from us – it comes from Him as He works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. Jesus took our sins upon Him, so that we might become the righteousness of God. And sanctification is a process – a “continuous conversion”. There are areas of our lives that have not yet been brought into submission to God, and this can only be done by this continuous conversion as we are transformed by the renewing of our minds. Slowly but surely, we can claim the whole territory of our hearts for the Spirit of God.

In Luke 11:24-26, Jesus told a parable likening the human heart to a house. He said, “When an unclean spirit comes out of a person, it roams through waterless places looking for rest, and not finding rest it then says, ‘I’ll go back to the house I came from.’ Returning, it finds the house swept and put in order. Then it goes and brings seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and settle down there. As a result, that person’s last condition is worse than the first.” You see a life of sin cannot be reformed by will-power alone. It cannot last because the heart is empty. There is nothing there to take the place of the sin that is renounced. But with God and the power of His Holy Spirit, all things are possible.

Over 60 years ago, Robert Boyd Munger wrote a little booklet called My Heart – Christ’s Home. He also likened the heart to a house, with many rooms, and told how giving Christ Lordship over our hearts is a process of yielding access to Jesus, one room at a time. ( I highly recommend that the reader search out this little booklet. It is an excellent analogy.) 

If you are a true believer then God’s Holy Spirit lives inside you. It is He that gives you the power to change your life. We are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, it’s not something we do, it’s what the Holy Spirit does inside us. Only then can our minds be transformed so our sinful ways can be eliminated. That is the housecleaning that Jesus refers to in His parable. It is a process that will be ongoing for the rest of our earthly lives.

Yes, Jesus has promised us, “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.” Psalm 37: 5-6 tells us, “Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will act, making your righteousness shine like the dawn, your justice like the noonday!” Hallelujah!
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This message was first delivered the Sunday after 9-11.

The events of the past week have left us reeling and filled with questions. Thousands of innocent people have been methodically and deliberately murdered, all in the space of a few hours – and for what purpose?  How could God allow this to happen when He could have prevented it? What did those airliner passengers, those office workers, those firemen and police officers do to deserve such a horrible fate? And what about all the grieving orphans, widows and others who loved them who are now left behind in the wake with not so much as a body to grieve over?

What would Jesus answer to these questions? Let’s look at His answer to those who wondered these same things when some of their fellow Galileans were murdered by Pilate and their blood “mixed with the sacrifices”. From Luke 13:2-8 we read these words: Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the others because they suffered this way? I tell you, NO! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them – do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, NO! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Then He told them this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So, he said to the man who took care of the vineyard. ‘For three years now I’ve been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven’t found any. CUT IT DOWN!! Why should it use up the soil?” ‘Sir’, the man replied, ‘Leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’” NIV

Do you see what He is saying here? We live in a fallen world where, without Christ, evil reigns. As men created with a free will, we hurt one another. There will be wars and rumors of wars, and God must allow it. But we as a “Christian” nation have been specially blessed up until now. Has God now removed His protective hand? Galatians 6:7 says, “Be not deceived – God is not mocked!” KJV. As a nation, we have been falling farther and farther away from our Christian heritage for years, and God has been extremely patient with us. We are in a spiritual battle against the evil one now for the minds of our young people, and we are losing the war! Why?  --- Because of our apathy. Most Americans think our country is still a Christian nation. Polls show that 60% still claim to be Christians. How is it then that the enemy is gaining ground on every front? Jesus also said in Matthew 24:43, “If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into.” NIV.  A day of reckoning is coming: In Luke 21: 34-36, Jesus says, “Be on your guard, so your minds are not dulled from carousing, drunkenness, and worries of life, or that day will come on you unexpectedly like a trap. For it will come on all who live on the face of the earth. But be alert at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place and to stand before the Son.” We have not been keeping watch because we have been asleep, and the thief has come in right under our noses.

Proverbs 6:9-11 asks, “How long will you slumber, O sluggard? When will you rise from your sleep? A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep – so shall your poverty come on you like a prowler, and your need like an armed man.” NKJV . “Yes, but we’re not poor,” you say – “America is the richest country in the world!” Well, Jesus has something to say about that too. In Revelation 2:17-18, He says, “Because you say, ‘I am rich, have become wealthy and have need of nothing!’ And do not know that you are wretched, miserable, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich; and white garments that you may be clothed, that the shame of your nakedness may not be revealed; and anoint your eyes with salve that you may see.” NKJV

After the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the rueful emperor of Japan said, “I fear we have awakened a sleeping giant!” How right he was. Now we are hearing these same words, and I pray that it is so. God in His mercy is giving us another chance. Will we finally wake up and smell the coffee? Romans 13:11-12 says, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.” NIV.  And in Ephesians 6:11-12, we read, “Put on the full armor of God so that you can stand against the schemes of the devil. For our   struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this darkness, against evil spiritual forces of evil in the heavens.”

We are in a spiritual battle and the souls of men are the spoil. We can fight with armies and strategic weapons, but unless we first fight the battle on our knees, we will lose the war.

There are uncertain days ahead now, but I already see much good coming from this week’s horror as Americans are coming together in prayer and patriotic solidarity. It took this wake-up call to make us realize how vulnerable we are and that our homeland is not invincible after all. My prayer is that this will continue, and it may be the beginning of renewal, revival and true repentance in our land, for we have God’s promise from II Chronicles 7:4, “If My people, who are called by My name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.” KJV.  When we recognize our need for God and give Him the honor He is due, He promises to bless us and be with us always. We can trust Him for this and confidently take comfort in the words from Psalm 27:1-5 and verse 14. NIV

“The Lord is my light and my salvation – whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life – of whom shall I be afraid? When evil men advance against me to devour my flesh, when my enemies and my foes attack me, they will stumble and fall. Though an army besiege me, my heart will not fear; though war break out against me, even then will I be confident --- For in the day of trouble He will keep me safe in His dwelling; He will hide me in the shelter of His tabernacle and set my feet upon a rock. ---Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart, and wait for the Lord.”

From Psalm 37:7-9, we also have this promise; “Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him; do not fret when men succeed in their ways – when they carry out their wicked schemes. Refrain from anger and turn from wrath; do not fret --- it leads only to evil. For evil men will be cut off, but those who hope in the Lord will inherit the land.” NIV

Yes --- “God is our refuge and strength – a very present help in trouble,” ( Psalm 46:1 KJV) and He is good! Hallelujah!
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On December 7th, 1941, my baby sister, Ginny, was baptized. We were in the midst of a family celebration when there came a knock at the door. A breathless neighbor, obviously alarmed and at the point of tears, half-shouted, “Turn on your radio ---- turn on your radio!” That was the first we knew this indeed was “a day that would live in infamy” as the Japanese had bombed our Hawaiian military base at Pearl Harbor in a surprise attack. I was four years old.

Now there are some saying the terrorist attack on the twin towers of the World Trade Center is another Pearl Harbor. As that event threw us with a slam into the center of World War II, it appears we are again on the brink of a global war. But there are differences that make this situation unique. Japan was a country, with allies that were countries. Japan had a face, and we knew exactly what we were up against and what to do about it. There was no question who the enemy was and where he was. The patriotism and solidarity of our nation was palpable and changed our whole way of living. My uncle fought the Japanese in the Pacific, a cousin who was a pilot was killed, and my dad enlisted in the Army as well. Small banners were allotted to families to proudly display in their windows – one for each serviceman from that household. On our street there was at least one banner in the window of virtually every house.

Women went to work in the munition’s factories, food and goods were rationed and everything usable was recycled. Everyone gladly pitched in and no-one complained because we knew what our priorities were and who our allies were. We were on the alert in case one of the axis powers should strike our mainland – we had air-raid drills called “black-outs” which would come at random at night. When the siren sounded, all lights in the city were immediately extinguished – there was not to be so much as a lighted match. This was to make our town invisible in the dark to any enemy planes. When one of these would occur it worried me some, but we children were taught that God was in control and He would protect us, so for the most part those days were still happy and care-free for me. The war was something far away that we only heard about on the radio or saw in news-reels at the movies, and we never saw the carnage, although tens of thousands of lives were lost in the next three and a half years. It never came to our own land, our house and all those around us were intact, we always had food to eat and a warm bed at night. I remember the day it all ended. In our town of 16,000, every church bell was ringing, car horns were honking and people were shouting and dancing in the streets.

For our children and grandchildren, this will be different. An enemy has attacked our own homeland and all the horror of it is piped into every home through television. This enemy has no face. It seemed to come out of no-where, and we have no way of knowing when or where it will strike next. It is an entity that has no country and must be fought in a different way than any war has ever been fought before. How can we know how to do that? And how will we know when it’s over? Our president has posed an ultimatum which will most likely be refused and we will be obligated to respond. How we do this may determine the future of the entire globe. We know this time our tactics will be much more covert and must be fought underground. This time there will be no play-by-play reports and it will be harder to keep our morale up when we don’t know what is going on behind the scenes. All this is why I say if this enemy is to be defeated; the war must be fought on our knees.

Our president and his advisors need wisdom, discernment and guidance now more than anytime in all of our history. God will show them what to do if they depend on Him to do so, but we must pray! There must be a revival and return to God in our land if we are to be united in this effort. Pray without ceasing for our leaders and for all the troops that will be deployed. Pray for unity and revival of a dependence on God, pray for strength and perseverance and patience for all our people and for comfort for the families of those who have already lost their lives. Pray for the workers who continue to search through the rubble in New York and Washington. Pray for protection for us all against any further terrorism, and pray for the children – for comfort and assurance that they don’t have to live in fear. Talk to your children and explain to them what is going on while assuring them that God knows, and He is in control. Encourage them to pray as well and assure them they will be heard – and while you’re at it, give them a hug!

Last but not least, we must pray for our enemies. I know this isn’t a very popular thing to do, but God tells us to, and praying for them may accomplish more than all the other prayers put together. Jesus said we are to love our enemies. It is so much easier to hate than to love, but when we do that we play right into the devil’s hands. To lust for revenge only compounds the problem and escalates the conflict. Yes – the perpetrators of this atrocity must be held accountable and brought to justice, but justice is not the same as revenge. Revenge comes from hate and only generates more hatred. We are told in Romans 12:17, 19 and 21, “Repay no-one evil for evil. Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it is written, 19: ‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord. 21: Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” NKJV Remember Jesus’ words while hanging on that cruel cross. He prayed for those who nailed Him there, saying, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Luke 23:34 KJV

These assassins are in the same way deluded, believing their cause is justified and they are sacrificing their own lives for God against “the great Satan.” The god of this world has blinded their eyes so thy have traded the truth for a lie, evil for good and good for evil. And God says, 
“Woe to them.” Satan is a liar and a murderer who disguises himself as an angel of light. He twists what God says and steals men’s souls. When we respond in kind by hating our enemies we fall into his trap as well, and he laughs with glee. When we forgive and pray for our enemies the devil is halted in his tracks because it leaves him with nothing with which to retaliate. Love is stronger than hate, and greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world. If we refuse to play the devil’s game here, the world can’t help but notice there is something different about us, and they may just wonder why. Can you imagine the power in that? Through Christ we have the power to change the world, and you can bet they will be watching us. So let us pray as we have never prayed before. God is faithful, and He hears.
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Since that horrible day of the terrorist attack on our country nearly a month ago, there has been a revival of patriotism all across our land. Many flags are flying in every city; volunteers have come out in droves to help the hurting and to raise funds for the rebuilding of lives. Neighbors who never spoke to each other before are banding together in rallies and ecumenical prayer services. At least for the present it seems politically correct once again to mention the name of God in public. Some who never gave a second thought to spiritual things are acknowledging that it wouldn’t hurt (just in case there is a God) to have Him on our side now in the uncertain days ahead. My prayer is that this trend is the beginning of repentance and revival in our nation. At the very least it is a window – a period of time in which the hearts of most are open, and more willing to listen to talk of the things that really matter. Priorities are being examined I think, and questions raised which have set people to thinking.

If we are paying attention to the news at all we are learning much about the tactics of our elusive enemy and about what they believe about us. We know they are a growing band of fanatic zealots who have twisted the teachings of their religion and taken some of it out of context to justify hatred so strong that they’re willing to die for it, believing they are under God’s orders to destroy a pervasive evil they call “the great Satan.” That “Satan” they see is us! What is it about us, and what have we as a people done to project such an image in their minds? As an American (and probably as a Christian if you are hearing my voice) – are you asking yourself this question?

What does the rest of the world see when it looks at the United States, with its reputation as a “Christian” nation? Do they see the love of Christ manifested? We have the highest crime rate and murders per capita of any country in the world. Pornography, prostitution, child abuse, abortion, filthy talk and addictions of all kinds are rampant. We are seeing record numbers of school shootings, and the majority of the shooters come from white, middle-class families who go to church. Recent polls have shown that Christians are divorcing at almost the same rate as non-Christians. The majority of Christian teenagers admit to cheating in school, and they are almost as likely as non-Christians to engage in pre-marital sex and frequent parties where drinking and drugs are involved. Why is this happening? Don’t they know right from wrong? Or is it that their need to be accepted and to “fit in” over-rides their consciences?

Child psychologists today say they are seeing more and more children who seem to have no conscience and really don’t know right from wrong. Isn’t the conscience something everyone has? Hasn’t our Creator programmed that into us? Oswald Chambers says, “Conscience is that ability within me that attaches itself to the highest standard I know, and then continually reminds me of what that standard demands that I do. It is the eye of the soul which looks out either toward God or toward what we regard as the highest standard. This explains why conscience is different in different people. If I am in the habit of continually holding God’s standard in front of me, my conscience will always direct me to God’s perfect law and indicate what I should do.”

Now if a child is never given a standard of any kind to aspire to, how will he know what he is expected to do or not do? It used to be that children coming from homes with no moral standards still had a chance to learn right from wrong because it was taught in our schools. This is no longer the case in American public schools. The constitutional mandate to keep church and state separate has been twisted and misused so that anything to do with Bible-based moral values is equated with religion and therefore not allowed in the classroom. All mention of the Christian God has been removed from textbooks, vocal prayer is not allowed, and many no longer recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag because it contains the words “under God”. Forty years ago, virtually every school in the nation had a copy of the Ten Commandments hanging on one of its walls, and some still did for years later so even though nothing was said, those who wanted could still read them. Those spaces on the walls are now empty. As a result, there are thousands of American children who don’t even know what the Ten Commandments are. Those who do are increasingly seeing God’s law as irrelevant and outdated because the still small voice of God is being drowned out by the shouts of the world- “Anything goes” – ‘there is no right or wrong” – “You create your own reality” – “There is no absolute truth” – so, “if it feels good, do it!”

When we buy a new car, we expect to be provided with the user’s manual that gives all the specifications and instructions for the most efficient operation and maintenance of the particular car. If we want this car to serve us well and last as long as possible, we will do what the manual tells because we know the manufacturer who wrote it knows best how the car works. And if we have a driver’s manual and learn the traffic laws and rules of the road in order to interact safely with other drivers of other cars, those rules must be followed not only for the safety of others but for our own as well. No-one is going to tell us, “As you drive just go ahead and do what feels right for you. If you’re more comfortable on the other side of the road, or on the sidewalk or the lawn, then that’s where you should drive. Everyone is different, so there’s no set speed – just go as fast or as slow as is comfortable for you. And if it’s not convenient for you to stop for a red light you don’t have to – those who make those rules are oppressors who want to rob you of your freedom. There is no right or wrong way to drive.” Of course, this sounds ridiculous – yet this is exactly the message being taught today as the way to manage our own lives.

God made you and me. He knows what is best for the most efficient and optimal operation of our body and soul as well as the best way for us to interact with all the rest of His creation. He has given us a user’s manual in His written Word, and it contains guidelines and rules to live by – not because He wants to cramp our style and spoil our fun – but because He loves us and He wants to give us life more abundantly. When He says, “Thou shalt not kill” (Exodus 20:13 KJV). or “Thou shalt not steal” (Exodus 20:15 KJV), it is not only to prevent me from killing and stealing but to prevent someone else from killing or stealing from me! When I choose to ignore His commandments and live according to my own rules instead, my life is going to malfunction.

There is a pervasive permissiveness being taught even in our churches today. It says, “We are no longer under the law but under grace – therefore what I do or don’t do does not matter.” This is one of those half-truths the enemy likes to use to trip us up. Yes – the first half of the statement is true. We do not obey God’s laws in order to be saved. (“For you are saved by grace through faith and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift. – not from works – so that no one can boast.” Ephesians 2:5) We are no longer under the penalty of the law, which is death, because Jesus Christ paid that penalty for us, but to say what we do does not matter cheapens and insults the value of the price He paid. The law is still valid – not only as a guidebook but as a mirror to show us our own sinfulness and need of a Savior. We don’t obey these laws now in order to be saved (This is not possible anyway) but, we obey them now in the power of the Holy Spirit out of gratitude and love to God for the salvation He has already given. And when we choose to live according to the rules of the world and self instead, we will still reap what we sow.
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This begins a series of messages on the moral law, given to us by God, and which we call “The Ten Commandments”. The familiar story of Moses on Mount Sinai and the stone tablets on which God wrote this law is found in the Old Testament book of Exodus 24:12, where we read, “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Come up to Me on the mountain and stay here, and I will give you the tablets of stone with the law and commands I have written for their instruction.’” NIV. Then it says in Exodus 31:18, “And He gave unto Moses, when He had made an end of communing with him upon mount Sinai, two tables of testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God.”  KJV. In the book of Deuteronomy, God carefully explains to His people His reasons for giving them these commandments. He says in Deuteronomy 5:32-33 “…be careful to do what the Lord your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the right or to the left. Walk in all the ways that the Lord your God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land you will possess.” NIV. Then in Deuteronomy 30:19-20 – NIV: “This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to His voice, and hold fast to Him. For the Lord is your life.” In Deuteronomy 6:4-9, God says, “Hear O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is One. Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads, Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” NIV

God is telling His people He wants them to make these laws so much a part of them that living according to them will be as natural as breathing. They are the Creator’s manual of instructions for His creatures whom He loves. They are the rules for living a successful and productive life, and if His children recognize this, they will want to obey them for their own good and because they love their God.

As gentiles who are Christians, we have been “grafted in” to the family of Abraham and these laws are every bit as much guidelines for our lives as well. Jesus said He had not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it. When asked what was the greatest of the commandments, He gave us only two – but these two encompass all the original ten. In Matthew 22:37-40, Jesus said, “Love the Lord you God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the greatest and most important command. And the second is like it. Love your neighbor as yourself. All the law and the prophets depend on these two commands.”

There are two accounts recorded by Moses of the giving of the Ten Commandments – one in Exodus 20 and the other in Deuteronomy 5. Although there are ten, scripture doesn’t number them, and some Christian denominations number them differently than others. Since I was raised in the Lutheran church I learned the commandments from Luther’s Small Catechism which combines into the first commandment what others number the first and the second. Their tenth commandment is in turn divided by Luther into the ninth and the tenth. Neither view is right or wrong, but because of the discrepancy, I will not give them each a number but will state them just as they were written. Having said that, I will begin by noting Exodus 20, beginning with the first verse through the sixth:

“And God spoke all these words: ‘I AM the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other gods before Me. You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or on the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God, am a jealous God --- punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love Me and keep my commandments.’” NIV

Now God is a just God. He makes it plain in other scriptures that He does not reward or punish anyone for actions not their own. The point He is making here is that obedience or disobedience is passed down from generation to generation and children learn by example. All we have to do is look around us to see the truth of this – how dysfunction in families due to sin is perpetuated down the line if there is no repentance, and the same principle holds in healthy godly families. We reap what we sow, and God in His love wants for us a harvest of righteousness rather than corruption. We are His children and He hurts when we hurt, even when it’s our own doing. He has given us the formula for success here in order to spare us that pain. How it grieves Him when we refuse it.

He says He is a “jealous” God. Does that mean there are other gods and He just selfishly wants us for Himself? On the contrary, scripture assures us throughout that He is the only true God there is, and all others, visible or imagined, are the creation of man. He does want us for Himself – that’s why He made us in the first place – but even God’s jealousy is a “holy” jealousy that comes out of His love. He knows there is nothing else in all of creation that can fill that “God-shaped” empty space in our hearts that He put there. We were created for Him; He put the breath of life into us, and His greatest desire is to fill us also with His love.

Now who is this God who demands to be first in our lives? It’s hard for us mortals who are so physically oriented to imagine a supreme being we can’t see with our physical eyes. How can we know what He’s like? And how can we be sure He is even real?

Of course, if there were any way to positively prove the existence of a spiritual being to mortal beings, there would be no need for faith. God asks us to believe without proof that He is who He says He is and He does what He says He does. The proof is there, in His Holy Word – if you can accept it. This works of course only for those who accept on faith that the Bible is what the Bible itself says it is – the only source of absolute truth, by which all other “truth” can be measured – the inspired written word of the creator of the universe. For those who cannot accept that, it does no good to even bring up any evidence based on what the Bible says, and I have nothing for you. But for the sake of argument, let’s say you’re willing to entertain the possibility that the Bible could be what it says it is. Let’s look at who the Bible says God is then.

When He first appeared to Moses from the burning bush in Exodus to send him back to Egypt to bring his people out, Moses asked God in Exodus 3:13, “What is His name? What shall I say to them?” God’s reply to Moses  in verse 14 was: “I am Who I Am. Thus you shall say to the children of Israel: “I Am has sent me to you.’” KJV. Now that seems like an awfully strange name, doesn’t it? But what does it mean? I don’t pretend to know more than the tip of the iceberg here, but I’ll tell you what I do know. The pronoun “Am” is a present tense word. He doesn’t say “I was” or “I will be”, but “I am.” In Isaiah 43:10, He says “Before Me there was no god was formed, nor will there be after Me.” KJV.  In the spiritual realm, time as we know it does not exist. God is an eternal being – He had no beginning, and He has no end. Therefore, He exists in an eternal “now”. He sees the whole panorama of history all in the same instant. He not only knows everything there is to know about everyone and everything that ever was or ever will be, but He is also everywhere at the same time because He’s not limited by space either. His power has no limits, He never changes, He never lies, He keeps His promises and He is never-ending unlimited love. He is all we ever need Him to be. Now isn’t a God like that worthy of our worship and obedience?
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In the last chapter, we began a series on God’s Ten Commandments. We looked at why the commandments were given and why it is to our advantage to live our lives according to them. Then we examined some of what the Bible has to say about this God who demands to have first place in our lives. Now we will delve further into the depth of this great “I Am” and look at how Jesus Christ fits into the picture. But first let’s read the first of the Commandments again from Exodus 20:1-5 “And God spake all these words saying: I AM the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  Thou shalt have no other gods before me.  Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them nor serve them.” KJV

In Isaiah 44:6, God says, “I am the first and I am the last; and beside Me there is no god.” KJV. I Chronicles 16: 25-26 says, “…great is the Lord and greatly to be praised; and He is to be feared above all gods. For all the gods of the people are idols but the Lord made the heavens.” KJV. And again, from Isaiah chapter 44, verses 8-11, “Ye are even My witnesses. Is there any God besides Me? Yea, there is no god; I know not any. They that make a graven image are all of them vanity; and their delectable things shall not profit; and they are their own witnesses; they see not, nor know; that they may be ashamed.  Who hath formed a god or molten a graven image that is profitable for nothing?” KJV

Now in the days these words were written, idolatry in the Middle East was rampant. When God gave the Commandments to the children of Israel, they had just come from Egypt where the gods of the land were made by men of wood and stone. After 400 years of slavery in that land, no doubt most of these people had no idea who this God of Moses was. And the people of the promised land they were headed for were just as bad for worshipping gods of wood and stone. This type of idolatry is still practiced in many parts of the world today, but here in America it is a rarity, so it makes it hard to identify with this command of God if we take it literally. We may quite self-righteously protest, “I don’t worship idols!” – But the truth is, we do. They just aren’t as obvious. God demands first place in our lives, and when we give anything else in this world precedence over Him, we are guilty of idolatry. What is there in your life that’s more important to you than your time in fellowship with God? Is it television? Is it sports? Or work? What do you treasure the most? Your house? Your possessions? Your bank account? Jesus said we are to store up for ourselves treasure in Heaven where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. Even our families, who God commands us to love, are not to be put in a place above God. Jesus said in Matthew 10:37, “He who loves son or daughter or father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me.” NKJV. This is the same Man who came to set us free from the penalty of the law, but also the same Man who said, “Do not presume that I came to abolish the law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill.” ( Matthew 5:17 NKJV) Our redemption through His shed blood does not absolve us of the responsibility to obey God’s law. On the contrary – because the sentence of death has been paid for us, we are free now to obey out of love rather than fear, and through the Holy Spirit who now indwells us, He gives us the power to do it. The fact that we are no longer under law but under grace does not give us license to sin. “Cheap grace” is a doctrine of the enemy to rob us of the abundant life Jesus can to give us. Let us not be found guilty of the same mistake made by those Jeremiah wept over when he said, “Behold, ye trust in lying words that cannot profit. Will ye steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense unto Baal, and walk after other gods whom ye know not; and come and stand before Me in this house which is called my My name and say, ‘We are delivered to do all these abominations’? Is this house, which is called by my My name, become a den of robbers in your eyes?  Behold, even I – have seen it!” saith the Lord”.                 	 ( Jeremiah 7:8-11) KJV

Yes – we are still going to sin sometimes because we still live in bodies which have inherited a sinful nature, but because the blood of Christ has set us free from its power, we are no longer a slave to this nature. We no longer have to sin, and when we keep our eyes on the One who loved us so, through the power of the Holy Spirit we will choose not to.

Oswald Chambers says, “I cannot save and sanctify myself; I cannot make atonement for sin; I cannot redeem the world; I cannot right what is wrong, purify what is impure, or make holy what is unholy. That is the sovereign work of God. We cannot do anything pleasing to God unless we deliberately build on the foundation of the atonement of the cross of Christ. I, a guilty sinner, can never work to get right with God – it is impossible. There is only one way by which I can get right with God, and that is through the death of Jesus Christ. Never build your case for forgiveness on the idea that God is our Father and He will forgive us just because He loves us. That contradicts the revealed truth of God in Jesus Christ. It makes the cross unnecessary and the redemption ‘much ado about nothing.’ God forgives sin only because of the death of Christ ---Jesus Christ hates sin in people, and Calvary is the measure of His hatred.”

Yes – and I would add that it is also the measure of His love, for John 15:13 says, “Greater love hath no man than this – that a man lay down His life for His friends”.  KJV. Jesus is man – but He is also God. If He had died for us and stayed in that grave, all His good intentions, all His agony, all His shed blood would have been for nothing – but He rose again, and that resurrection morning is the pivotal point on which all of history before and all of history after rests. John testifies to His deity  in chapter 1 verses 1-4 when he says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. NIV --- verse 14: The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

The night before He died, Jesus told His disciples in John 16:28, “I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.” NIV.  Then to God He said, ---“and now, O Father, glorify thou Me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was.” (John 17:5 KJV)

Paul tells us in Colossians 1:15,&19, - KJV - “Who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature. --- For it pleased the Father that in Him should all  fullness dwell. ”

Jesus also said these words, all recorded in the book of John chapter 14 verse 6 & 9. “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No-one comes to the Father except through Me” ---9: “Anyone who has seen Me has seen the Father” ---John 12:44-“Whoever believes in Me, He does not believe in Me only, but in the One who sent Me. The one who looks at Me is seeing the One who sent Me.” – John 10:30- “I and the Father are One.” - NIV

John1:17-18 NIV then tells us, “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God, the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known.”

And what does Jesus say now? From Revelation 22:12-13, “Look, I am coming soon and My reward is with Me to repay each person according to his work. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the Beginning and the end.” Hallelujah!


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


The Ten Commandments – Part III

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
Those of you of the older generation may recall the uproar over one small word used by Clark Gable’s Rhett Butler in the epic movie, “Gone with the Wind”. Theater patrons were shocked and many people refused to see the movie because of that one line. Now over seventy years later it seems laughable, and we wonder “what on earth was the big deal over that?!” Yet because the producers dared to step over a previously uncrossed line, and got away with it, this one movie opened the door just a crack – just enough for profanity to get its foot in the door. Then, as now, in the film industry, sensationalism was the drawing card that sold tickets – and it allowed a little trickle to gradually grow into a cascade of profanity and filth in the movies of today. You can hardly rent a video today not rated “G” that is free of this. It is expected and has become so common-place that it no longer shocks anyone to hear cursing and God’s name profaned in almost every other sentence. They call this “depicting reality” claiming this is the way people really talk. Well, I thank God that’s not true in my neighborhood, but sad to say, there are many places in our country where it is true, and I wonder which came first – the chicken or the egg? Children are using this kind of language now. They are learning it from movies and television as well as from adults who use this offensive language. Even those children from Christian homes where what they watch is screened hear it from their peers in school and may join in in order to be accepted rather than singled out as prudish. I would venture to say that most of these children didn’t even know what some of the words they’re using mean, and few of them are aware of the seriousness of throwing around so casually the name of the Creator of all things – that name which is above every name. Unless this kind of talk is nipped in the bud at a young age there is the danger that these children will grow up with a habit very hard to break. This way of talking will become so automatic it will spew out of their mouths without any awareness of how offensive it is, or how it hurts our Lord.

In his Epistle to the Jewish Christians, Jesus’ brother James says in James 3:6-10, “The tongue is a fire. The tongue, a world of unrighteousness, is placed among our members. It stains the whole body sets the course of life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. No one can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With the tongue we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in God’s likeness. Blessings and cursing come out of the same mouth. My brothers and sisters, these things should not be this way!” James 1:26 tells us, “If anyone thinks he is religious without controlling his tongue, his religion is useless and he deceives himself.

Is it any wonder that God hates it so and gives us such a stern warning? Yes, the commandment we are focusing on today, found in Exodus 20:7 and Deuteronomy 5:11 is this: “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.” KJV. God’s name is holy, it is set apart, it is sacred. When Jesus taught his disciples how to pray, He began – “This is how you should pray: “Our Father in heaven ‘hallowed be your name.” (Matthew 6:9 NIV) In this petition we are not asking for His name to become something it is not, for it is already holy – but we are asking that it be considered holy among us and given the respect, honor and worship it is due. The Psalmist tells us in Psalm 29:2 to “Give unto to the Lord the glory due His name; worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.” KJV. And in Isaiah 42:8 He tells us, “I am the Lord – that is My name! I will not give My glory to another or My praise to idols!” To use His name in any way other than to revere and honor it is a stench in His nostrils and He does not take it lightly. Martin Luther, in his small catechism gives this explanation of the commandment: “We should fear and love God that we may not curse, swear, use witchcraft, lie or deceive by His name, but call upon it in every trouble – pray, praise and give thanks.”

Most everyone would agree that cursing and swearing using the name of God breaks this commandment. But its meaning is much wider and deeper than that. Jesus Christ as the second person of our triune God is our Lord as well, and His name is every bit as sacred as the Father’s. Acts 4:12 says, “There is salvation in no one else, for the is no other name under heaven given to the people by which we must be saved.” And in Philippians 2:9-10, we read, “Therefore God hath highly exalted Him, and given Him a name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven and things in earth and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” - KJV

We who have accepted Jesus as our Savior and Lord are called “Christians”. We are called by His name and He expects us to honor and respect that enough to live lives worthy of that name. When we choose to do otherwise, we are taking the name of “Christ” in vain. Luther says, “God’s name is hallowed among us when the Word of God is taught in its truth and purity, and we, as the children of God, also lead a holy life according to it.  --- But he that teaches and lives otherwise than God’s Word teaches, profanes the name of God among us.”

Yes, we are His children. We have a “family name” called “Christian”. Just as our wayward living reflects on our earthly family name and can bring shame to the whole family, and especially to our Heavenly Father.

In Romans 2:17-24, Paul gives a severe reprimand to the Jews which I think applies to us as professing Christians just as well. He says, “Now you, if you call yourself a Jew (or a ‘Christian’) and rely on the law and boast in God, and you know His will and approve the things that are superior being instructed by the law, and if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light to those in  darkness, an instructor of the ignorant, a teacher of the immature, having the embodiment of knowledge and truth in the law– you then, who teach another, don’t you teach yourself? You who preach ‘you must not steal’ – do you steal? You who say you must not commit adultery – do you commit adultery? You who detest idols – do you rob their temples? You who boast in the law – do you dishonor God by breaking the law? For it is written: The name of God is blasphemed among the gentiles because of you!’”

I would ask of you today, Christian brother or sister; do you dishonor God and blaspheme the name of Christ among those around you? We even have the advantage over the Jews Paul was addressing here – because we have the promised Holy Spirit within us to enable us to live in a way that honors this name which is above every other name. Remember God’s promise from II Chronicles 7:14 – “If My people, which are called by My name, shall humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.” KJV

Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me – bless His Holy Name” …
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Today’s focus will be on the commandment which reads as follows from Exodus 20:8-11 – “Remember the Sabbath Day toy keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labor and do all thy work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord thy God. In it thou shalt not do any work, thou nor thy son nor thy daughter, thy manservant nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor the stranger within thy gates. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Wherefore, the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it.” KJV

So, the Sabbath day was given to God’s chosen people as a day of rest and refreshing, and the commandment as well was given to them, and to us, out of His love and care for his mortal creatures who were not made to work without a break. Life in the desert was hard, and I’m sure just as is the case for many of us today, the children of Israel found it hard to find enough hours in the day for everything that needed to be done. He commanded them to set this one day aside for their own good because He knew they needed it if they were to maintain their strength and physical health for the long haul. But He also intended this day to be one of worship and thanksgiving and contemplation of spiritual things. In Ezekiel 20:10-12, He says, “Wherefore I caused them to go forth out of the land of Egypt and led them into the wilderness. And I gave them My statutes and shewed them My judgements, which if a man do he shall even live in them. Moreover, I also, gave them My Sabbaths to be a sign between Me and them, that they might know that I am Lord that sanctify them.” KJV

Now we know the Sabbath day for the Jews was and still is the seventh day, which according to our calendar is Saturday. The idea was to do as God Himself did – work six days first and then rest. There is a greater significance also to do with the number seven which is symbolic for wholeness, completeness and perfection. We see this throughout scripture from the seven days of creation and the seven golden lampstands in the tabernacle clear through the book of Revelation which is filled with symbolism and the mystery of many “sevens” within “sevens” – but that’s another study for another time.

The word “Sabbath” itself as defined in my Bible dictionary means to “desist, cease or rest.” Yet we know that by the coming of the Messiah, God’s laws which were given as rules for living life to the fullest had been distorted, twisted and added onto by men until they became heavy burdens. There was no true rest in it. Jesus called these scribes and Pharisees “hypocrites” and said to them as recorded in Luke 11:46 “---woe also to you experts’ in the law! You load people with burdens that are hard to carry, and yet you yourselves don’t touch these burdens with one of your fingers.”

Jesus did not abolish the law of the Sabbath – He Himself worshiped regularly in the synagogue on the Sabbath – yet He clashed many times with these religious authorities over the Sabbath laws. In Matthew 12 His disciples were criticized by the Pharisees for picking some grain to eat on the Sabbath when they were hungry, and Jesus’ reply in Matthew 12:7 -8 was, “If you had known what these words mean – ‘I desire mercy – not sacrifice’ – you would not have condemned the innocent! For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. ”NIV. Later in verses 11-12 of the same chapter, He healed a man on the Sabbath in the synagogue and when criticized told them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a man than a sheep? Therefore, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” NIV. Another time, in Luke 13:14-16 when He healed a woman on the Sabbath, the synagogue rulers angrily told the people, “There are six days on which men ought to work; therefore come and be healed on them and not on the Sabbath day.!” Jesus answered, “Hypocrite! Does not each one of you on the Sabbath loose his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it to water? So ought not this woman, being a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath?”  NKJV You see, the rabbis regarded the Sabbath as an end in itself, but Jesus taught that the Sabbath was made for man’s benefit, and that man’s needs must take precedence over legalism.

Now you may wonder how it is that our Sabbath as Christians came to be on Sunday rather than Saturday. After Jesus’ resurrection and ascension and the birth of the Christian church, most of the early Christians still observed the traditional Sabbath because they were Jews. But because the resurrection occurred on the first day of the week, they designated Sunday as the “Lord’s Day” and began to gather together on that day as well. As the faith spread to the gentile world this practice took precedence over the traditional Jewish Sabbath and Sunday became our Sabbath day. Paul tells us in Romans 14:5-6 – “One person judges one day to be more important than another day. Someone else judges every day to be the same. Let each one be fully convinced in his own mind. Whoever observes the day, observes it for the honor of the Lord.”

Scottish Olympic runner Eric Liddel, a devout Christian, faced a challenge greater than the race itself in the 1924 Olympic Games when he was told his most crucial race was to be run on Sunday. Despite the probable loss of an honor he had been training for for years, he could not agree to go against his conscience by running on the Sabbath day. He loved the Sabbath and to him it belonged to the Lord. He respectfully refused to do it and courageously stood his ground. Yet he did not condemn or criticize other runners who had no problem with the Sunday competition, but he watched from the stands and cheered them on. God honored his faithful obedience both during the games and later in his life as a missionary to China. In 1981, Eric Liddel’s story was told to the world in the Oscar-winning movie, “Chariots of Fire”. Who knows how many people’s lives were influenced and souls won for Christ because of the sacrifice and faithful obedience of this one man.

Now in Colossians 2:13-14 &16-17 we read, “When you were dead in your trespasses and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive with Him and forgave us all our trespasses. He erased the certificate of debt, with its obligations that was against us and opposed to us, and has taken it away by nailing it to the cross. ---Therefore, do not let anyone judge you in regard to what you eat or drink, or in the matter of a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of what was to come; the substance is Christ.”

Yes – Christ has set us free from the curse of the law – but the point is – for your own good – we will still hold one day of the week as holy – it belongs to the Lord – a day on which we gather together as Christ’s body to worship and praise our wonderful God. He loves us and gives us this day also to rest and renew our strength from the past week of work and for the one ahead. It is a gift, and we are to give thanks and honor to the one who gave it.
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Today’s text is from Deuteronomy 5:16 (also recorded in Exodus 20:12), “Honor thy father and thy mother, as the Lord thy God has commanded , that thy days may be prolonged, and that it will go well with thee,  in the land the Lord thy God giveth thee.” KJV

Again, Moses says in Deuteronomy 6:2, “Observe and hear all these words which I command thee, so that it may go well with you and your children after thee forever, when thou doest that which is good and right in the sight of the Lord. KJV 

In Ephesians 6:2-3, Paul says the commandment “Honor your father and Mother, which is the first commandment with a promise, so that it may go will with you and that you may have a long life in the land. 

Let’s examine what it means to honor your parents, and why there is a promise attached to this command. According to Webster, the word “honor” means to show high regard or appreciation for; to pay tribute to, exalt or praise, to treat with consideration and respect. From Luther’s small catechism, his explanation for this commandment is: “We should fear and love God that we may not despise our parents and masters, nor provoke them to anger, but give them honor, serve and obey them, and hold them in love and esteem.”  Luther contends that this command is also to honor “anyone” who by God’s ordinance has been place in authority over us. “In the home, in the government, in the school and in the place where we work.” Again, this is another piece of God’s marvelous plan for the happiness and prosperity of His children whom He has made. If children do not appreciate and respect parents and authorities they will not learn anything from them. This principle from God’s “user’s manual” was so important in the days the commandments were given to the children of Israel, that any rebellious child who refused to be disciplined by his parents or any that cursed his father or mother was to be put to death. This sounds very harsh to us, but we must remember that at that time there was as yet no written Word of God except these tablets of stone. The first books of the Bible were written down by Moses and any child who rebelled against his parents would not be about to listen to Moses either. The Word of God, His commands, His promises and His truths were handed down by word of mouth from parents to children to grandchildren. If that chain was broken, it could affect the souls of thousands of generations to come. Therefore, God said, “You must purge this evil from among you.”

Now there are more references to this honor due our parents in the Proverbs of King Solomon than anywhere else in the Bible. Remember, his father, David, was called by God a man after My own heart. David’s advice to Solomon, found in I Kings 2:2- 4 , NKJV, says, “Be strong therefore, and prove yourself a man.  And keep the charge of the Lord your God: to walk in His ways, to keep His statutes, His commandments, His judgments, and His testimonies, as it is written in the Low of Moses, that you may prosper in all that you do and wherever you turn, that the Lord may keep fulfill His word …. If your sons take heed to their way, to walk before Me in truth with all their heart and with all their soul, you shall not lack a man on the throne of Israel”) God renewed this promise later to Solomon himself in I Kings 9, and for a large part of the life he did live as this father David had advised. We are told that King Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived. He recorded this wisdom in his Proverbs like those regarding the honoring of parents:

Proverbs 6: 20:“My son, keep your father’s commands and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. 21: Bind them always on your heart forever; fasten them around your neck. 22: When you walk, they will guide you, when you sleep, they will watch over you; when you awake, they will speak to you. 23: For this command is a lamp, this teaching is a light, and correction and instruction are the way to life.” --- Proverbs 1: 8: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. 9: They are a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck.” ----Proverbs 10: 1: “A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish son brings grief to his mother.” ---- Proverbs 23: 22: “Listen to your father, who gave you life, and do not despise your mother when she is old.” --- Proverbs 3: 1: “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart, 2: for they will prolong your life many years and bring you peace and prosperity.” –-- Proverbs 19: 27: “Stop listening to my instruction, my son, and you will stray from the words of knowledge.” ----Proverbs 2: 1: “Listen, my son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, 2: turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, 4: and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, 5: then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God.” NIV

How beautiful! What wonderful advice and what a great recipe for a long and fruitful life! But – why is it then that we read in the book of I kings that Solomon’s successor, his son Rehoboam, did evil in the sight of the Lord, and so did his son Abijah. They were men of war who worshiped idols and did not follow all the good advice Solomon gave. You see the problem is, if you don’t walk the talk, people aren’t as likely to listen to what you say. Children are to honor their parents, but that is only half the equation. Parents have responsibilities too, and they include more than just talk. Solomon disobeyed God by taking foreign wives who worshiped foreign gods. He had 700 wives (many of them gifts to him from foreign rulers) and he had 300 concubines besides. Being an equal opportunity husband and wanting to be politically tolerant, he built houses for these foreign wives and set up shrines for them for their false gods – and scripture says in his later years his wives led him astray and turned his heart after other gods. We don’t know how many children he had, but you can imagine it was quite a few. Most of their mothers worshiped idols, and when their father did the same thing, all his words of wisdom went out the window. Children learn by example, in Proverbs 22:6 “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old, he will not depart from it.” KJV.  Yet children have a free will, and Solomon did not live up to his own advice. All he said about the true way was true; all he said about the value of discipline was true. But he did not teach by example, and there was no way he could have managed to give all those children any quality time. If a father does not honor and obey our heavenly Father, his children will probably not honor or obey Him either.

In our modern culture, discipline is now frowned on, and faith in one way of salvation is too. Children are being led astray and no longer have respect for their parents because we have dropped the ball. We are seeing the fulfillment of the prophecy of Micah 7: 2, 4 & 6: “Faithful people have vanished from the land; there is no one upright among the people.  ---4: the best of them is like a brier, the most upright is worse than a hedge of thorns. The day of your watchman, the day of your punishment is coming: at this time panic is near. –6:  Surely a son considers his father a fool, a daughter opposes her mother --- a man’s enemies are men of his own household.”

But there is a balm in Gilead. His name is Jesus, and He is the healer of broken relationships. The last verse of the old testament, Malachi 4:6 says, “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers, otherwise I will come and strike the land with a curse.”

Oh, give thanks to the Lord for He is good – His mercy endures forever.
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Today’s focus is on the commandment written in the King James Version, “Thou shalt not kill,” found in Exodus 20:13 and also Deuteronomy 5:17. The Hebrew verb translated here as “kill” usually refers to a premeditated and deliberate act, so the NIV is more accurate by wording it, “You shall not murder.”

Not all killing is wrong. Neither man’s laws nor God’s laws prohibit killing in war, or in cases of self-defense. But the Old Testament laws were severe. God’s purpose in giving laws to His chosen people was to keep them pure so He could bless them. Deliberate disobedience was regarded as a pollution – not only of the nation, but also a pollution of the land. And to take a human life was especially serious because of what man is – he is not just a higher form of animal as some suppose. Genesis 9:6 says, “Whoever sheds human blood, by humans his blood will be shed; for God made humans in His image.” And we read in Numbers 35:33 “Do not defile the land where you live, for bloodshed defiles the land, and there can be no atonement for the land because of the blood that is shed on it. Do not make the land unclean where you live and where I dwell.”

Of course, these Old Testament passages are some of the basis for the justification of capital punishment even today – but it’s not as simple as all that. First of all, if we are going to use this scripture as an argument, then we must also defend capital punishment for everything else deserving of the death penalty in those days – which included idolatry; witchcraft; blasphemy; sexual perversion, adultery and rape; and rebellion against parents. Secondly we must take into account the exceptions which are also recorded in the same holy book.

Cain was the first to kill another human being. We see in Genesis 4 that he hated his brother Abel and deliberately murdered him. When God asked Cain in Genesis 4:9, “Where is your brother Abel?” and God said in verse 10, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.” So, Cain was banished, and in Genesis 4: 13, he said to God, “My punishment is too great to bear! Since you are banishing me today from the face of the earth, and I must hide from your presence and become a restless wanderer on the earth, whoever finds me will kill me!”  the Lord said, “Not so,” and He put a mark on Cain so that no-one would kill him.

It was originally God’s Intention, and still is today, that no-one should ever kill anyone. But because of the depravity of sinful man and the hardness of his heart, this law of an eye for an eye was the only thing they understood. God said in Leviticus 20:8, “Keep my statutes and do them; I am the Lord who sets you apart.” The trouble was, they didn’t know how to do that.

Now that we are blessed to have available to us the full gospel in Jesus Christ who came to fulfill the law, we can understand God’s purpose for giving us this law in the first place. We, as believers, have the Holy Spirit dwelling in us to lead us into all truth. – And what did Jesus say about this matter of killing people? We read in Matthew 5:21 that He said, “You have heard that it was said to our ancestors – ‘Do not murder, and whoever murders will be subject to judgement,’ but I tell you everyone who is angry with his brother or sister will be subject to judgement.”

In his explanation of the commandment, “Thou shalt not kill”, Martin Luther says in his small catechism, “We should fear and love God that we may not hurt nor harm our neighbor ---that is, to do or say anything which may destroy, shorten, or embitter his life.” You see it’s not the anger that is the sin, but rather what we do with the anger. Paul tells us in Ephesians 4:26-27, “In your anger, do not sin! Do not let the sun go down on your wrath nor give place to the devil.” NKJV Hanging on to anger and resentment is what produces hatred and bitterness. This is how Satan builds up strongholds in our minds and if we allow this sin to control what we feel, it will make us completely ineffective as Christians. There is a healthy way to handle anger. Exploding and lashing out is not it, and neither is stuffing it. (All that does is put a band aid over a festering sore which will eventually poison the whole body.)  No – if we have been hurt and are angry with our brother we are to go to him and talk it out. Paul says if he listens to you, you have won your brother, and if not we must let it go and give it over to God. “Vengeance belongs to Me – I will repay” says the Lord in Romans 12:19. It makes no difference if we are right or not. So called “righteous indignation” can be just as poisonous as anger without cause. An unwillingness to forgive does not hurt the one I am angry at as much as it hurts me, and God doesn’t want me hurting either of us. Ephesians 4:32 says, “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving one another just as God also forgave you in Christ.” You see, Christ has paid the price of atonement required for breaking this commandment and any other by shedding His blood in our place. God is a just God who cannot condone sin or even look at it, but He is also a merciful God.  So now He tells us in Romans 12:20, “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink …” Jesus tells us in Luke 6: 27-29 & 31, “Love your enemies, do what is good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who mistreat you. If someone hits you on the one cheek, offer the other also…. Just as you want others to do for you, do the same for them.”

So, we see that breaking this commandment involves a lot more than the killing of the body. If we hurt another human being in any way, God will still hold us accountable for that. The commandment covers the whole gamut from murder, suicide, abortion and physical abuse to even the hurtful words that come out of our mouths. The old adage, “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me” is a lie! Sometimes words can leave wounds that never heal. James 3:6 tells us, “The tongue is a fire. The tongue, a world of unrighteousness is placed among our members. It stains the whole body, sets the course of life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.”

The commandment, “Thou shalt not kill”(Exodus 20:13) not only forbids us to hurt one another, but it involves the responsibility to forgive and to treat one another with love and respect. Paul sums it all up in Romans 13:9-10 when he says, “The commandments (Do not commit adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not covet, and any other commandment) are summed up by this commandment: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’” Therefore, love is the fulfillment of the law.
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God’s commandment to us found in Exodus 20:14 and Deuteronomy 5:18 says, “Thou shall not commit adultery.” KJV

“Sex” is not a dirty word to God. He invented sex in the first place as part of His marvelous plan, and if it weren’t for sex not one of us would be here. He made man and woman to fit together and to complement each other both physically and emotionally. He made sex as a beautiful, wholesome and extremely pleasurable way to express this oneness and to produce fruit which is truly a part of both husband and wife in one single unit. This “fruit” of the womb” is called “children”. And God said in Genesis 2:24, “Therefore, a man shall leave his father and his mother and shall cleave unto to his wife, and they shall be ‘one flesh’.” KJV. God also had another reason for giving man this marvelous gift in this way. Like so many other of His mandates and His dealings with His people recorded in the Old Testament, this was to be a foreshadow, a picture, a way of “pointing to” the spiritual relationship between Christ, the bridegroom, and us as His bride, the church. As we submit to Christ and He loves and cares for us and fills us with His Holy Spirit, it unites with our spirit and the fruit of that spirit will come forth. Paul understood this when he wrote in Ephesians 5:21-22 +& 28-33, “…Submitting to one another in the fear of Christ. Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. Husbands love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her. ---In this same way, husbands are to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his own flesh, but provides and cares for it, just as Christ does for the church since we are members of His body. For this reason, a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This mystery is profound – but I am talking about Christ and the church. To sum up, each one of you is to love his wife as himself, and the wife must respect her husband.”

Now this is the “pattern” God intended for marriage to follow. If all husbands and wives lived by these principles, there would be no adultery, and there would be no divorce. These biblical principles are being stressed more in the church today through avenues such as the “Promise Keepers” movement for men. I think it’s both ironic and tragic that there are women’s groups so soured on men and their treatment of women that they would protest Promise Keepers, accusing them of sexism and of teaching abuse of women. Sadly, they have no idea of the joy that could be theirs if they could accept these truths. They don’t know because they have never seen it. God’s perfect plan for marriage has been so mangled and twisted over the generations that examples of it are almost non-existent, and a large part of that has come about through the abuse and misuse of the gift of sex. Statistics show that today the divorce rate among Christians is almost identical to that of non-Christians, and sexual sin is also just as rampant, though more “under – cover” among Christians, until it is exposed, causing public shame and lives that are turned up-side-down. Beloved, this ought not to be!!

Like all of God’s perfect gifts to man, sex has become so misused and bent out of shape by sin that its original intent is almost unrecognizable. The emphasis is now on the sensual pleasure for self, reinforced by a society that says, “If it feels good, do it!” Instant gratification is the norm, with no thought given to any long or short-term consequences. Any reproach given to sexual relationships outside of marriage (expressly forbidden by God) is met with the reply, “Yeah – right! Get real! This is the twenty-first century!!” implying that anyone who believes God’s principles are for today is not only old-fashioned and not “with it” – he is downright prudish and narrow minded.

What does God have to say about all this? Hebrews 12:4 says, “Marriage is honorable among all, and the bed undefiled, but fornicators and adulterers God will judge!”  NKJV. Misusing His gifts to us is serious business! – so serious that at the time the commandments were given anyone caught engaging in any sexual activity whatsoever outside of marriage was sentenced to death. Besides adultery, this included fornication (which is sex between the unmarried), incest, homosexuality, bestiality and any form of “debauchery”.  Webster defines “debauchery” as “excessive indulgence of sexual desire – it includes the corruption of fidelity and the seduction of others.” (Today this category would include the problems of sexual addiction, prostitution and pornography.) So, we see from this that the commandment “You shall not commit adultery” encompasses anything that takes away from the ideal sexual bond as God intended it to be, between a husband and wife.

Jesus even went so far as to say in Matthew 5: 27,  “You have heard that it was said to those of old time, , ‘Thou shall not commit adultery’. But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  NKJV. Peter also tells us these sinful desires “war against the soul.” Proverbs has much to say about the dangers of sexual sin in Chapters six. The writer asks, 6:28: “Can one walk on hot coals and his feet not be seared? 29: So is he who goes into his neighbor’s wife; Whoever touches her shall not be innocent.” 6:32: whoever commits adultery with a woman is lacking understanding; He who does so destroys his own soul. 6:33: Wounds and dishonor he will get, And his reproach will not be wiped away.” KJV

Now Jesus is not only God – He is also true man, and scripture tells us He was tempted in every way as we are, yet without sin. He knew the workings of human emotions and desires. This along with His atoning death is what gives Him the right to be our advocate with the Father. So, although God is a God of justice, through Christ He is also a God of mercy. When the Pharisees brought to Jesus the woman caught in adultery, He had compassion on her. He did not say she didn’t deserve to be stoned, but He knew her accusers were using her to trap Him, and He knew the law also said the man in the encounter was deserving of death as well, and he was nowhere to be found. So, Jesus gave permission for the one who was without sin to cast the first stone, knowing no-one could qualify. When all her accusers left, one by one, He asked her in John 8:10, “Hath no man condemned thee?” 11: “No man, Lord”, she said. “Neither do I”, He replied. “Go and sin no more.” KJV. He didn’t condone her sin, but He knew her heart, and He had the authority to forgive her sin because He paid the price for it. If you have broken this commandment, you too can be forgiven through His blood shed for you. Leave your life of sin – repent and come to Him today. He loves you and He will forgive you.

I Peter 4: 3-5 says, “There has already been enough time spent in doing what the Gentiles choose to do – carrying on in unrestrained behavior, evil desires, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and lawless idolatry. They are surprised that you don’t join them in the same flood of wild living – and they slander you. They will give an account to the one who stands ready to judge the living and the dead.”

Paul says in Ephesians 5:15-18, “Pay careful attention, then, to how you live – not as unwise people but as wise – making the most of the time, because the days are evil. So don’t be foolish but understand what the Lord’s will is. And don’t get drunk with wine which leads to reckless living, but be filled with the Spirit.”
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Today’s focus is on the commandment, “Thou shalt not steal” KJV, found in Exodus 20:15 and Deuteronomy 5:19. Now, on the surface, this commandment seems pretty much cut and dried – we aren’t supposed to take anything that doesn’t belong to us. But it’s not as simple as it seems at first glance, because God’s commandments are about relationships – about treating other as we would want to be treated. When God commands us not to steal, He’s not just talking about tangible possessions. Sure, it’s wrong to steal someone’s money or worldly goods. Isaiah 61:8 says, “I, the Lord, love justice; I hate robbery and injustice.” We see in Exodus 22 that a thief, when caught, was required to not only return what he stole, but his restitution was to be multiplied by five – and if he couldn’t pay it, he himself was to be sold to pay for the theft. Of course, thieves weren’t always caught, and still aren’t because they are so sneaky. The victim often doesn’t know something is missing until later. But God has a system built in to the way the world works. It’s called the law of sowing and reaping, so that a thief never really gets away with anything, and God has promised, “Be sure, your sin will find you out.” (Numbers 32:23 KJV)

A robber is more bold. He confronts or attacks his victims with their knowledge, and takes what he wants by force. Either method is equally condemned by this commandment and the amount that is stolen or who it is stolen from does not matter – stealing is stealing, whether it is thousands of dollars from an individual or a candy bar from a supermarket. It is still taking something we have no right to, because it belongs to somebody else. We know that embezzlement is stealing, as is extortion, or usury, or cheating on your income tax, or pilfering supplies from your workplace. How about an employer who pays his worker who goofs off and does not put in a fair day’s work for the pay he gets? Or let’s take the matter of debt – Filings for bankruptcy in our county are higher than they’ve been in years. Much of that is due to indiscriminate use of credit cards and the “instant gratification” – “buy now – pay later” mindset. God says in Romans 13:8, we are to “owe no man anything.” This is another of His mandates for our own good. How many of us have known the anxiety produced by debts that keep compounding while the money remains the same? We are to never let ourselves get into that position because if we have debts we cannot pay according to the terms of the contract we signed, and we are using the money we do have for other things, we are stealing from those creditors. Romans 13: 7-8 says, “Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you owe taxes, tolls to those you owe tolls; respect to those you owe respect; honor to those you owe honor.  Do not owe anyone anything, except to love one another, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.” Loving others means we want what’s best for them. Our neighbors also have things of even greater value that we cannot hold in our hands. Taking those things is stealing as well. If you are guilty of malicious gossip or libel or slander, you are robbing someone of his reputation, and he may never be able to get it back. If you cheat on your tests in school, you are robbing those who don’t cheat of a fair grade for their honest work. If you abuse another human being in any way so as to rob them of their innocence or their self-esteem, you may be stealing from them any chance they would have had to lead the productive life God intended them to have. So, you see, stealing is the taking away from another anything of value that belongs to that person – tangible or intangible.

Now, in I Timothy 6:6-10, we read, “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and we can take nothing out. If we have food and clothing, be content with these. But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires which plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.”

Do you know that the money and possessions you have don’t really belong to you? There is nothing we have that God has not given us. We don’t even belong to ourselves, for God says “You are not your own – for you were bought at a price.” ( I Corinthians 6: 19-20) He created us and He redeemed us. We belong to Him, and so does everything He has entrusted to our care. Psalm 24:1 says, “ The earth and everything in it, the world and its inhabitants belong to the Lord.”

Why then should we give Him anything if He really doesn’t need it because He owns it all already? Again, because it’s for our good. Psalm 50:23 says, “Whoever sacrifices a thank offering honors Me, and whoever orders his conduct, I will show him the salvation of God..”  Being good stewards of the blessings He has given us for our use involves responsibilities, and part of that is to give back to God a tithe – a percentage off the top – to be used by the body of Christ, the church, for the building up of His kingdom. When we refuse to do that, we are stealing from God! – What? You don’t believe it? Read what it says in Malachi 3:8-10. “Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me! ‘How do we rob you?’ You ask; By not making the payments of the tenth and the contributions. You are suffering under a curse – yet you - the whole nation–are still robbing Me. Bring the full tenth into the storehouse so that there may be food in My house. Test Me in this way, says the Lord of Armies. See if I will not open the floodgates of heaven and pour out a blessing for you without measure.”

Now we are under grace, and He’s not going to condemn us to hell if we don’t do this. It’s not of much value to Him anyway if we give grudgingly for He says in II Corinthians 9:7, “Each person should do as he has decided in his heart - not reluctantly or out of compulsion, since God loves a cheerful giver.” The thing is, when we don’t willingly abide by His “user’s manual” for our lives, things don’t work as He intended them to, and then we miss out on the blessings. Whatever we sow we will reap. If we steal, we will reap corruption. If we sow good seed, but sparingly – we will reap sparingly – and if we sow abundantly, we will reap the same – “good measure, pressed down, and running over.”

So, as Ephesians 4:28 tells us, “Let the thief no longer steal. Instead, he is to do honest work with his own hands, so that he has something to share with anyone in need.”

Paul asked the church at Corinth in his first letter to them verses 7- 12, “Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat its fruit? Or who shepherds a flock and does not drink the milk from the flock? Am I saying this from a human perspective? Doesn’t the law also say the same thing? For it is written in the law of Moses, ‘Do not muzzle an ox while it treads out grain.’ Is God really concerned about the oxen? Isn’t He really saying it for our sake? Yes – this was written for our sake, because he who plows ought to plow in hope, and he who threshes should thresh in hope of sharing the crop. If we have sown spiritual things for you, is it too much if we reap material benefits from you?”

So, we see that keeping this commandment does not consist only of not taking what we are not entitled to, but also of not failing to give – both to God and to our neighbor who we are to love as ourselves. For this is the fulfilling of the law.
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Exodus 20:16 and Deuteronomy 5:20 record the commandment, “Do not give dishonest testimony against your neighbor.” Or as the King James Version says, “Thou shalt not bear false witness.” Right away you may be thinking, “Well that lets me off the hook – I’ve never committed perjury!” Probably most of us could truthfully say that, and the commandment certainly does condemn perjury here. Since there was no written law as yet when God first wrote His ten laws on the tablets of stone, it was crucial that this be spelled out to keep order that was consistent whenever someone was brought before the authorities accused of a crime. Penalties were severe and no-one could be convicted without the testimony of at least two witnesses. If one or both of them lied, justice could not prevail. Deuteronomy 19:16-19 says, “If a false witness rises against any man to testify against him of wrongdoing, then both men involved in the controversy shall stand before the Lord before the priests and the judges who serve in those days. And the judges shall make careful inquiry, and indeed, if the witness is a false witness, who has testified falsely against his brother, then you shall do to him as he thought to have done to his brother; So, you shall put away the evil from among you!”  NKJV. This is certainly talking about perjury – but Luther, in his small catechism says there is more prohibited by this commandment. He says it means “We should fear and love God that we may not deceitfully belie, betray, slander, nor defame our neighbor. “Instead, we are to “defend him, speak well of him, and put the best construction on everything.” The word “belie” may be strange to us modern folks. It means to lie about someone, to lie to him, or to withhold the truth from him. Where does Luther get all this? Is he being nit-picky and legalistic here – especially for someone who says we are saved by grace and not by works? No – he gets it all directly from God’s word – from Leviticus 19:11 – “You shall not steal, nor deal falsely, nor lie to one another.” NKJV.  From Proverbs 6: 16-19, “These six things doth the Lord hate: Yea, seven are an abomination unto him: A proud look, a lying tongue, a heart that deviseth wicked imaginations,  a false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among bretheren.”  KJV. And from Zechariah 8:16-17, “Speak ye every man the truth to his neighbor, execute the judgment of truth and peace in your gates; Let none of you think evil in your heart against your neighbor, and do not love a false oath. For all these are things that I hate, says the Lord.” KJV.  Now why does He hate it? For the same reason He hates all sin: He loves us and He doesn’t want us hurting each other. Paul says in Ephesians 4: 25, 29, & 31-32 “Wherefore putting away lying, speak every man truth with his neighbor: for we are members of one another.” ”Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying, that it may minister grace unto hearers.” Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you with all malice. And be ye kind one to another tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.” KJV

When I was a child there was an adage we would hear if someone called us a name. It was, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” I tried very hard to believe that, but in my heart I knew it was a lie. Words can hurt just as deeply as physical wounds, and sometimes more so. They can cripple a life, and they can leave scars that never heal. Now one of the most destructive ways people hurt people with their tongues is by malicious gossip. This sin against this commandment is the one I think Christians may be guilty of more than any other. “The heart is deceitful above all things.” And it is so easy to deceive ourselves and justify our actions when we are guilty of gossip. We may say, “I didn’t say anything that isn’t true.” Well for the sake of argument let’s say we’re right – does that make it okay? Proverbs 11:13 says, “A talebearer reveals secrets, but he who is of a faithful spirit conceals a matter.” NKJV.  First of all, how do you know it’s true? Did you ask the person you are talking about? You’ve probably played the game where everyone sits in a circle, one person whispers a story to the person next to her and each one repeats it to the next. Although each one in the circle really believes he is repeating it verbatim, by the time the story gets around the circle it is almost unrecognizable. That’s the way gossip works. We read in James 3: 5-6, 8 -10, “Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 6: The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  8: …no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9: With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness. 10: Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this should not be!” NIV

David Wilkerson says the Greek word used here for “cursing” means “to tear down, bring one down, denounce as evil. Evil gossip “tears down” the reputation of God’s servants. Such loose talk tears down the body of Christ! It opposes the work of God!” Wilkerson goes on to say, “Perhaps the most dangerous person is one who passes along gossip – who gets involved in conversations that are not edifying, but destructive – and yet believes he meant no harm! When you question him about it, he might even get tears in his eyes and say sorrowfully, ‘I’m not like that! I love my church and my pastor – I love the body of Christ. God knows my heart. I never meant any harm!’ It doesn’t matter what your motive was – the damage is done. Your little spark has already started a fire, and it’s raging out of control. It could damage a reputation. It may bring someone shame, disgrace or sorrow. And no matter what your motive was in telling it, you are still guilty. It was your unruly tongue that started it all.” You may say, “But I only told this to one friend, and she promised never to repeat it. It will end with her.” – No, it won’t! Because when you plant something in someone else’s mind, you can’t pluck it out. Even if it is never repeated, it does not die there. Alright – what if you are not the one who repeats the gossip, but you listen to it? Is that alright then” Proverbs 17:4 says, “An evildoer gives heed to false lips; a liar listens eagerly to a spiteful tongue.” NKJV. Even if you don’t repeat it, you have formed an opinion in your heart that won’t go away. What can you do then to avoid it? One woman decided anytime anyone brought up something negative about a person she would say, “Come, let’s go and ask if this is true.” The talebearer was always so taken aback that he or she would beg to be excused. But the determined woman would insist on escorting the reluctant soul to the subject of the tale to verify its truth or to hear the other person’s side of the story. Needless to say, within a short time no-one ever repeated gossip or a criticism in her presence. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.” Now if you find yourself in a position where you are tempted to say something careless, unthinking or unkind – ask God to wave a red flag. Ask Him to make you super-sensitive to His voice – and then obey Him when He speaks. He may stop you in mid-sentence and you’ll say to the person you’re talking to, “I’m sorry – God told me to stop. Let’s drop it right now. Forget it.” Doing the right thing can be contagious too. Colossians 3:12-14 says, “Therefore, as God’s chosen ones, holy and dearly loved, put on compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bearing with one another and forgiving one another if anyone has a grievance against another. Just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you are also to forgive.  Above all, put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity.”

Remember – love is the fulfilling of the law. Love does no harm to its neighbor.
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This is the last in our series on the Ten Commandments. Our text is found in both Exodus 20:17 and Deuteronomy 5:21 as follows: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife; You shall not desire your neighbor’s house; his field, his male servant, his female servant, his ox, his donkey, or anything that is your neighbors.” NKJV

Webster defines the word “covet” as “A strong craving or deep desire to possess – especially a possession or attribute of another.” We have all seen it if we have ever watched two or more two-year-olds playing with toys. Invariably, at least one of the children is going to want what another has, and will take it away from him if he can. There are adults who sometimes act like two-year-olds too. King Ahab was one of those. He wanted Naboth’s vineyard simply because it was close to the palace and would be a perfect spot for a vegetable garden. He figured since he was the king, he was entitled to anything he wanted – and he wanted this so badly he could taste it. But Naboth said no, and Ahab just couldn’t accept that – so he took to his bed to pout and wouldn’t eat. Now Jezebel was even more wicked than her husband. She decided if he wanted it he should have it, and she would get it for him. So, she arranged to have Naboth falsely accused of blasphemy and stoned to death so Ahab could have his vegetable garden. Did it make him happy then? On the contrary – he regretted what his wife had done, but it was too late. He would be mortally wounded in battle and bleed to death, Jezebel would be thrown out of a tower window and her body eaten by dogs, and they were to have no descendants to mourn for them because of what they had done.

God called David a man after My own heart. King David had wealth and power and the favor of both God and man. He already had several wives and many concubines, but that wasn’t enough. David coveted another man’s wife and it led to adultery and to murder. Solomon was a son of David and Bathsheba, and when he succeeded his father to the throne he became the wisest and most wealthy king that ever lived. But he knew the futility of always wanting more than you have. In Proverbs 27:20 he said, “Hell and Destruction are never full; so the eyes of a man are never satisfied.”  NKJV. In his book of Ecclesiastes, he tells us he denied himself absolutely nothing his heart desired, and what did it get him? He called it all “meaningless” and “a chasing after wind”.

Today we see it all around us. Our children are growing up hearing the message “You deserve it”, ‘If you want it, go for it”, “Buy now-pay later.” To many the concept of delayed gratification just does not exist, and we even hear of teenagers killing other teenagers for their tennis shoes or designer jackets. Yet these are the same young people who are killing themselves when they realize none of these things satisfy.

James 4:1-3 asks, “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but you don’t get it. You kill and you covet, but you cannot have what you want so you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask God, and when you do ask, you don’t receive because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” NIV.  You see our focus is on the wrong things. Psalm 37:4 tells us, “Take Delight in the Lord and He will give you your hearts desires.”  When we read this verse our eyes are drawn to the last part and we tend to skip over the first part. In I John 2:15-17, we read, “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world –the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride in one’s possessions – is not from the Father, but is from the world. And the world with its lust is passing away, but the one who does the will of God remains forever.” We see from this that a love for the things of the world and a love for God are incompatible. We can’t sit on the fence. If we love God, we will do His will – and if we “delight” in the Lord He does give us the desires of our hearts because our desires will be in line with His will for us. If they’re not, He will change our desires so they are. Paul tells us in I Timothy 6:6-10, “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world and it we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.” NIV.  Remember too, Jesus own words in Matthew 16:26, “For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, but loses his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” NKJV

Alexander Solzhenitsyn suffered decades of horrendous hardship as a political prisoner in the Siberian “gulag” He not only was forced to live without luxuries, but without necessities. His advice to the world: “Don’t be afraid of misfortunes and do not yearn after happiness. It is, after all, all the same. The bitter doesn’t last forever, and the sweet never fills the cup to overflowing. It is enough if you don’t freeze in the cold and if hunger and thirst don’t claw at your sides. If your back isn’t broken, if your feet can walk, if both arms work, if both eyes can see, and if both ears can hear, then whom should you envy? And Why? Our envy of others devours us most of all. Rub your eyes and purify your heart and prize above all else in the world those who love you and wish you well.”

This concludes the series on the Ten Commandments. Why did I do this? Because these laws given to us by God as a blueprint for your lives have already disappeared from our classrooms and, sad to say, even from some of our churches. To be politically correct in our society today we must not claim superiority of one set of moral values over another. Our children are being taught that absolute truth does not exist, morals are relative, and if a God exists at all He loves and accepts everyone equally no matter what they believe or how they live. My Lord says otherwise: He says, “If you love Me, keep my commandments. ”( John 14:15 NKJV)  He says, “If ye continue in My Word, then ye are My disciples indeed and ye shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.” (John 8:31 KJV) What is the truth? He also said in John 14:6, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No man cometh unto the Father except by me.” I am a sinner – you are a sinner. There is no-one that does good and sins not – no, not one! We are born sinners and we can’t keep these commandments in our own strength. This is why we need a Savior. A Holy God cannot tolerate sin and He says if we sin in only one respect, we are guilty of all. Proverbs 28:3 says, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but he who confesses and renounces them finds mercy.” NIV. Why? Because God is Love” Because He feels sorry for us? No- it is true that He is Love, but the measure of that Love was the shedding of the blood of His Son. Jesus’ death and resurrection is the only reason I can now approach a Holy God. My Savior – your Savior is now our advocate with the Father. He makes intercession for you and me. You are not your own, for you have been bought with a price. Therefore, glorify God in your body. James 1:22-25 says, “Be doers of the Word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man observing his natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself, goes away, and immediately forgets what kind of man he was. But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the word, this one will be blessed in what he does.” NKJV

Blessed are those who hear the Word of God and keep it! 
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At Some point we talked about Jesus’ resurrection from the dead and the various theories the unbelieving world has to argue against the truth of the Resurrection. Today our focus will be on one person who played a crucial role in the resurrection story, and whose life was changed forever because of it. Because it was, Peter’s story has a message for us today; Because Peter’s life was changed, the influence of that one of Jesus’ disciples, more than any other, has spread like spokes from the hub of a wheel to all the corners of the earth. It may very well be that we believe what we do today because it all started over 2000 years ago from a rag-tag band of unlikely witnesses to an event that changed the course of history and gave meaning to all that exists. They saw our Savior face to face – they walked and talked with Him, they ate with Him and slept with Him – for over three years. Jesus called them His “friends”. He loved them in spite of all their flaws. He knew all about each of them before He ever chose them, and Peter was probably the most unlikely candidate of all to be chosen by the Son of God to be one of His “inner circle” of followers. Fishermen were definitely not the cream of the crop in Jesus’ day, and especially not Simon Peter. He was uneducated, rough-talking, stubborn, arrogant, loud and extremely impetuous. He was not a patient man and often said things and did things on impulse without considering the consequences. Besides that, he probably didn’t smell very good!

The night before his master’s death, where was Peter? He was with the others in that upper room when Jesus began to wash their feet. (John 13: 4-15) Peter was not about to let his master wash his feet! That was the job of a servant, but when Jesus said, 8: “If I do not wash you, you have no part with me”, KJV. Then Peter decided washing the feet was not enough – he wanted to be so dedicated to his beloved master that he would go above and beyond what was required.)

Then in Mark we see another conversation between Jesus and Peter. Peter swore he would lay down his life for his master. (In fact, in another account he even made the assertion in Mark chapter 14 verse 29 NIV, “Even if all fall away, I will not !!!” I’m sure Peter meant every word and couldn’t believe it when Jesus told him that by morning, he would deny 3 times that he even knew Jesus.

Later that night, things really started to go south. In the darkness, on the side of a hill, the little band of men waited. Jesus took Peter, James and John with Him to a more remote part of the garden and told them to “watch and pray” while He went on further alone, to pray in agony, knowing the horrific day that lay ahead of Him. But what did Jesus find when He came back? All three of them had fallen asleep. It broke His heart and in Matthew 26:40, He said, “What?  Could you not watch with Me one hour?!!”  KJV. They knew they had let Him down, but in verse 41 Jesus forgave them, saying, “The spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is weak.” KJV

Just then they saw it – a line of torches winding its way across the Kidron Valley and into the garden gates. Soldiers, the temple guards in their battle gear with swords and clubs – and leading them was one of their own – Judas, who had eaten with them all in that upper room just a few hours earlier. He came up to Jesus and kissed Him of all things. It was a signal, and now the mob was upon Him, grabbing Jesus and binding Him. Peter was not about to let this happen! He drew his sword and swung, cutting off the ear of the servant of the high priest. But Jesus stopped him and told him to put his sword away. Then He did an amazing thing – He picked that man’s ear up off the ground and put it back on his head completely healed.

Matthew 26: 69-75 NKJV tells the story of Peter’s denial. 

There was so much noise and commotion, and in the dark, they couldn’t tell what was what or who was who. So, the disciples began to run, up the hill on the path to Bethany – but Peter stopped. He remembered his own words – “even if they all fall away, I never will!!!” So, he didn’t follow the others. Instead, he stayed back in the shadows and followed the procession from a distance to see what would happen. He soon discovered John had done the same thing. They both followed, right into the courtyard of the high priest. There was a crowd of people there and they blended in without being noticed. Peter began to warm himself over the fire, confident that he hadn’t been detected. This worked until suddenly a servant girl said to him, 69: “You also were with Jesus of Galilee!”  It took Peter by surprise, and he wasn’t about to let a “servant girl” blow his cover! 70: “I do not know what you’re saying!” he said as he walked away. While standing in the gateway, lo and behold another girl saw him and said to the people around them, 71: “This fellow also was with Jesus of Nazareth!” So, Peter swore and said, 72: “I do not know the man!!” They seemed to believe him and he was just beginning to feel safe again when several people came up to him saying, 73: “Surely you are also one of them! Your speech betrays you!” This was getting out of hand! He sure couldn’t admit it now at this point. So, he began to call down curses on himself and again swore to them, 74:“I don’t know the man!!” The words were barely out of his mouth when he heard it – the rooster – it was crowing! At that same moment the soldiers walked by with Jesus, and He looked right at Peter – just looked, and the pain in His eyes bored right through Peter’s soul.

He stumbled out into the darkness, the tears blinding his eyes – the words pounding in his head 75: “Before the cock crows you will deny me three times.” – “My God – what have I done?” asked Peter. “It’s true! I just did what I swore I would never do! I said I would die with Him!” He felt the pain of it, radiating down his arms and out his finger-tips, as sobs wracked his whole body. “What a fool! What a fool! It seems like everything I do turns out wrong – I fell asleep when He needed me; even when I tried to defend Him, I did the wrong thing – and now this! I do love Him but how could He ever believe it? What am I going to do now? The others are going to hear about this. I bragged in front of them, thinking I was stronger, I was more loyal, I was better than they! How can I face them now? They must have all gone back to Bethany, but I can’t go there now- not after this! I Failed Him – and I failed them too – again! It will never be the same.”

Now where did Peter go? None of the gospels tells us, but we know Peter was not there at the crucifixion (unless he was somewhere alone watching from a distance) We know Jesus’ mother was there, her sister was there, John was there and so was Mary Magdalene. The other woman who had come from Galilee were watching from a distance, but there is no mention of Peter or the other disciples. Where were they? We aren’t told, but because the others had all run to Bethany when Jesus was arrested, it’s possible that they were still there, holed up in fear of being arrested themselves. This was the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus who were dear friends of Jesus and were also conspicuously absent from the crucifixion. Since there were no telephones then it’s very possible that no-one in that house even knew that Jesus was dead until after the fact. After His burial, however, we are told that they were together behind locked doors in a house in Jerusalem – perhaps in that same upper room where they had had that last supper.

On that crucifixion day, John had taken Jesus’ mother home to his own house, and then in John 20:1-10, we are told that when Mary Magdalene had come to the tomb before dawn and found it empty, she ran to tell Peter and John (They were not with the others). After Peter and John followed Mary to see for themselves and found the tomb empty, John says they didn’t understand and they went back to their own homes, so apparently both John and Peter had temporary homes in Jerusalem that they had rented for the week-long Feast of Unleavened Bread. (Peter’s “home” was in Capernaum, 100 miles north of Jerusalem.) We can’t be sure Peter was alone, but we do know he was not staying with the other disciples. Peter was a married man, and although his wife is not mentioned it’s possible that she was with him in that house.

Jesus appeared first to Mary Magdalene and she then ran to tell the rest of the disciples. It wasn’t until that evening that Jesus appeared for the first time to those in that upper room, and now Peter and John were with them. We are told there were women there too, so John had probably brought Mary and Peter may have brought his wife. They were all together now because between the time Mary Magdalene told them He had risen and the evening when He came into that room, Jesus had appeared separately to Peter and to 2 other disciples on the road to Emmaus.

Can you imagine what Jesus might have said to Peter at the meeting? What disbelief and then overwhelming joy must have been in Peter’s heart. His beloved Lord was alive and He had forgiven him. What love that He would appear separately to Peter to tell him so. From the pit of deepest despair to absolute elation! From thinking his whole reason for living had been destroyed to finally having this eyes opened to what Jesus had been telling them all along. Peter’s heart must have been about to burst. What had Peter been thinking about during those three dark days his Lord’s body lay in that tomb? Did he perhaps think of suicide as Judas had? Did he remember what else Jesus had told him that night He said Peter would deny Him? He said to him, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” (Luke 22:31 NIV)

Notice Jesus called him “Simon” here – not “Peter”. “Simon” was his name before he met Jesus. “Simon” means “hearing”. Maybe He was telling Peter this was something important he needed to hear. Or maybe it was a warning that in the days ahead his name, “Peter” which means ”rock” just would not fit. I think Peter must have been thinking about this and remembering back to that day three years before on the shore of the sea of Galilee. He was in his fishing boat when Jesus got into their boat and asked Simon to put out a little from the shore. Jesus then sat down and “taught the people from the boat” Luke 5:4- 11 says, “When He had finished speaking, He said to Simon, “Put out into the deep water, and let down your nets for a catch.” Simon replied “We’ve worked hard all night long and caught nothing. But, if you say so, I’ll let down the nets.” When they did this, they caught a great number of fish and their nets began to tear. So, they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink. When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me because I’m a sinful man, Lord!” For he and all those with him were amazed at the catch of fish they had taken, and so were James and John, Zebedee’s sons, who were Simon’s partners. “Don’t be afraid Jesus told Simon, from now on you will be catching people.” Then they brought in the boats up to land, left everything and followed Him.

Here his name is “Simon”. But Jesus later changed his name to “Peter”. He had asked the disciples, who do you day that I am?” In Matthew 16:16 Simon replied “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God”, NKJV and Jesus replied in verses 17-18, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood have not revealed this to you, but My Father who is in heaven. And I also say to you, you are Peter and on this rock I will build My church and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” NKJV

Christians have interpreted these words in different ways. Roman Catholics see in them an important biblical foundation for Peter’s unique pastoral role in the Church and for the later ministry of the papacy. Many Protestants, including those in my own tradition, have understood the “rock” primarily as Peter’s confession of faith: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” Whatever interpretation we hold, there is no question that Jesus gave Peter an extraordinary responsibility in the early Church.

Now from that day Jesus called him Peter or Simon Peter, until that night in the upper room when He again called him “Simon.”

Let’s fast forward now to sometime after Jesus’ resurrection appearances to His followers. They have left Jerusalem and returned to their homes in Galilee – the place Jesus first called them from. We know He remained on earth for 40 days after His resurrection and appeared to many people, but apparently the disciples themselves hadn’t seen Him for some time because they had gone back to their original occupation on the Sea of Galilee. Eight of them were together when Simon Peter decided to go fishing. John tells the account in John 21: 3-19. PLEASE READ.

Now does this story of the large catch of fish sound familiar? And then notice Jesus’ words in verses 15-17. What does He call Peter? And why did He ask him if he loved Him 3 times? Jesus knew - Peter loved Him – but you see it was Peter who needed to know it, and by saying it out loud, he knew it was true. When Jesus then said, “Follow Me”, this was Peter’s second call. Jesus was giving him a chance to start over with a clean slate – and from that day forward, Peter never wavered again. After Pentecost, Peter spoke the Word of God with boldness. He preached Christ wherever he went; he performed miracles and started churches, fishing for men and feeding the sheep for the rest of his life. He was crucified for his faith and went through that door without fear, knowing his dear Master was on the other side. Tradition says he requested to be crucified upside down because he did not feel himself worthy to die that same way Jesus did. Along with the other apostles and Paul, Peter took the gospel beginning in Jerusalem, to all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth. It is because of them we can know this same Jesus here where we live in the USA. Thank you, Jesus!!
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Now we are again at the beginning of a New Year. The year 2001 will never be forgotten. Even for those yet unborn, the history books will tell the story of September 11th and the carnage of that day. Will history also tell that good has come from it? And just how would that be described? We have witnessed a continuing solidarity in our land and an awakening of patriotism that has not been seen since World War II. Most Americans are standing behind the decisions of a president who makes no secret of his Christian beliefs. People seem to be turning back to God in droves, and His name has become popular. Belief in God is once again the “in” thing and we hear sports figures and actors and even rock stars giving credit to “God” for their achievements and thanking Him for their awards. Prejudices are breaking down and people of diverse faiths are worshipping God together. Now at first glance, this looks like a wonderful thing. We are learning to know and understand people of other cultures and lifestyles and faiths, to accept them and appreciate their differences as a beautiful tapestry made up of many-colored threads. Who but maybe some narrow-minded people still stuck in the dark ages could possibly find any fault in all this wonderful blossoming of tolerance and love? God must surely be looking down and smiling on us! …. or is He?? Could there be a danger here that we are failing to see through all the warm fuzzy feelings? How could there possibly be anything wrong with something that feels so right and good and beautiful? --- Well, have you ever stopped to think that these are the very questions Eve asked herself before she took a big bite of the forbidden fruit and doomed us all? “Phooey! There’s no similarity here at all!” You say? ---

Friends, please hear me! There is a higher being at work here – but it isn’t always God!!! Most of you hearing my voice this morning are Christians. Who is your God? How do you know who He is and how He relates to you as His child? We can only know by what He Himself has revealed to us, and He does that through His written word. Jesus says in John 8:47, “The one who is from God listens to God’s words.” Please join with me today in examining what God has to say about this phenomenon that is sweeping across our land.

Man is no different now, and the way he thinks is no different than it was in the days of the Old Testament. We didn’t like to be told what to do then either. Time after time after time God warned His people not to mingle or to inter-marry with any of the idol worshipers or unbelievers in the nations around them. Was it because those people were always more wicked or terrible than they? No- all one has to do is read the history of the children of Israel to see they were just as depraved whenever they depended on their own strength. So, they couldn’t understand God’s concern - these people didn’t look so bad – some were very nice people – so of course they didn’t listen. And what happened? Every time they disobeyed they were led astray, enticed by the forbidden fruit of the pleasures of the world, and they fell away from God. Even Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived – son of a man after God’s own heart, fell into this trap because he wanted to be an equal opportunity husband, loving and tolerant of the idol-worship of his foreign wives. 

Just as he did with Eve in the garden, Satan always disguises himself as an angel of light. He is a liar and the father of lies, but he disguises his lies with just enough truth mixed in to cause us to let down our guard and fail to recognize him. He hates Christians and he already knows he’s going down, so he is working overtime now to take just as many of us with him as he can. Jesus said that in the end times many will be deceived and God will have to shorten the time or even the very elect would fall prey to the wiles of the evil one. You see the devil knows his time is short, and he is mad! He isn’t going to use obviously evil traps to take us down. He knows we would catch on and avoid him. No- he is going to use honey, and it will be sweet. All the time he is prowling around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour, and all we see is a sweet little pussycat.

Last week the Minneapolis Tribune had a write-up of a gathering at Central Lutheran Church called a “multi-faith celebration” in honor of the new mayor. This service – in Christian church – included not only worshipers from several Christian denominations, but also representatives from the Unitarian church, Judaism, Islam, traditional American Indian and Buddhist. There is something wrong here! Jesus said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the Truth and the Life – no-one comes to the Father but by me”, KJV.  and He said in John 8:31, “If ye continue in My Word, then ye are my disciples indeed.” KJV. Do we believe Jesus is who He says He is, or do we not? How can we claim to believe Jesus is our Lord and Savior and God incarnate if we don’t believe what He says? All religions are not equally valid. There are not “many pathways to God” – there is only One way and Jesus says it is narrow and there are few that find it. If I can’t believe that, then I cannot claim to be a Christian, because I can’t have it both ways. In Amos 3:3, God asks “Can two walk together unless they are agreed?” NKJV. And He says in II Corinthians 6:14-16 - NKJV “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers, for what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? What part has a believer with an unbeliever? And, What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the Living God.”: 2 Corinthians 6:17 tells us God has said, “I will dwell with them and walk among them.  I will be their God and they shall be My people. Therefore, come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord. NKJV

This doesn’t mean we have the right to hate those who do not believe as we do or even that we shouldn’t associate with them – Jesus made that very plain as well – but we are not to attempt to worship with them. It can’t be done without watering down our own faith to the point that it is of no effect. The name of Jesus is offensive to the world, so to have this sweet fellowship with non-Christians, we have to be careful not to even mention His name. We can only worship together if we worship a generic all-inclusive god, and that is not the God of the Bible. You see this is Satan’s strategy. If he can’t lure us to hell, then his plan B is to neutralize any effectiveness we have for the Kingdom of God.

I John 2: 21-23 NIV tells us, “I do not write to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it, and because no lie comes from the truth. Who is the liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the anti-Christ – he denies the Father and the Son. No-one who denies the Son has the Father, but whoever acknowledges the Son has the Father also.” In Chapter 4:1-2 NIV, John says, “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God. Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God.” And in chapter 5:11 he says, “God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son! He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son does not have life.” NIV

Now do you think I’m being an alarmist, making a big deal out of nothing? Do you think maybe I am the blind one here? If so, don’t take my word for it. Ask God to show you the truth Himself, and then search His Word, because that’s the only place you will find it.
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Sometimes as I am searching resources to prepare one of these ten-minute talks, I’m surprised at how much of what I end up with is exactly what I myself need to hear. This week is one of those times. Since I am a perfectionist to a fault, I’m often anxious when things in my life don’t go the way I want them to, and I get impatient with God when He doesn’t seem to be at all concerned with the things that frustrate me. I want Him to fix it so everything will go smoothly in my life, but He just pats me on the head, says “There, there”, and lets me stew in my own juice. Does He really not care? On the contrary – Jesus says the very hairs of our head are numbered. God is my Father. He made me, He redeemed me He loves me, He alone knows what’s really best for me, and sometimes that isn’t at all what I had in mind.

Psalm 37:7-8 says, “Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him – Do not fret –because of him who prospers in his way.” NKJV Now it’s easy to say, “Rest in the Lord” until our own little world is turned upside down. Is it possible to rest in the Lord then? Does this “do not” work here? Oswald Chambers says it must work during our days of difficulty and uncertainty as well as our peaceful days, or it will never work. Resting in the Lord is not dependent on your external circumstances at all, but on your relationship with God Himself. Worry always results in sin because fretting rises from our determination to have our own way.

In Psalm 91: 1, 3-4 we read, “The one who lives under the shelter of the Most High will remain secure and rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 3: He Himself will rescue you from the bird trap, from the destructive plague. He will cover you with His feathers, you will take refuge under His wings.”  NKJV. Where is this refuge – this “shelter of the Most High”, this is talking about? It is that secret place where you are at one with God – the place deep in your soul that nothing in this world can touch. Jesus says in John 6:63, “The Spirit is the one who gives life, the flesh doesn’t help at all. The words I have spoken to you are Spirit, and are life.” “But we have to live in the world!” you say. Yes, even as a child of God you will certainly encounter adversities and want in this world, but Jesus says we should not be surprised when they come. He says in John 16:33, “I have told you these things so that in Me you may have peace. You will have suffering in this world. Be courageous! I have conquered the world! “He is saying there is nothing for you to fear.

Even when things are going relatively smoothly – when there are no earth-shattering upheavals, we still can get so caught up in the mundane day to day concerns of our simple physical needs, and we tend to forget that He cares about them too. What did Jesus have to say about that? Let’s read once again His familiar words from Matthew 6:25-34

“---I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they don’t sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?

And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow? They don’t labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will He not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying ‘What shall we eat?’ or “What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all those things, and your Heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore, do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” NIV

“Look at the birds of the air”, He says. Our God has wonderfully programed into every bird instincts specific to its kind, each with its unique song or ability to migrate thousands of miles and return to exactly the same spot. Look at the way geese fly in formation. The know nothing about aerodynamics, but their maker does. All they have to do is obey the instincts placed within them and God watches over them. Oswald Chambers reminds us that Jesus promised if you have the right relationship with your maker and will obey His Spirit within you, then God will care for your feathers too. And what about the “lilies of the field”? “They grow where they are planted. Many of us refuse to grow where God has planted us, “says Chambers. “Therefore, we don’t take root anywhere.” Jesus said if we would obey the life of God within us, He would look after the other things. Did He lie to us? Are we experiencing the “much more” He promised?”

Jesus says to be “care-ful” only about one thing – our relationship to Him. But our common-sense shouts loudly, “That’s absurd! I must consider how I’m going to live, and I must consider what I’m going to eat or drink.” But Jesus says I must not. Beware of allowing yourself to think that He says this without understanding our circumstances. Jesus knows our circumstances better than we do, and He says we must not think about these things to the point where they become the primary concerns of our life. In Matthew 13:22, Jesus tells us, “The worries of this age…will choke the Word.” We are never free from the recurring waves of this invasion. If the frontline attack is not about clothes and food, it will be about something else. This is of the enemy who is always at work in this world. We must allow the Spirit of God to rise up a banner against it.

Now Jesus did not say we are to bury our heads in the sand and take no thought at all for anything in our life – no, a person who would do that would be a fool. But He did teach that we are to make our relationship with God the dominating focus of our life and to be cautiously carefree about everything else in comparison to that, trusting in God’s promises that He will provide for our every need.

“Trust in the Lord with all thine heart and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct thy paths.” (Proverbs 3:5 – KJV) Now let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” 

Remember, friends, He has promised in I Thessalonians 5:24 - NIV, “The one who calls you is faithful, and He will do it!!”

 Hallelujah!
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It never ceases to amaze me how the Holy Spirit works, as we study God’s Word, to reveal more and more hidden treasures – and how that often comes from portions of that Word that we have read many times before and may even know by heart. Come with me today as we dig into one of those treasures.

In John 8:12, Jesus says, “I am the light of the world. Anyone who follows Me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” Then in Matthew 5:14-16, this same Jesus says to us – “You are the light of the world. A city situated on a hill cannot be hidden. No one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, but rather on a lampstand, and it gives light for all who are in the house. In the same way, let your light so shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in Heaven.”

What is this light He is talking about? And where does it come from? --- Now you probably think it’s pretty obvious what light is. We all see it every day unless we were born blind – and light comes from the sun of course. That’s why God made the sun, isn’t it? Well – yes and no. Let’s go back to the very beginning and see what we find. Genesis 1 verses 1-3 tell us, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness covered the surface of the watery depths, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the surface of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’, and there was light.” – Yet if we read on we see that He did not create the sun, the moon or the stars until the fourth day. How can this be? Skeptics who discount the creation story as a myth will use this apparent discrepancy as an argument in their favor because they say it doesn’t even make sense! But St. Paul tells us that God has made foolish the wisdom of the world and uses truths that appear foolish to confound the wise.

“Light” is a mysterious thing. We take it for granted and tend to think of light as something that just “is”, but we mortals really know very little about what light really is. Scientists tell us light is made up of electromagnetic radiation with wave lengths, only a small part of which we can actually see with our physical eyes. Light is something that moves and they have determined its speed to be over 166,000 miles per second. Astronomers say they now have telescopes so powerful they can see the light from stars so far away that the rays actually left the stars thousands of years ago. And Einstein theorized that if one could travel in space at the speed of light, time would cease to exist. Scripture seems to support this through references to the spiritual realm where time does not exist as we know it. Could it be because the unseen Kingdom of God is made of light?

Let’s look now at some words from the other end of the Bible – the book of Revelation. Here is the apostle John with a vision of Heaven itself opened to him. He is being shown the city of God, the New Jerusalem, and he tells us in chapters 21:23 &22:5, “The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, because the glory of God illuminates it, and its lamp is the Lamb.” There shall be no night there: They need no lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God gives them light.”

John was allowed to see this “light” in the first part of the vision, as white as snow, and His eyes were like a blazing fire ---- His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance.” This visage was the same as that seen by the Old Testament prophets Ezekiel and Daniel in Ezekiel 1 and Daniel 7. Moses also saw this God and talked with Him when he was on the mountain, and we are told that when he came down his face glowed with the reflected radiance, so much so that he put a veil over his face because the people were afraid.

We see from this that God certainly is a God of light. Is that just God the Father? Just God the creator? No - we have already seen in Revelation that it is the Lamb who is the lamp of the city, and the gospels support this. The account of the transfiguration from Matthew 17 tells us His face shone like the sun, and His clothes became as white as the light. When He rose from the dead-on Easter morning, His clothes were white as snow. Even when He appeared to Saul on the road to Damascus, the light was so bright that it burned Saul’s eyes and he was blind for three days.

John 1: 1-5 and 9 give us the crucial piece of this mystery that ties it all together when we read, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. All things were created through Him; and apart from Him not one thing was created that has been created. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. That light shines in the darkness, and yet the darkness did not overcome it ---9: The true Light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world.” Isaiah 9:2 prophesied the coming of this light into the world when he said, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; a light has dawned on those living in the land of darkness.” And in chapter 60 verse 1 he says, “Arise! Shine! For your Light has come, and the glory of the Lord shines over you.”

Light is dynamic! Light is power!! This is the power that emanates from our God, and the power He wants to give us through His Son. II Corinthians 4:6 says, “For God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, has shone in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s glory in the face of Jesus Christ.” – The same Jesus Christ who says in Acts 1:8, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you.” This power – this “light” – manifests itself in us as we reflect the light of Jesus just as the moon reflects the light of the sun. And we also become a light from within as the Holy Spirit shines through us. In the same way as a light bulb has no light of its own but only shines as the power flows into the filament within, our light must also come from the power source – Jesus, the light of the world, in us. Philippians 2:15-16 says we “shine like stars in the world by holding firm to  the Word.” And I John 1:5-7 tells us, “This is the message we have heard from Him and declare to you: God is Light; and there is absolutely no darkness in Him. If we claim to have fellowship with Him, yet walk in the darkness, we are lying and are not practicing the truth. If we walk in the Light, as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son, cleanses us from all sin.”

This Jesus has now imparted to us this light and has now made us the light of the world that we may bring this same good news to those who are still living in the dark. Think of it! This God of light, who created all things with the Word of His mouth, lives in us! He lives in you! Does anybody know it? Let your light shine today. Stay connected to the power source.
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A man on his way to church passed by a flock of sheep and overheard the shepherd who was knelt on the ground, “What are you doing, my little friend?” He asked. “I was praying sir,” the boy replied. Surprised, the man asked, “But why are you reciting the alphabet?” “Well, the boy explained, “I don’t know any prayers, But I want God to take care of me and help me to care for the sheep, so I figured if I just said all the letters, He could put them together to spell all the right words I should say.” The man went on to church, knowing he had already heard the finest sermon he could possibly hear that day.

Jesus said if we want to enter the Kingdom of God, we must have faith as a little child. Children are not skeptics. Until they learn to do otherwise, children believe everything they are told, and when they have something on their minds thy just say it. They don’t worry about whether they are saying it properly or not or about what someone else may think about what they say. This is the kind of relationship God wants to have with us as His children. He longs for this kind of intimacy with us – but rather than reciting the alphabet, He wants us to talk to Him, to tell Him our troubles, to thank Him for the good things, and to ask Him when we need anything. This is called “prayer”, and Jesus had a lot to say about prayer. He also spent a lot of time in prayer Himself.  He was in constant communication with His Father, yet often went off to a quiet place where He could be alone in prayer. He not only talked to the Father, but He listened to Him as well, and He says we are to do likewise. Just as we need to be “plugged in” to the power source for our light to shine, we must be tapped in to that power in order to be effective in any area of our spiritual life – for without Him we can do nothing! The wiring that gives the power to a light bulb or to anything run by electricity is called a “circuit”. When we turn on the switch, we close the circuit so the power can travel through. Prayer is like that – it is the switch that closes the circuit between God and me. The interaction is reciprocal, but more than that, it is circular – because it is to be a constant and moving flow from God, to me, to God, to me. I talk – He listens, He talks – I listen. How do I listen? By continuing in fellowship and worship together with the other members of His body, the church.

Let’s look at some of the things Jesus has to say about prayer.  In Mark 11:24, He said, “Whatever you ask for in prayer believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” NIV. Whoa! That’s a pretty strong statement. How can we believe this when it’s obvious to anyone who prays that He doesn’t always give us what we ask? Are we missing something here? This is an example of the danger of taking one or two verses out of context without looking at the whole picture. Those who buy into the “name it and claim it” doctrine take these references as “across the board” promises they can hold God to. They say if you want a new car or a new house, all you have to do is ask God for it and claim this promise and He is obligated to deliver because He said it and God does not lie. ” Because we are His children and He loves us, He will give us whatever we want.” Alright, now those of you who are parents – you love your children, right? So, then you give them whatever they want, right? You see the fallacy here? When you love your children, you will give them what you know will be good for them – and this is not whatever they want! In James 4:2-3, we read, “You do not have because you do not ask God. When you do ask, you don’t receive because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” NIV. You see the problem is we forget about the circuit – God’s promises often have an “if clause” – We have a part in the promises that involves more than just asking. I Peter 3:12 says, “The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and His ears are attentive to their prayers, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.” NIV. “Well, since He also says all our righteousness is as filthy rags, I guess that leaves me out,” you say. Who then can possibly pray in faith? In our own strength, based on our own righteousness, none of us can. But we are washed, we are sanctified – we have become the righteousness of God if we have accepted the fee gift of redemption through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We are born again now. We now have His Holy Spirit living in us, and Paul tells us in Romans 8:26-27, “In the same way the Spirit also helps us in our weakness because we do not know what to pray for as we should. But the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with unspoken groanings. And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit because He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.” There it is – the key to answered prayer. We must pray according to the will of God, and then believe that He will answer. How do we know if we’re praying according to His will? By knowing what He says – and we know that by listening to Him. Jesus tells us in John 15:7, “If you remain in Me and My words remain in you, ask whatever you want, and it will be done for you.” In verse 16 He says, “You did not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and produce fruit, and that your fruit should remain, so whatever you ask the Father in my name, He will give you. Aha! There’s another key!

In the previous chapter, John 14:14, He said, “If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it.” There it is again! Okay, then all I have to do is tack on those words, “in Jesus’ name” at the end of each prayer and my requests will be granted, right? NO!! What does it mean to ask for something in the “name” of another person? It means I am acting as His representative, asking in his place for something he is requesting. In order to do that, I need to know what the things are that he wants. He is our advocate with the Father and we are His ambassadors on earth. If we have Him in our hearts we are so one with Him that we have the very mind of Christ and we will ask for only those things He wants for us as members of His body. In John 16: 23-24 and 26, He tells us, “Truly I tell you, anything you ask the Father in My name, He will give you. Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete.  26:   I am not telling you that I will ask the Father on your behalf. For the Father Himself loves you because you have loved Me and have believed that I came from God.” The writer to the Hebrews reminds us that Jesus Christ is our high priest who has given His own blood to redeem us and restore the relationship between sinful man and a Holy God. God sees us now through that blood and He sees us washed white as snow. Hebrews 4:16 says, “Therefore let us approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in time of need.” He made us, He redeemed us – He loves us – so “Don’t worry about about anything, but in everything, through prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. “ Philippians 4:6-7.
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Valentine’s Day – a day set apart for the purpose of expressing our love to the special people in our lives. But what about the rest of the year?  Husbands – do you tell your wife you love her? Do you show her that you do? Wives – does your husband know you love him? The Bible tells us the relationship between a husband and a wife is to be modeled after the spiritual bond between Jesus Christ and His bride, the church. Our focus for today will be on the words of Paul to the Ephesians – chapter 5, verses 21-32, which reads: “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, His body, of which He is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the Word, and to present her to Himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In the same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no-one ever hated his own body, but he feeds it and cares for it, just as Christ does the church – for we are members of His body. For this reason, a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery – but I am talking about Christ and the church.” NIV

Now when we look at the statistics of divorce in our country today we can’t help but wonder why these numbers are mushrooming as they are. The most disturbing fact is that the divorce rate among Christians is almost as high as that among non-Christians. Why is this happening? Why is marriage no longer considered a sacred bond? I propose to you the reason is because we, as a nation, have decided God’s blue-print for marriage is both archaic and oppressive so therefore, in this “enlightened” era, we can do better. Most young people today, if they choose to marry at all, will go into marriage with the intention that their marriage will be one of complete “equality”. No-one is head over the other – everything will be 50-50. The problem is this won’t work because it can’t be done. Trying to split all responsibility down the middle only breeds resentment as soon as one spouse feels the other is not holding up their end. Disillusionment sets in when they realize this is not making them happy as they thought it would, so they conclude they must have just married the wrong person, and the solution is to divorce and find someone else who’s not so selfish.

Did you know that God never promised marriage would make us happy? Sometimes it does seem like “men are from Mars and women from Venus”, but God make man and woman different for a reason – to complement one another and to mold and prune one another as iron sharpens iron. If we always agreed on everything and got along perfectly there would be no growth, and if we were just alike, one of us would be unnecessary. Happiness for one’s self is not to be the goal of marriage, but it will be a by-product when God’s plan for marriage is followed and each seeks to give not 50% but 100% to the marriage.  When you focus on giving rather than getting, you don’t keep score. Each party is going to feel loved and will automatically want to return that love. A wife who knows her husband loves her, wants to meet her needs, and will make decisions in her best interest has no problem trusting him and submitting to him as her head. The husband will realize his role as her head is not a “right”, but a “responsibility”, and he is accountable to God. He is to love and cherish his wife and provide for her needs just as Christ does for His bride, the church.

Paul says, “This is a profound mystery”, why does he call it a mystery? I think it’s because the marriage relationship between a man and a woman as God intended it to be is a perfect allegory of the relationship our Lord wants to have with us all as His church. Just as there are analogies throughout scripture between other observable physical events and their counterparts in the spiritual realm, there are also parallels from scripture between God- ordained marriage on earth and the marriage of Christ and His bride. Let’s look at some of these:

We see it right from the beginning in Genesis I where we are told God created man as male and female in His own image. And in Genesis 2:22-24 we are told, “Then the Lord God made the rib He had taken from the man into a woman and brought her to the man.”  And the man said, ‘this one at last, is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh; this one will be called woman, for she was taken from man! This is why, a man shall leave his father and mother and bond with his wife, and they become one flesh.’”  Here is a mystery already. Why did God choose to take a part of the man to make the woman? Why didn’t he just form her from the dust of the ground, like He did the man? You may have heard it said that God took woman from man’s side, under his arm, to signify not only that she was a part of him, but that she was to walk beside him and he was to care for her and protect her. I’ll concur with that, but I think there is more to it. In the account of Jesus death John 19:34 – it says, “one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.” NKJV.  We are told over and over throughout the New Testament that the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin, that His blood was shed for our redemption and that we are “born again” by “the washing of regeneration and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” The book of Revelation reveals the identity of the bride of Christ as the New Jerusalem, the church, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. “The marriage of the Lamb has come, and His bride has prepared herself.” (Revelation 19:7) Just as woman was created out of the side of man, so Christ’s bride, the church, was created by the blood which flowed from His side, cleansing her from all sin and presenting her spotless to Him just as a perfect woman was presented to a perfect Adam.

In John Chapter 14: 11, Jesus talks about the unity between Himself and His Father. He said, “Believe Me that I am the Father, and the Father is in Me.

Paul says in I Corinthians 11: 11, “In the Lord however, woman is not independent of man and man is not independent of woman For just as woman came from man, so man comes through woman, and all things come from God.” What a perfect model for a successful marriage. This is what our loving Father wants for us, because He loves us – and this is why He hates divorce and any kind of sexual relationship that is not according to this perfect plan. When we think we know better and our marriages fail and our dreams turn to ashes, we wonder what went wrong. How this must grieve Him!

In Thornton Wilder’s play, “The Skin of our Teeth”, a character says to her husband, “I didn’t marry you because you were perfect. I married you because you gave me a promise.” She takes off her ring and looks at it, saying, “That promise made up for your faults and the promise I gave you made up for mine.” Two imperfect people get married, and it was the promise that made the marriage.
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If you were to take a poll across America today asking the question, “What does a person have to do to go to heaven?” what kind of answers so you think you would get? Of those who believe there is life after death, I think you would find a large majority who would say that how you live in this life determines whether you go to heaven or not. If you are a good person and your good deeds outweigh the bad, you will go to heaven. If you are a bad person you will go to hell. Most of the world’s religions which embrace a belief in a supreme being and an afterlife teach this. But what about Christianity? What does the Bible have to say concerning this question – and what does Jesus say?

Acts 16:26-30 tells the story of the miraculous release of Paul and Silas from prison, by an earthquake. A sudden earthquake burst open the prison door and it says, “…everybody’s chains came loose.” When the jailer woke up and saw the doors of the prison standing open, he drew his sword to kill himself, since he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul called out in a loud voice, “Don’t harm yourself because we’re all here!” The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. He escorted them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” What was their answer? Verse 31-32 says they replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your household. ”And they spoke the Word of the Lord to him along with everyone in his house.”

Now what was this “Word of the Lord” they spoke to them? It was the way of salvation – it was probably the words of the Savior Himself. In Mark 16:15-18, just before He ascended into heaven, Jesus told His disciples, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” In John 3: 3 and 16 He told Nicodemus, “Truly I tell you– unless someone is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. 16: for God loved the world in this way. He gave His one and only Son, that everyone who believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. Anyone who believes in Him is not condemned, but anyone who does not believe is already condemned, because he has not believed in the name of the one and only Son of God.”

And in John 14:6 He says, “I am the way, the truth and the Life – no man comes to the Father except through Me.”

Now this all sounds pretty plain, does it not? It doesn’t say anything about being a good person. In fact, it seems that as long as we believe, what we do or don’t do doesn’t matter at all! But that just doesn’t seem right – it doesn’t fit with our sense of justice and fair play, does it? Maybe we need to examine this issue further.

Let’s look at another piece of Jesus’ life. Mark 10:17 tells the story of a young rich ruler who came up to Jesus one day and “ran up, knelt down and asked.” “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Did Jesus tell him to believe? No – He said nothing about that at all, but instead started naming off the commandments to the young man. In verse 20 the young man said, “Teacher, I have kept all these from my youth.” Then it says in verse 21, “looking at him, Jesus loved him” – but He still didn’t tell him he must believe. Instead, He gave a reply that astonished even His disciples. He told the young man, “One thing you lack. Go, sell all you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come and follow Me.” At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth. Verse 23-24 tells us, “Jesus looked around and said to His disciples, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.” The disciples were amazed and said to each other in verse 26-27 “then who can be saved?” Looking at them Jesus said, “With man this is impossible, but not with God – because all things are possible with God.”

Now on the surface this looks like He has contradicted Himself. Why did He say what He did and crush the positive aspirations of this young man? If He loved him (and it says He did) why did He let him walk away? Devout Jews knew the Old Testament scriptures; they knew the commandments and all the ceremonial laws and knew God commanded them to obey. This man honestly believed he had kept all these commandments since he was a boy. Surely then he should have had the assurance that God saw him as righteous and he was going to heaven. But he didn’t – Why not? We have to read between the lines because we aren’t told why not. This was a man who wanted to be perfect. He had probably been watching Jesus for some time and saw something there he knew he wasn’t hearing about in the synagogues. He knew there was more, and he wanted it – but he didn’t know what it was. All he knew was it must be something more he had to do. It never dawned on him that he might have to give something up. He was blind to the fact that he had put his wealth in first place in his life, and that if he wanted to be a part of the kingdom of God, He would have to follow Jesus – because Jesus was the way to the eternal life he was seeking.

I John 1:8 says, “If we say we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in us – for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” There is no-one who does good and sins not – no, not one! We see this even in the Old Testament. Isaiah recognized this when he said in chapter 64 verse 6, “All of us have become like something unclean and all our righteous acts are like a polluted garment.” And Paul says in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves, it is God’s gift – not from works, so that no one can boast.”

Where do works fit in to this picture then? Does it mean we can go ahead and sin all we want and we’re still saved as long as we believe? James asks this question in James 2:14 – “What good is it, my brothers, if someone claims to have faith but does not have works? Can such a faith save him?” He answers his own question in verses 17 and 26 which read, “---faith, by itself, if it doesn’t have works is dead. – 26: as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead.” 

 Jesus says in John 14:15, “If you love Me, you will keep My commands.” You see, it is our love for Jesus that must be the motivation – yet even when we love Him we still cannot do it in our own strength. Philippians 2:13 says, “It is God who is working in you both to will and to work according to His good purpose.” Jesus’ example of the vine and the branches from John 15:4 and 8 makes this plain: “Just as a branch is unable to produce fruit by itself unless it remains on the vine, neither can you (bear fruit, producing evidence of your faith) unless you remain in Me.  8: My Father is glorified by this: that you produce much fruit and prove to be My disciples.”

You see we get it backwards – we think we must be good to earn our salvation – but it can’t be done. Oswald Chambers says, “I cannot make myself right with God; I cannot make my life perfect. I can only be right with God if I accept the atonement of the Lord Jesus Christ as an absolute gift. He has already saved us completely. It is an accomplished fact, and it is an insult to ask Him to do what He has already done. The purity that God demands is impossible unless I can be remade from within – exactly what Jesus has undertaken to do through His redemption. When I am ‘born again’ by the Spirit of God, I know that Jesus Christ did not come only to teach – He came to make me what He teaches I should be.”

All the pleading for salvation which deliberately ignores the cross of Christ is useless. It is knocking at a door other than the one which Jesus has already opened. We protest by saying, “But I don’t want to come that way! It’s too humiliating to be received as a sinner!” God’s response through Peter is --- “there is no other name --- by which we must be saved.” Acts 4:12.
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At the age of 53 I went back to school at what was then Mankato State University, where I took some fine art classes as electives. Now I had not had a piece of clay in my hands since high school so I decided to try my hand at ceramic sculpture. Our first assignment was to sculpt something on an abstract design which would have a symbolic meaning and tell a story, and the instructor gave us no help at all – we were on our own. I was almost in a panic and wondered what I had gotten myself into. Besides already being green in working with clay, I had never done anything abstract in my life. But not willing to admit defeat I began forming a design with no idea where I was going with it. Well wonder of wonders, I found as I kept working, the piece just seemed to “happen”. I found myself “discovering” my story as I created it. It was finished on time; it had a story and the instructor gave me an “A”. The experience was exhilarating and I enjoyed that class more than any other. I wonder if that’s what God felt when He created man. He had never done it before – did He have to practice first to get it right? I don’t think so. Genesis 2:7 says, “The Lord God formed the man out of the dust from the ground and breathed the breath of life into his nostrils and man became a living being.” We also read that when He saw what He had made He saw that it was good. A footnote in my Bible for verse 7 says the Hebrew word here translated “formed” commonly referred to the work of a potter. But although they both work with clay; a sculptor and a potter are not the same thing. A potter makes vessels – pots, vases, bowls etc. to put something in, and he usually uses a turning wheel as he molds and shapes with his hands. I think the Hebrew word used was just the one intended in this case however because God was making a vessel – a vessel that would contain an eternal soul. And He still makes these vessels today. Paul says God molds us into vessels fit for His use.

In the same lab where our ceramic sculpture class worked there were pottery classes working at the same time at their wheels. They were fascinating to watch. Many times, I would see a potter start out with a certain shape for his bowl or vase and he would change it several times using either his hands or a tool that would remove some of the clay in certain spots. Sometimes he would stop the wheel, squash the piece back into a ball, and start all over.

Jeremiah 18, verses 1-6 says, “This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, ‘Arise and go down to the potter’s house, and there I will cause you to hear My words.’ Then I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was, making something at the wheel. And the vessel that he made of clay was marred in the hand of the potter, so the potter made it again into another vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to make. Then the word of the Lord came to me, saying: ‘Oh, house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter?’ says the Lord. Look, as the clay is in the potter’s hand, so you are in my hand O house of Israel!” NKJV

Although this is talking about Israel here, the illustration still applies not only to Adam, but to us as well. God created a perfect being. But it was marred when sin entered the picture, so on to plan B – the vessel had to be reworked and that molding process still continues in us today as we yield to the gospel of Jesus Christ and the infilling of the Holy Spirit. Isaiah 64:8 says, “But now, O Lord, you are our Father, we are the clay, you are the potter; and all we are the work of your hand.” NKJV

Now clay has to be of just the right consistency to be worked – not too hard and not too soft. Clay that is too hard cannot be restored – it’s good for nothing but the trash bin. So, if a potter or sculptor has a piece that is going to take several days or weeks to complete, he must keep the clay from drying out. He will probably cover it with a wet cloth and plastic to hold the moisture in until he’s ready to work on it again.

If the clay is too soft it won’t hold its shape. It will then be set on a shelf until it dries just enough to be harder but still pliable.

In the same way, as the clay in the potter’s hands, we must yield to His molding. If we are too soft so that any painful molding causes offense and a “Why me?” mind set, we will balk at any further molding and He won’t be able to do a thing with us until He sets us on a shelf for a while. If we are too hard so that we won’t allow Him to work in our lives and we refuse to be molded, we are good for nothing but to be thrown out. Isaiah 29:16 says, “Surely You have things turned around! Shall the potter be as esteemed as the clay! For shall the thing made say of him who made it, ‘He did not make me’? Or shall the thing formed say of him who formed it ‘He has no understanding!’?” NKJV. And in Isaiah 45:9 it says, “Woe to him who strives with his maker, let the potsherd strive with the potsherds of the earth. Shall the clay say to him who forms it, ‘What are you making?’ Or shall your handiwork say ‘He has no hands?” NKJV. A potsherd is a broken piece of pottery that has been thrown out. In the potter’s house the floor was probably littered with potsherds of pieces that were too hard and could not be remolded.

What happens when clay doesn’t yield as it should? The vessel will be “marred” in the potter’s hands. If it has even one air bubble in it when it goes into the kiln it will explode and ruin all the other vessels in the kiln with it. The skilled potter knows this so he won’t allow that to happen but will start over and rework the piece until he gets it right. Then when it goes into the kiln, the firing will make the vessel strong, usable, and impervious.  It’s like the refiner’s fire which refines the ore into pure gold.

Now molding is painful as the potter takes clay off here and adds clay there, and the heat of the kiln is also part of the necessary process of making a vessel fit for use. Some vessels are fired more than once (some many times) as various glazes and metals are added for color and design. With each firing, the vessel comes out of the kiln more beautiful than it went in. When you are put through the fire, hold onto this – that God is making a masterpiece – and one day when you stand before His throne He will say, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant – Share your Master’s joy.” (Matthew 25:21)

I pray that you will be willing to yield to the molding hands of the Great Potter in your life; for we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him – who are called according to His purpose.
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The emphasis of today’s message is on one moment out of the hours our Lord suffered in agony nailed to that cruel cross. We find this specific event recorded in three of the accounts of the crucifixion – From Matthew 27:45, Mark 15:33 and Luke 23:44, reading as follows:

“It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three because the sun’s light failed. The curtain of the sanctuary was split down the middle.  And Jesus called out in a loud voice, ‘Father, into your hands I entrust My Spirit.’ saying this, He breathed His last.

Now for myself and others who have grown up in the church, this account is very familiar, and we may have a tendency to take it for granted as just a part of the story depicting a display of the power (and perhaps the grief) of God the Father at the death of His Son. It certainly is this, but it is also so much more. The fact that the tearing of the curtain is recorded by three of the gospel writers and that both Matthew and Mark say it was torn from top to bottom indicates this phenomenon was no insignificant thing. It was as though two giant hands had taken hold of the top of that huge curtain and tore it completely in half!! Perhaps it was a way for God to express His grief, but there is an even deeper meaning here that scripture spells out for us, and it is so important that its message not be missed.

To find the whole of this message we must again begin with the Old Testament. Exactly what was this curtain, and what was it for? The first reference to the curtain is found in the book of Exodus. The children of Israel are in the desert wilderness where they will wander for 40 years. God commands Moses to build a “tabernacle” as a place where He will dwell and where the people can come to worship Him. This tabernacle is a portable “temple” that can be taken down and set up again at each place the people stop on their journey. Every detail of the building of the tabernacle is carried out to the letter according to specifications given by God to Moses. In Exodus 26: 31-33, God tells Moses, “You shall make a veil woven of blue, purple and scarlet thread, and fine woven linen. It shall be woven with an artistic design of cherubim. You shall hang it upon the four pillars of acacia wood overlaid with gold. Their hooks shall be gold, upon four sockets of silver. And you shall hang the veil from the clasps. Then you shall bring the Ark of the Testimony in there behind the veil. The veil shall be a divider for you between the holy place and the Most Holy.” NKJV.  Now, the “Most Holy Place” was also called the Holy of Holies”. It was a 15-foot cube containing only the Ark of the Covenant, also called the Ark of the Testimony because it contained the second set of stone tablets given to Moses on Mount Sinai on which God had written His Ten Commandments. The lid for this golden ark, located between two cherubim which faced each other, was called the: Mercy Seat”. It was where God would come down to speak to Moses, but even he was not allowed to go beyond the curtain.  No One was to touch this curtain or go beyond it upon penalty of death. The “Most Holy Place” represented God’s throne room. The “Holy Place”, outside the curtain represented His royal guest chamber where His people symbolically came before Him in the bread of the presence. Everything in the tabernacle was made according to specific instructions because everything in the tabernacle was to be a physical symbol of its spiritual counterpart in the heavenly temple. When the first permanent temple was built in Jerusalem on Mount Moriah, under the reign of King Solomon, the same instructions were followed in the construction of the holy things. II Chronicles 3:14 says, “He made the veil of blue, purple, crimson and fine linen, and wove cherubim into it” NKJV – and in the same way, the curtain was made for Herod’s temple – this same curtain which was now torn from top to bottom.

Sin had separated the people from a Holy God. God could not look on sin, and the people could not approach God’s throne and live. So, God provided a way that He could still be their God from a distance. He called and anointed Moses’ brother, Aaron to be high priest – and he would be the go between. Once a year, Aaron could approach the mercy-seat behind the curtain on behalf of the people – but this also had to be done according to God’s instructions or he also would die. He had to go through an elaborate rite of cleansing and purification before he could enter, and then he could go in, carrying the blood of atonement on behalf of the people. Leviticus 16: 15-16 says, “Then he shall kill the goat of the sin offering, which is for the people, bring its blood inside the veil --- sprinkle it on the mercy seat and before the mercy seat. so, he shall make atonement for the Holy Place because of the uncleanness of the children of Israel, and because of their transgressions, for all their sins:” NKJV. This yearly rite of atonement was to be a perpetual duty to be carried out by every succeeding high priest throughout their generations – and so it was.

Now we are in the New Testament, and we read in Hebrews 8:5 (speaking of these high priests) – “They serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is why Moses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle: ‘See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain.’” NIV

What did Jesus say when He instituted the Lord’s Supper? In Matthew 26:28, He says, “For this is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” Do you see it?!! Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. He is not only the sacrifice, but He is the priest, and He is the curtain. That temple curtain was torn in two because the separation between God and man had been breached – the way to the throne of God was now opened forever to all mankind. Hebrews 9:11-12, 15, 24-26 and 10:19-23 says it all: “But Christ has appeared as a high priest ---12: He entered the most holy place once for all time, not by the blood of goats and calves, but by His own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. ---15: Therefore, He is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called might receive the promise of eternal inheritance, because a death has taken place for redemption from the transgressions committed under the first covenant. ---24: For Christ did not enter sanctuary made with hands (Only a model of the true one) but into heaven itself, so He might now to appear in the presence of God for us. 25: He did not do this to offer Himself many times, as the high priest enters the sanctuary yearly with blood of another ---26: Otherwise, he would have had to suffer many times since the foundation of the world. But now He has appeared one time, at the end of the ages. --- 10:19: Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have boldness to enter the sanctuary through the blood of Jesus – 20: he has inaugurated for us a new and living way through the curtain (that is His through His flesh), 21: and since we have a great high priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed in pure water. 23: Let us hold on to the confession of our hope without wavering, since He who promised is faithful.”
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Holy week is the most holy of all weeks on the Christian calendar – a week the begins with the triumphal entrance of the promised Messiah into the holy city of Jerusalem and ends with the greatest triumph of all – His defeat of death itself and the redemption of all mankind. In this one week were fulfilled over 300 Old Testament prophecies scattered throughout the books from Genesis to Malachi. The prophetic writers who wrote what the Holy Spirit gave them had no idea how what they wrote would come about. But we are privileged to see the whole picture because we have been given both the prophecies and the record of their fulfillment through the person of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our focus today will be on one window of about eighteen hours out of this holy week – the hours of our Lord’s suffering, from Gethsemane to the grave. The written accounts by each of the Gospel writers are short, but when we put them all together and add pieces taken from the prophets, we come up with a vivid picture that no mere words are sufficient to describe. Time does not permit me to read all these references here, but I urge you to read them yourselves from Matthew 27, Mark 15, Luke 23 and John 19 – and then especially the prophesies in Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53.

Isaiah 55:3 calls Him “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.” KJV.  He wept over this city He had come to as their promised Messiah – a people He longed to gather under His wings like a hen gathers her chicks – because they were blind, and they would not have it. But it was that night in the garden, when He knew the time had come and He wrestled with His human emotions of fear and dread – it was then that the real battle began. He was human – He didn’t want to die any more than we do, and He knew His death was to come on a cross. Crucifixion was a common method of Roman execution. Jesus had surely seen others crucified in His lifetime so He knew what it entailed. In His humanness, He wanted to back out. Yet He knew He had come for this, for He said in John 18:37, “I was born for this.” The emotional anguish over this was so great He told Peter, James and John, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.” (Mark 14:34 NIV) As He prayed, His sweat became like drops of blood falling to the ground. Medical science had shown this phenomenon to be a real occurrence in cases of extreme stress when the capillaries in the skin actually break and blood seeps into the pores to mingle with the sweat. To add to this pain, He felt was the fact that He had asked His three closest friends to sit and watch with Him while He prayed, and they all fell asleep.

Yet He won the victory here on His face in that dark hour when He made the commitment to obey His Father’s will above all else no matter what. It was then that an angel came to strengthen Him, and from that moment He “set His face like flint” (Isaiah 50:7) to do what He came for, and He never wavered again. He went with His captors without protest and faced a night of trial after trial alone, for His disciples had all fled and Peter had denied that he even knew Him.

The physical torture began with the scourging. Pilate really thought the people would be satisfied with that – it was certainly cruel enough. The whips that were used were actually flagella made up of many leather thongs of variable lengths with iron balls and bits of sharp sheep bone tied to the ends. Usually, two soldiers did the flogging alternating from side to side and striking the naked victim from the shoulders to the knees. With each blow, the bruising and slicing would go deeper until the back was one huge mass of shredded bleeding flesh. This flogging alone was often enough to kill a man. But this wasn’t enough for these sadistic soldiers. The whole garrison took it upon themselves to have a little fun with this pitiful creature who claimed to be a king – so they threw a scarlet robe over His naked shoulders and we read in Matthew 27: 29-30, “they twisted together a crown of thorns, put it on His head and placed a staff in His right hand. And they knelt down before Him and mocked Him: ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ Then they spat on Him and took the staff and kept hitting Him on the head.” The prophecy from Isaiah 50:6 tells us, “I gave My back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who plucked out my beard; I did not hide my face from shame and spitting.” NKJV. And Isaiah 52:14 says, “Just as many were astonished at you. So, His visage was marred more than any man. And his form more than the sons of men.” KJV

When they tore the robe off again it would have been like tearing a bandage off a fresh wound where the blood had begun to dry. And then they expected Him to carry the heavy weight of the cross on those plowed bleeding shoulders – a weight of up to 125 pounds. John 19:17 says He carried His own cross, but the other three gospels say the soldiers ordered Simon of Cyrene to carry it. This man, Jesus who yesterday had been healthy and robust, in the prime of His life, now suffering from a night of unbelievable mental and physical torture, fell under the load. It was enough that He had to yet walk the long walk to Golgotha, knowing what awaited Him there.

The soldiers now threw Him down onto His back, which would have been excruciating in itself, but then swiftly they took a hammer and two large spikes which they drove through each wrist into the cross. Reports from medical studies say the nails would have driven through major nerves causing the fingers to curl up like claws and send excruciation bolts of fiery pain shooting down each arm. As He was quickly and roughly lifted up to attach the crossbar to its trunk the weight of His body would tear at the wrists and pull the bones out of joint. Then just as swiftly nails were driven through His feet. It may have been one long spike through the arches of both feet, or they may have nailed through the ankles, one foot on each side of the cross. There would have been an attached horizontal wooden block perhaps under the feet where He could push to raise Himself enough to exhale, for with the full weight of the body hanging on the arms, He could inhale but it was impossible to exhale. Each time He spoke, He would have had to do this, and each time His whole body would suffer bolts of pain, muscle spasms, and the pain of the wood rubbing on that shredded back. Eventually, a victim of crucifixion would be forced to choose to prolong his agony by taking a breath or to let go and allow himself to die of asphyxiation. If it took too long and the soldiers got tired of waiting, they would simply break the man’s legs making it impossible for him to push himself up. Contributing factors to the death would be shock from the trauma and blood loss, dehydration, and stress-induced cardiac arrhythmia with congestive heart failure and rapid accumulation of fluid around the heart. If the stress were severe enough, the heart could actually rupture. The fact that Jesus cried with a loud voice just as He died indicates He knew this was the moment. He may have literally died of a broken heart. The fact that blood and water poured from His side when thrust with a spear indicates this could be the case.

We must remember that on top of all this horrible physical agony, the biggest burden of all placed on Him that day was that God had laid on Him the sins of us all.

The cross was chosen as the altar for the sacrifice of the Lamb of God for a reason. Both Acts 5:30 and Galatians 3:13 quote a verse from Deuteronomy 21:23 which says, “He who is hanged is accursed of God.” NKJV This scripture is the greatest stumbling block to both Jews and Muslims who cannot accept that the true Messiah could die under a curse. But this curse is the very reason it had to be a cross, for we are told in II Corinthians 5:21, “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us that we might be made the righteousness of God.” NKJV.  It was the Son of God who had become man who cried, “My God, My God – why have you forsaken Me?” (Matthew 27:46 NKJV) God cannot look on sin – He had to turn His back on His beloved only begotten Son. This was the greatest punishment of all – to be cut off from God – and He went willingly to do all this for you and for me. “Greater love has no man than this.” ( John 15:13) This was His free gift to us. How can we refuse it?
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On this one day hangs the entire message of the Christian church, for without its truth, all the rest is worth nothing. This day is not about family get-togethers around a huge family meal. It is not about bunnies or colorful eggs or baskets full of candy. There is nothing wrong with any of these things – they are all part of the celebration. However, we must not forget what it is we are celebrating. This day is the point around which all of history revolves. It is the dividing line between life and death.

In these days of political correctness and pluralism in our society, we hear so much about the brotherhood of man. “We are all God’s children”, they say. “We must learn to accept one another’s beliefs and celebrate our differences”. Christianity is called “one of” the world’s greatest religions, and Jesus is revered as “one of the great prophets” – a man of peace who taught that we are to love one another. The Bible is said to be the great holy book of Christianity just as the Koran is to Islam or the teachings of Buddha to his followers. They all have their own truth and the bottom line is love and peace. The secret to peace in the world is said to be found in the acceptance of this philosophy. It sounds good, doesn’t it – kind of warm and fuzzy, comfortable and beautiful. Only those who are narrow-minded would argue with this, right?

No!!! I tell you today that this philosophy is straight from the pit of hell! This is Satan disguising himself as an angel of light. This is the spirit of the anti-Christ which Jesus himself warned us about when He said if it were possible, even the elect would be deceived. Many who call themselves Christians will choose to follow this broad road that leads to destruction as it creeps even into our churches. We must be alert, for Satan prowls around like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. I truly believe we are now in the last days. God’s word tells us as we approach the day of Christ’s return the enemy is going to increase his assault because he knows his time is short. He knows he is going down, and he is determined to take as many of us along as he can.

How can we protect ourselves from this? How can we know if what we believe is really the truth or not? We must be grounded in the word of God until it becomes so much a part of us that we will immediately recognize a lie when we hear it. The word of God is living and active and it testifies of itself that it is absolute truth – the only source of absolute truth, by which all other “truth” can be measured. Jesus said we are to “search the scriptures, for they are they that testify of me”. (John 5:39 KJV) It is not enough to know Jesus was a great teacher. In fact, it is not possible to believe that this is all He was if we know anything at all about what He actually thought. If what He said about Himself is not true, He is a liar. How then could He be a “good teacher”? Jesus claimed to be God. He also claimed He was born to die for the redemption of all mankind. He told His disciples ahead of time exactly what would happen. In Matthew 20:18-19 He says, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem. The Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn Him to death. They will hand Him over to the gentiles to be mocked, and crucified, and on the third day He will be raised.” In Luke 22:37 He says “Yes, what is written about me is coming to its fulfillment.” And in John 10:18 He says, “No one takes it (His life) from me, but I lay it down on my own. I have the right to lay it down and the right to take it up again. I have received this command from My Father.” When Jesus cried out from that cruel cross at the moment of His death, “It is finished!” the redemption of mankind was complete. The Lamb of God had been sacrificed for the sins of the world. 

Now here were His disciples three days later gathering together in grief and fear, with doors locked, and suddenly Jesus appeared in their midst. The account in Luke 24:38 says they thought He was a ghost, but He said to them, “Why are you troubled? He asked them, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands and my feet that it is I myself! Touch me and see.” They were so amazed they still couldn’t believe it, but were filled with joy. Then Jesus said in verse 44, “He told them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you – that everything written about Me in the Law of Moses, the prophets, and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Then He opened their minds so they could understand the scriptures. He told them in the 46th verse, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for forgiveness of sins will be proclaimed in His name to all nations, beginning in Jerusalem.”

Beginning with the book of Acts of the Apostles, all the books of the New Testament testify that this is exactly what happened. From the day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was poured out on those waiting in the upper room, the gospel of salvation through Christ exploded and took off beginning in Jerusalem and spreading in all directions to the ends of the earth. These disciples who were all cowering in fear, now boldly preached this message wherever they went. All but John died martyrs’ deaths and John was chosen to reveal to us the final chapter of the story. He saw Jesus standing in the heavenly kingdom at the right hand of God and heard Him say (In Revelation 1:17-18) “I am the first and the last, and the Living One: I was dead but look -- I am alive forever and ever. And I hold the keys of death and Hades”

Paul who had vigorously prosecuted the preachers of this new doctrine, once converted became the greatest preacher of Christ of all time. I Corinthians chapter 15 verses 17-22 he said, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless and you are still in your sins. Those then who have fallen asleep in Christ have also perished. If we have put our hope in Christ for this life only, we should be pitied more than anyone. But as it is, Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man (Adam) the resurrection of the dead also comes through a man. For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.”

This is what Easter is all about. The bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is the crowning proof of Christianity as the way to life. Everything else that was ever said or done by Christ or His followers is secondary in importance to the resurrection. If the resurrection did not take place then Christianity is a false religion. If it did take place, the Christ is God and His Word is absolute truth. 1 John 5:10-11 tells us, “The one who does not believe God has made him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony God has given about His Son. And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. The one who has the Son has life; the one who does not have the Son does not have life.” It is true – Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under Heaven given to men by which we must be saved.
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Through the Blood of Jesus

As we have contemplated the events of the life, death and resurrection of our Savior, what have we come away with? Do we know anything we didn’t know before? Are we any closer to Him in our spiritual walk?

As His redeemed people, we are called to grow in Christ. Being a follower of Jesus Christ cannot be a passive thing. Either we are growing or we are stagnating and dying. We are not given the option of staying forever in the same comfort zone. So- maybe it would be good to take a look at just what was accomplished during those few crucial days 2000 years ago around which all of history turns. Exactly what did Christ’s death and resurrection do for us?

We know Jesus is our Savior. He saved us from the just penalty for our sin, which is hell, by taking our punishment for us. Because He defeated death by rising from the dead, He paved the way for us so we can go to heaven when we die. This is a basic concept most of us learned either as children or when we were first converted. But is that the whole story? Or is there more? What about now, before we die?

We are told that all our own righteousness is like filthy rags. All have sinned and fallen short of what God intended man to be. Jesus said there is none that does good and doesn’t sin – No – not one! We are told the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ. I Corinthians 15:56 says, “The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!” What is this victory He’s talking about?

I have been a believer ever since I can remember, but my life was a constant struggle because I wanted so badly to be good, and I couldn’t do it. I lived with constant guilt, but shared this with no-one because I was ashamed. I was certain that if others knew what I was really like, they wouldn’t like me at all. I was afraid of God because He demanded obedience of me and I was sure He was watching me with this big club ready to conk me over the head as soon as I stepped out of line. I could not love Him like He wanted, and I could not read my Bible without feeling condemned, so I didn’t read it much. I could never claim any of the promises in there for myself either because it seemed they all had an “if” clause that I could not meet. I believed I would go to heaven when I died, but I didn’t look forward at all to meeting God face to face. There was certainly no victory in my life! I was still in bondage, and I carried that messed-up thinking right into my adult life.

But then one day a friend lent me a book called “Something More” written by Catherine Marshall (wife of the famous Scottish preacher, Peter Marshall.) As I read it I realized there was indeed something more, and I didn’t have it. Shortly after, I read another book called “The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life” by Hannah Whiteall Smith, and the scales began to fall from my eyes. One day a young man visiting our house, who was an on-fire Christian, said something that hit home. He said, “Too many Christians are like a man who has had his hands tied behind his back for so long his fingers are numb. Someone comes along and unties the ropes, setting him free. But the man doesn’t feel it, so he doesn’t know he’s been set free. He continues to hold his hands behind his back, all the time moaning and complaining because he is bound.” I knew that was a picture of me.

What does it mean to believe in God and to believe in Jesus? Does it mean we believe that God exists and the He created us? Jesus said even the demons believe that- and shudder! Does believing in Jesus mean to believe He was a real person who really lived and came to die for us, and to believe He rose again on Easter? Surely that is the “getting on” point, but believing is so much more. Jesus said we are to search the scriptures and He promised that he who seeks will find. He promised also in John 15:7, “If you remain in Me and My words remain in you. NIV – John 8:31-32 “If you abide in My word – then you are My disciples, and you shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.” NKJV Now what is “His Word” if it is not the things He said? And He said He was God, He said, “He who has seen Me has seen the Father; so how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? (John 14:9 NKJV) He said He was there before the world began. He didn’t come into existence when He was conceived in the womb of a woman. He came into history from the outside. He was God incarnate – God choosing to become a man in order that He could die – to serve the sentence for sin that He Himself had pronounced, so the fellowship that had once existed between Him and man (that oneness of spirit that He longed for) could be restored. He loves us that much. He tore that curtain that separated us clean in two, so we could come in. He longs for us to run to Him, to climb up into His lap and let Him hold us in His arms. And how it must grieve Him when we run away and hide instead, and when we blame Him for heartaches and troubles of our own making that He longs to deliver us from.

In Bible times when a prisoner had done his time and his sentence had been served, a written notice was tacked to the door of his cell so the jailer would know this was the day to release that prisoner. The notice carried the words, “It is finished.” When our Savior uttered those words from the cross just before He died, He was saying the sentence had been served in full – the prisoners are free. Yet how many of us refuse to come out. Instead, we stay cowering in the back of the cell, because we don’t know the door is open.

You see Christ didn’t only set us free from the penalty of sin – He also set us free from the power of it. Romans 4:25 says, “He was delivered up for our trespasses, and raised for our justification.” Romans 5:1-2 says, “Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, we have also obtained access through Him by faith into this grace in which we stand.” And Romans 7:6 says, “But now we have been released from the law since we have died to what held us, so that we may serve in the newness of the Spirit, and not in the old letter of the law.”

So, the focus of our obedience is now changed – we don’t obey God now out of fear of His wrath for breaking the law. Now our obedience is out of gratitude and love for a Father who accepts and loves us unconditionally because we are already made perfect through the blood of the Holy Lamb of God. By ourselves we can do nothing. But through Christ we can do all things. We are being sanctified now, growing daily in Christ and being molded into His image. It is a process, and the most wonderful thing about it is that all we have to do is yield to the hand of the potter and He does the molding. If we have accepted Christ as both Savior and Lord of our lives, we have His Holy Spirit living in us and He has promised the Spirit will work within us, not only to do God’s will, but even to make us willing. He changes the desires of our hearts so doing His will becomes automatic. The words of Jeremiah that are quoted in Hebrews 8 have come to pass. He has made a new covenant and written His law in our hearts, and He has taken our sins away as far as the East is from the West. He has drowned them in the midst of the sea and put up a sign that says, “NO FISHING.” Hallelujah!
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Detours in Life

Those who know me probably know that I am a creature of routine. Part of my daily routine is reading the newspaper, and along with the serious stuff, I still like the funnies. Occasionally I find even in them some profound food for thought, so I cut them out and save them. A few years ago, there were two such strips in the same Sunday paper with some of the little nuggets of wisdom. The first was our little round-headed friend “Ziggy” talking about “detours”. He said, “Along our path of life we get a series of detours … and we all get frustrated and impatient when we feel we have to leave the path we’ve chosen – but what if the real path of life is really made up of all these detours … and instead of learning the real lessons of life, we miss them because we were too busy being frustrated and impatient because of the detours?”

I couldn’t help but think, you know, that’s a pretty good description of my life and the way I react whenever my “routine” is interrupted by something or someone I hadn’t planned for. And then I read the strip starring another little “round-head” named Charlie Brown. His life is also made up of routine, but he just always takes things in stride and nothing much ever bothers good ol’ Charlie Brown. Maybe that’s because of his simple philosophy of life. As they’re both relaxing under a tree, Peppermint Patty asks Charlie Brown, “What do you think the secret of living is, Chuck?” and he replies that the secret of living is to own a convertible and a lake – “if the sun is shining, you can ride around in your convertible and be happy…if it starts to rain, it won’t spoil your day because you can say, ‘Oh well, the rain will fill up my lake.’  Then if your lake is drying up, you can say, ‘Oh, well – this is nice weather for riding in a convertible’.”  Snoopy’s philosophy is even simpler. When Patty asks him the same question, his answer is simply a wet kiss on the nose. 

Now the same week these two comic strips appeared, we received an E-mail with a story that fits right in, so I saved that too. “Ruth found a letter in her mailbox with no stamp and no postmark. It said, “Dear Ruth, I’m going to be in your neighborhood Saturday afternoon and I’d like to stop by for a visit. Love always, Jesus.” Her cupboards were bare and all she had was five dollars and forty cents – she wondered how on earth she could manage to even serve Him a decent meal. But she did what she could, hurrying to the store for bread, milk and half a pound of sliced turkey, leaving her with a grand total of twelve cents to last until Monday. As she hurried home with all she had to do racing in her head, she heard someone say, “Hey lady, can you help us, lady?” She had been so absorbed in her thoughts she didn’t even notice the two pitiful ragged figures huddled in the alleyway. They were dirty and smelly, and she was certain they could get some kind of work if they really wanted to so they wouldn’t have to beg like that. “I’d like to help you”, she said, “but I’m a poor woman myself. All I have is what’s in this bag, and that’s to feed an important guest who’s coming to my house today.” “Yeah, well, okay lady. I understand. Thanks, anyway”: he said as he put his arm around the woman’s shoulders and they both turned and headed back into the alley. As she watched, Ruth felt a familiar twinge in her heart and called our after them, “Wait!” “Look, you take this food – I’ll figure our something else to feed my guest.” Then she noticed the woman was shivering. She unbuttoned her jacket and slipped it over the woman’s shoulders. “I have another coat at home,” she said. “You take this one.” Her heart was warmed by the tears in their eyes as they thanked her and she walked home wondering, “What am I going to do now?” As she reached the house, she noticed another letter in her mailbox. “That’s curious”, she thought. The mailman never comes twice in one day.” But she opened it and read, “Dear Ruth – It was so good to see you again. Thank you for the lovely meal and also for the beautiful warm coat. – Love, Jesus.

Now the message in these three illustrations is essentially the same, and it is this: If we are so absorbed in our own routines and ways of doing things, always wanting everything to be just so with everything in its own little place and its own time slot in our day, then any unexpected interruption or change in plans is going to be unwelcome, if not downright irritating, and we are going to miss the blessing that may be contained in it. I confess that this was a perpetual problem for me when we lived at the house. I wanted things to go according to plan as I am a perfectionist to a fault. There were days I got nothing done of the things I planned for ahead of time because of all the little things I didn’t plan for that ate up all the time. Then I’d get frustrated and even depressed. It the phone rang when I was in the middle of something I wanted to scream, “Leave me alone!” and I would have liked to tear the thing off the wall. “Pretty extreme!” you say – yes it was, and it’s a good thing I managed to control the urge or we’d have spent a lot of money on new telephones.

I have always identified with Martha in the story from Luke 10 where she is working like mad to prepare a special dinner for Jesus because she loves Him. She wants everything to be just so, and she resents the fact that her sister isn’t helping her one bit. Martha most likely would have loved to sit at Jesus’ feet and just listen to Him as well – but then who would fix the meal? It was obvious that if she didn’t do it, no-one would, and it wouldn’t get done. On top of that – when she asks Jesus for help, He’s no help at all. He as much as tells her that all her hard work doesn’t amount to a hill of beans. Now Jesus didn’t say what she was doing was not important, but He did say it wasn’t “needed”. What He was saying was that Martha had her priorities out of whack. He said only one thing is “needful” – that one thing was to hear the word of the Lord and to abide in His presence. That is what Mary had chosen as her first priority, and Jesus said that would not be taken away from her. Oswald Chambers says, “Resting in the Lord’ is not dependent on your external circumstances at all, but on your relationship with God Himself. – a spiritually vigorous person never believes his circumstances simply happen at random, nor does he ever think of his life as being divided into the secular and the sacred. He sees every situation in which he finds himself as the means of obtaining a greater knowledge of Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is determined that we will have the realization of Jesus Christ in every area of our lives, and He will bring us back to the same point over and over again until we do. It is unnecessary to change and arrange my circumstances myself --- (Look at Jesus!) He never chose His own circumstances – He was at home with God wherever His body was. Just think how amazingly relaxed our Lord’s life was!”

Yes – Jesus was kind of like Charlie Brown – He just took life as it same. I think of the time when Jesus heard John the Baptist had been killed. He wanted to go off by Himself to grieve and pray – but even as He withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place, the people wouldn’t leave Him alone. Did He get irritated and snap at them? He changed His plans and spent the day instead healing the sick and feeding 5,000 people with a few loaves and fishes. Only after He sent the disciples ahead in the boat and dismissed the crowd – only then did he have the time alone to pray that He had wanted in the first place. Think of all the people who were blessed and whose lives were changed because Jesus saw the blessing in the interruption – the “detour”, if you will. Chambers also says, “As soon as we abandon ourselves to God and do the task He has placed closest to us at the moment, no matter what it is, He begins to fill our lives with surprises.” We will never see the surprises as long as we resist the detours. Some of those detours have the most beautiful scenery of all. Let us not miss it.
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Thanks to a special resolution passed by the United States Congress way back in 1914, this day is set aside for a special purpose throughout our land. That resolution reads this way: “Whereas the service rendered the United States by the American mother is the greatest source of the country’s strength and admiration; and whereas we honor ourselves and the mothers of America when we do anything to give emphasis to the home as the fountainhead of the State; and Whereas the American mother is doing so much for good government and humanity, we declare that the second Sunday of May will henceforth be celebrated as Mother’s Day.”

Now you have probably heard it said, “The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.” There is power there – but with that power comes awesome responsibility. I would venture to say there isn’t a mother who hasn’t faced that awesomeness when holding her first newborn child in her arms. To see how tiny and helpless and vulnerable that little being is whose whole existence now depends on her. She wants with all her heart to be the best mother she can be, while at the same time she fears that she won’t, realizing she is embarking on a journey where she’s never been before. And there will be times she will feel like a complete failure, when she is overwhelmed with the burden of day-to-day repetitive tasks that never stay done and seem to have no end. She will feel unappreciated and taken for granted and wonder if it’s worth it all and if the day will ever come when she won’t almost always have to put her own needs last.

But she is planting seeds as she goes about the business of motherhood, and God has promised if we persevere, we will reap if we faint not. He provides little nuggets along the way to sustain us – little arms tight around our neck, a sticky kiss “just because”, a child’s laughter that lights up the room, maybe a bouquet of dandelions. And though children may not appreciate the things you do for them now, you are sowing memories, and someday they will look back on your sacrifices and realize their values. Albert Schweitzer has said, “No ray of sunlight is ever lost, but the green which it awakens into existence needs time to sprout, and it is not always granted to the sower to see the harvest. All work that is worth anything is done in faith.”

My mother is gone now, but the legacy she left me is priceless. As a child I didn’t appreciate all she did for me but I know now she must have loved me very much. There were 5 of us, and we didn’t have much in material things, but she was a faithful steward of what she had to work with. She had a huge garden, she rendered her own lard and even made soap, she baked all our bread, our meals were always balanced and nutritious, our clothes hand-sewn with love from feed sacks and sometimes material from Ward’s catalog. More than once she stayed up most of the night to finish a special dress for me for a special occasion. She made an entire wardrobe for my favorite doll, and she made our Halloween costumes complete with masks made from the starched wrapping Dad brought home from new tires he had sold. She made a beautiful dressing table for my room from orange crates and old window curtains. She curled my hair and gave me permanents. Whenever I was sick with an attack of asthma, she held me and comforted me and rubbed my chest with mustard. She taught me about Jesus, took me to church and Sunday school, taught me to tithe with my baby-sitting money and showed me by example how to spread that love of Christ to others. Abraham Lincoln once said, “No man is poor who has a Godly mother.” To leave a legacy of faith in Christ is the most important task of motherhood. St. Paul knew that when he said to Timothy in II Timothy 1:5, “I recall your sincere faith that first lived in your grandmother, Lois, and in your mother, Eunice, and now I am convinced, is also in you.” There is no mention of Timothy’s father here. His father was a Greek and most likely an unbeliever, but it was his mother who instilled this faith in him. Proverbs 31: says: 10: “A wife of noble character who can find? She is worth far more than rubies. ---25: She is clothed with strength and dignity – 26: she speaks with wisdom and faithful instruction is on her tongue ---28: her children arise and call her blessed. 30: Charm is deceptive, and beauty if fleeting, but the woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.”

My children are grandparents now; I am a grandmother of ten and great-grandmother of 15 and counting. I have made many mistakes while learning to be a mother and a grandmother. Some on them have left wounds. But I pray that those that come after me will remember the good things as well, and most of all I pray that they will all come to love Jesus – maybe partly because He used me to plant some seed. That is the only thing that matters and makes it all worth it.

I wish you a happy and blessed Mother’s Day. Give your mother a hug, or call her – and tell her how you treasure who she is and all she has done for you. Tell her you love her.
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Today is Pentecost Sunday in the church. What is Pentecost and why do we celebrate it? Once again we will take a look at some passages from the Old Testament and some from the New to find the answer to this question.

Most of us associate Pentecost with the coming of the Holy Spirit as recorded in Acts, Chapter 2 – but this was not the beginning of Pentecost – this day was already an established Jewish feast day. The word “Pentecost” comes from the Greek and means “the fiftieth day.” The Lord commanded the children of Israel in Leviticus 23:16, “Count fifty days to the day after the seventh Sabbath, then you shall offer a new grain offering to the Lord.” NKJV. The Sabbath first referred to here is the feast of the Passover, and the 50th day, which we call Pentecost, was called the “feast of weeks” or the “day of first-fruits.” Exodus 34:22 NKJV says, “And you shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the first fruits of wheat harvest.” The wheat was the last crop to be harvested. The first of the standing grain was already in. We see this from Deuteronomy 16:9-10: “You shall count seven weeks for yourself; begin to count the seven weeks from the time you begin to put the sickle to the grain. Then you shall keep the Feast of Weeks to the Lord your God.”

Now what has all this to do with us? Once again we have a spiritual parallel here. Before He was crucified, we read in John 4:35 that Jesus said, “Don’t you say ‘There are still four more months and then comes the harvest’’? Listen to what I’m telling you, ‘Open your eyes and look at the fields! Because they are ready for harvest!’” He was referring here to the spiritual harvest of men’s souls. Have you ever wondered why Jesus hung around after He rose from the dead for forty days rather than going immediately to heaven? And even more of a mystery is why it took ten more days after He ascended to His Father before the Holy Spirit came. There is no time as we know it where He went. Why didn’t He send His Spirit right away? The night before He died, Jesus told His disciples how everything would happen to fulfill the Old Testament scriptures concerning Him, and then He told them to stay in Jerusalem until they were “empowered” (Luke 24:39) from on high. He said in John 16:7, “It is for your benefit that I go away, because if I don’t go away, the Counselor will not come to you. If I go I will send Him to you.” And He promised in verse 13: “When the Spirit of truth comes, He will guide you into all truth.” After His resurrection He repeated these instructions again telling them to stay in the city and wait. Then He said, as recorded in Acts 1:8, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” And then He left them and was taken up into heaven. So, they waited --- and waited, and prayed together and waited some more.

Before their Lord was crucified, Jesus’ disciples loved Him to the limit of their natural capacity, but they did not fully understand His purpose. At the end of three years of the closest relationship of their lives, they all forsook Him and fled. But now they knew – He has opened their minds to understand God’s plan from the beginning of time – now they believed – so they waited. I believe Jesus stayed those 40 days after His resurrection for a specific reason. We are told that He was seen during that time by hundreds of people. He was not only preparing His disciples for what was to come, but many others as well – people who had heard Him preach and wondered but who were skeptical of His claims. These people now knew without a doubt that He was who He claimed to be, and these people included His own brothers, James and Jude, who along with their mother, Mary, were among those waiting and praying in that upper room. The crop was now ripe, and the harvest had already begun.

So, we read in Acts 2:1-11 “When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from the heavens and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. Utterly amazed, they asked, ‘Are not all these men who are speaking Galatians? How is it then that each of us hears them in his own native languages? --- We all hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!’ Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, ‘What does this mean?’” NIV

Now it says Peter stood up, with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd. Time does not permit me to read all he said here, but I hope you will read it yourselves. We’re told he explained to them how this was the fulfillment of a prophesy by the prophet Joel, and how Jesus was now exalted to the right hand of God and had poured out “the promised Holy Spirit”. Here was a man who 50 days ago had denied Jesus three times, now speaking boldly and without fear with such power that 3,000 people repented on the spot and became believers. There is a reason this day was chosen for this Spirit to be poured out. Jesus is called “the first-born” from the dead. He was the first-fruits, and now the reaping continued with the bringing in of the new grain – the fruit of the power of the Holy Spirit – the first-fruits of a new spiritual order. And here were all these people from all the surrounding countries who had come for the feast who would now return from Jerusalem like spokes radiating in all directions with this new gospel. There was no doubt now that this gift of salvation was for all men – the church had been born! For the first time ever, the Holy Spirit would now indwell the believers. In the past, there were isolated instances of the Spirit coming “on” those God chose for a special purpose, but now this Spirit would be available to all who would receive Him. 

Oswald Chambers says, “The statement in John 7:39 (“Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified) does not pertain to us. The Holy Spirit has been given. ---Once our Lord was glorified, the Holy Spirit came into the world, and He has been here ever since. We have to receive the revealed truth that He is here.”

Yes- Jesus promised that just as He and His Father are one, so He and His church would be one – we in Him and He in us. We are the bride of Christ, and just as the union of man and woman produces fruit of the womb, so Christ’s entry into us – the union of His Spirit with our spirit produces the fruit of the Spirit. Is that fruit being produced in you? The degree to which I am filled with the Holy Spirit will be in direct proportion to the degree to which I am yielded to Him to work in me to produce a harvest. Whether it is five-fold, ten-fold, or a hundred-fold. Won’t you open that door and give Him your heart today so that He may fill it? Behold, He stands at the door and knocks.


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


The Temple of God

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
Today we’re going to talk about “building”. God has blessed our congregation with a current building program to add on to our church building and update the existing facilities. The foundation has been laid and raising of the walls will soon be under way. This is a time of excitement and anticipation as we see the progress from week to week and picture the finished project in our minds. But to reach the point where we could begin this endeavor in the first place has been a long process of much planning, discussion and prayer – and yes – there were some doubts too along the way as to whether this was really God’s will for us at this time. We know scripture tells us in Psalm 127:1, “Except the Lord build the house they labor in vain that build it.” KJV, so we wanted to be sure this was His will for us. We have stepped out in faith now, believing that it is, and that this is “the time to build” which is talked about in Ecclesiastes 3.

We know that as the building progresses we must always remember that although its intention is for the glory of God, this is only a building, and we are told in Acts 17:24, “God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth and does not dwell in hand-made temples.” KJV. We read in Hebrews 3:3-4, “…. He who built the house has more honor than the house. For every house is built by someone, but He who built all things is God.”  KJV. Yes, it is God who is the Master builder, and He is building a house that can never decay or be destroyed. His true house, His church, is not made by men of bricks and mortar. The true House of God is a spiritual house, and we are that house. II Corinthians 6:16 tells us ….” We are the temple of the Living God. As God said, ‘I will dwell and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be My people:” Paul asks in I Corinthians 3:16, “Don’t you yourselves know that you are God’s temple and that the Spirit of God lives in you?” The most magnificent cathedral overlaid with pure gold is only an empty cold building if God is not living in the hearts of the people within it.

Now just as a tangible building has its foundation and walls and roof, so does this spiritual house where God dwells. Anyone with any knowledge at all of the principles of construction knows the foundation is the most important part of any building. If the foundation is not sound, the building is not going to last no matter how well-built the rest of it is. Remember Jesus’ parable from Matthew 7:24-27? “Everyone who hears these words of Mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain fell, the rivers rose, and the winds blew and pounded that house; yet it didn’t collapse, because its foundation was on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of Mine and doesn’t act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain fell, the rivers rose, and the winds blew and pounded that house, and it collapsed.”

What is the rock He is talking about here that makes the foundation sure? In Matthew 16:18 He told Peter, “On this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.” Some think because Peter’s name means “rock” Jesus was saying Peter would be the foundation of Christ’s church. Granted, he certainly was a catalyst in the birth of the church, but that interpretation does not fit with other references such as I Corinthians 3:11 which says, “No-one can lay any other foundation than that which has been laid down. That foundation is Jesus Christ.” Jesus Himself is that solid rock, and I believe His statement to Peter was referring to Peter’s confession which Jesus said the Holy Spirit had given him – his words in Matthew 16:16, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” KJV

This rock as the true foundation was prophesied in the Old Testament as well in references such as Isaiah 28:16-17 which says, “Therefore the Lord God said: ‘Look, I have laid a stone in Zion, a tested stone, a precious corner-stone, a sure foundation; the one who believes in Me will be unshakable. I will make justice the measuring line and righteousness the mason’s level.”

Peter quoted this scripture in I Peter 2:7 as he told how we, as living stones are now being built on this foundation, into a spiritual house, and he said, “So honor will come to you who believe; But for the unbelieving, ‘The stone the builders rejected – this one has become the cornerstone’, and a stone to stumble over and a rock to trip over.” Here Peter is also quoting from Psalm 118:22-23 which says, “The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; This came from the Lord; it is wondrous in our sight.”

Here we see Jesus Christ referred to as both the “cornerstone” and the “capstone”. A cornerstone is always the first stone laid when beginning a foundation – it is measured carefully so the angle of the corner is perfectly square. This is essential if you’re going to come out right at the other corners and the subsequent walls will be straight. Any cornerstone other than a perfectly true one will throw the whole rest of the building off. Then we see He is also the capstone. This was a stone at the top of a doorway or window which also had to have perfectly measured angles in order for the sides to be parallel and the rest of the walls in turn to be straight and end up right at the corners. If the doorway or window was arched, the stone was called a “keystone” and was the last stone to be set in. Jesus is saying here again that He is the “alpha and the omega”, the beginning and the end – our spiritual house must both begin and end with Christ as the cornerstone and the capstone, for without that sure foundation, it cannot stand.

We then are the “living stones” in between that make up His body, the church. Paul tells us in Ephesians 2:20-22 ---“Christ Jesus Himself as the cornerstone. In Him the whole building, being put together grows into a holy temple in the Lord. And in Him you are also being built together for God’s dwelling in the Spirit.”

Yes, God is the Master builder, Jesus is the foundation (the cornerstone, the capstone) and we are the “living stones, being built into a spiritual house to be a Holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” This is no ordinary house – it is God’s house – His magnificent temple, and it has pillars too. If we are part of this temple and the Holy Spirit lives in us, we will one day see the grandeur of this house with our own eyes. Jesus gives us this promise in Revelation 3:11-13. “I am coming soon! Hold on to what you have, so that no-one takes your crown. The one who conquers I will make a pillar in the temple of My God, and he will never go out again. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God – the New Jerusalem. Let anyone who has ears listen to what the Spirit says to the churches.”
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To begin today’s message, I will read excerpts from another gem from Erma Bombeck: “My Daddy just didn’t know how to show love. It was Mom who held the family together. He just went to work every day and came home, and she’d have a list of sins we’d committed and he’d give us what for about them. Once when I stole a candy bar, he made me take it back and tell the man I stole it and that I’d unpack boxes to pay for it. But it was Mom who understood I was just a kid. I broke my leg once on the swing set, and it was Mom who held me in her arms all the way to the hospital. Dad pulled the car right up to the door of the emergency ward, and when they asked him to move it because that space was reserved for emergency vehicles; he shouted ‘What do you think this is? A tour bus?!!’ 

 I remember when Mom told him to teach me how to ride a bicycle. I told him not to let go, but he said it was time. I fell, and Mom ran to pick me up, but he waved her off. I was so mad I showed him. Got right back on that bike and rode it myself. He didn’t even feel embarrassed – just smiled. When I went to college, he was fiddling with – what else- the luggage and the boxes. Mom sat down and told me everything would be all right. She did the writing. He just sent checks and a little note about how great his lawn looked now that I wasn’t playing football on it. When I got married, it was Mom who got all choked up and cried. He just blew his nose loudly and left the room. All my life he said, “Where are you going? What time are you coming home? Do you have gas in the car? Who’s going to be there? No- you cannot go.” Not Mom – she just loved me. But Daddy – he just didn’t know how to show love – unless --- could it be—is it possible he did show it, and I didn’t recognize it?”

Now some of us – the fortunate ones – have also had fathers like this. Others have grown up with angry and abusive fathers. Some children of divorce rarely see their fathers, and some have never known their fathers at all. Christian psychologist Paul Maier says our concept of God as our “father” will be colored by our relationship with our earthly father. A child with no father or an abusive father can’t relate to a loving caring Heavenly Father – because implanted in his mind is an image of either a violent, heartless man or one who isn’t there at all. Christians aren’t immune to this problem either. Thousands of Christians do not believe God loves them because their earthly fathers really didn’t know how to show love. (If indeed there was any there.) And there was no relationship as God intended there should be between a father and his children. A father’s job is to create a model of that loving relationship that exists between our Heavenly Father and His beloved children. But of course, fathers are going to foul up at this job because we are all sinners living in a fallen world and we all carry with us into adulthood the generational baggage from our own childhood that affects the way we think. On this Father’s Day, the purpose of this talk is not to bash fathers who have made mistakes, but rather to focus on a solution for those who have been wounded and are not able to believe God loves them.

Do you know God loves you? Or do you see Him as a stern task master sitting up in heaven with a big club, watching your every move and ready to hit you over the head the minute you step out of line? Do your life experiences seem to support this picture? Do you cry out to God and your prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling? How can you believe He loves you when He appears to cause you pain and then ignores your cries? You can’t force yourself to believe something you don’t feel can you? Well – are you going to believe your feelings or are you going to believe God?

You see, part of our problem is we really do not believe what God says about Himself. In Exodus 34: 6, God described Himself to Moses saying, “The Lord God is a compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and truth, maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, rebellion and sin.” – The devil’s biggest lie is to make you believe God is more willing to judge and condemn you than He is to save, bless and deliver you. Then when you sin you run away from God rather than to Him for mercy, forgiveness and comfort. How it must grieve Him when He knows you blame Him for the very things He longs to deliver you from.

God also says in Deuteronomy 1:31, “The Lord your God carried you as a man carries His son.” Psalm 103:13-14 says, “As a father has compassion on his children so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him, for He knows what we are made of, remembering that we are dust.” Paul tells us in Romans 8:1, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus.” And in the same chapter verse 15-16, he says, “You did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, instead you received the Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry out ‘Abba Father!’ The spirit Himself testifies together with our spirit that we are God’s children.”

The word “Abba” means the same as “Daddy”. Can there be any closer bond between a father and his child than for that child to crawl up into his father’s welcome arms and call him “Daddy”? Don’t listen to your feelings when they tell you otherwise – they are false! Believe instead that God is Truth and He cannot lie. He is called a father to the fatherless and a defender of widows. Psalm 27:10 says, “Even if my father and my mother abandon me, the Lord cares for me.”

A second reason that prevents this love of God from being realized is that we do not rest in the fact that God knows what’s best for us. Jesus said in Luke 11:11-12, “What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead of a fish? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?” Yet there are times when it seems like God does exactly that – those times when we plead for relief from our suffering and things just get worse. Our problem is that we are limited by our tunnel vision. God sees the whole picture, and He has a plan for your life. He will allow nothing hurtful into your life that He cannot use to mold you into a better person. We read in Proverbs 3 and again in Hebrews 12:5-6, “My son, do not take the Lord’s discipline lightly or lose heart when you are reproved by Him, for the Lord disciplines the one He loves, and punishes every son He receives.” Paul goes on to say in verses 8 & 11, “If you are without discipline – which all receive - then you are illegitimate children and not sons. --- No discipline seems enjoyable at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.” In Jeremiah 29:11-13 God says to you and me --- “I know the plans I have for you”, declares the Lord, “Plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call upon Me and come and pray to Me, and I will listen to you. You will seek Me and find Me when you seek Me with all your heart.” When we do find Him and the truth finally dawns, we will realize that God is a lot like the father in our beginning story – We will see that God has been showing His love to us all along – and we didn’t recognize it. Yes, if we can just grasp this and trust Him, no matter what happens we can declare with Job, “He knows the way that I take, and when He has tried me, I shall come forth as gold”

Is this too good to be true? Does it sound like something easy to say and hard to do? The thing is, you see, we don’t have to do anything except believe it. Jesus has already done all the “doing”. He said He has come that we might have life and have it more abundantly, and He tells us not to fear. Even though we will face problems and tribulations in this world, He says, “Be of good cheer! – I have overcome the world! (John 16:33 KJV) Hallelujah! Happy Father’s Day!
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The past week has been a busy one with sixty-five children enjoying vacation Bible school at our church while the work on the new addition continues. It’s one of those times when by the time I get home for the day there are not enough hours left to do the things I think I need to do. It is also the time of the year when everything is growing so fast it is impossible for me to keep up with the weeds in our flower beds. This is very frustrating to me because it’s a job that is never done. It would be so nice if when I must stop gardening to do something else (like to prepare this message for instance) the weeds would just cooperate and I could just press a button to put them on hold. That way by the time I get back to the gardens I could start where I left off. But it doesn’t work that way. Invariably by the time I get back to where I was there are already new weeds in the area I have already done – so it’s always one step back for every two steps forward.

Mowing the grass works the same way. The grass doesn’t take into account whether you have time to mow it or not. It just grows. When the lawn is freshly mowed it looks so nice, but let it get too long and it soon becomes an eyesore. As I was pondering what this week’s radio message could be, my husband was mowing the lawn and it was he who came up with just what I needed. He reminded me of how grass is like sin in our lives. Even when we work constantly to keep it under control, it keeps coming back. I thought how this is true especially of the dandelions which just happen to make up a large part of our lawn. Whether it’s grass or dandelions, no amount of cutting is going to stop it from growing as long as the roots are alive. Now even grass becomes a weed when it’s growing where you didn’t want it (like in my flower beds). Ordinary grass can usually be pulled quite easily and that’s the end of the matter, but not dandelions. Dandelions have long taproots that must be dug out and trying to do so can sometimes compound the problem because you may think you’ve gotten it out only to find several weeks later five or six new little dandelions raise their ugly heads where the one big one was before. Failing to reach the tip of the root in digging them out only breaks it off. The root fragment then grows new underground branches – each one a new flower.

Jesus often used illustrations from nature to teach spiritual truths, and we find many things in the natural world that have counterparts in the spiritual world. I think God created things this way on purpose. We have talked before about God’s law of sowing and reaping which works just the same for spiritual seeds as for those that can be seen. Nobody in Minnesota sows dandelion seed on purpose. Once they go to seed, trying to prevent a repeat crop would be like trying to catch the wind. A single dandelion is a beautiful flower, but we fail to appreciate them because their abundance has made them a problem. And so it is with sin. God has given us free will and many gifts for our pleasure such as good-tasting food and drink, restful sleep, sexual pleasure, things of beauty that please the eyes, and even money. These are all good things – there is nothing wrong with them and God intended for us to enjoy them, but He has also given us guidelines for their use. Any of these gifts can become sin that enslaves when abused and engaged In to excess. Eating can turn into gluttony, drinking to drunkenness, sleeping into sloth. A love of beautiful things can grow into greed and hoarding. Sex can become a lust for more which may grow into an addiction, or when used contrary to God’s plan leads to pornography, prostitution, abortion, adultery and rape. Money is good when used rightly and is necessary in order to live in a society, but scripture tells us the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil – it leads to corruption in business and in government, to stealing, embezzlement, compulsive gambling, drug peddling, and even murder. Besides when any of these good gifts become more important to us than God and His will for us, they become idolatry. Why do we so easily fall into these things that entrap us? It’s the same now as it was in the garden at the beginning. The enemy knows how to entice us with what appears to be good and beautiful, like that single dandelion. Eve saw that the fruit was good for food and a delight to the eye, so she ate of it. She listened to the serpent’s half-truths and reasoned that God must not have been serious in denying them access to that one tree. After all, He was a God of love – why would He refuse them something so Good?  He had never put any restrictions on anything else. – You see we’re like children who don’t like to be told, “no”. If a child is told he can’t have something, that will be the very thing he wants, and if you give him a piece of candy, he’ll want two. As adults, our “candy” will be bigger things, but the dissatisfaction is still there. We always want more than what we have, and if it’s in our power to get more, that’s what we do. We don’t see the down-side at first – we see only that single dandelions or that neat newly mown lawn. By the time we see the weeds, the roots are so many and so deep we can’t get them out. James 1:15 says it well, “After desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” NIV. Then in James 4:1-3, he tells us how this works: “Where do wars and fights come from among you? Do they not come from your desires for pleasure that war in your members? You lust and do not have. You murder and covet and cannot obtain. You fight and war. Yet you do not have because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on your pleasures.” NKJV

“Do not be deceived”, says Paul to the Galatians in chapter 6:7-8 “God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man might sow, that also will he reap. For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption.” KJV. In Ephesians 4:31 he tell us to “Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you with all malice.” KJV ----Okay – All good advice, but how do we do this now? How do we get rid of those noxious weeds with the deep roots that keep coming back? It doesn’t help to cut them off and it has no lasting success even to dig them out! Are we just doomed to letting them choke the life out of all the beautiful flowers our lives could be producing? No – the solution comes in a spray bottle labeled, “Round-up”. The weeds must be killed with herbicide that reaches to the very tips of the roots. In our spiritual garden the weeds of sin must be killed, and we do not have the power in ourselves to do that, so we must use spiritual “Round-up” – the blood of Jesus that was shed to set us free. Paul tells us this in Romans 7:24-25 and 8:1-2 – he says, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” – “Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord! Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus, because the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death.” When we accept this free gift, His Holy Spirit lives in our hearts, and that’s where the power is. Paul says, “He who sows to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap everlasting life.” ( Galatians 6:8 NKJV) You see, once those weeds are killed, they must be replaced by good plants to fill in the area. If that space is left empty we become like the man in Jesus’ parable who got rid of an evil spirit. When that spirit found no place to go, he came back, and finding the house clean and empty, he brought in seven more spirits even worse than himself. Jesus said the result was the state of that man was now worse than it was in the first place. If that empty space within us is not filled with the planting of the Holy Spirit, giving us the power to produce good fruit, new seeds of sin will find their way to that bare fertile ground to begin a brand-new crop.

In Ephesians 5:15-18, we read, “See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, redeeming the time because the days are evil. Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is. ----but be filled with the Spirit.” NKJV 
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Most of us are familiar with the classic movie, “The Wizard of Oz” which still delights children today as it is rebroadcast each year. There is a scene in which Dorothy has just begun her journey down the yellow brick road and she comes to a fork in the road. As she hesitates, she meets the first of her three traveling companions to the Emerald City – a talking scarecrow with no brain. The two of them must decide which of the two roads they will take, which is a dilemma because they look just alike. By a meaningless process akin to “Eeny Meany Miny Mo” they finally just pick one and off they go dancing and singing on down the road. Have you ever wondered what lies at the end of that other road? Would the whole story have turned out differently if they had decided to take the other side of the fork?

Our lives are a lot like that yellow-brick road. We come to many forks along the way where we must choose, and which fork we choose can affect the rest of our entire lives and maybe even change the course of history. Have you made choices in your life which led to disaster so you find yourself wishing you could turn back the clock to that fork in the road and start over? Do you wish you had known ahead of time what the results of your choices would be so you could have taken the other road?

The scriptures are full of examples for our learning of those who made choices resulting in enormous consequences sometimes affecting generations of people. Of course, the first one that comes to mind is the choice of the first man and woman to listen to the lies of the evil one rather than to God. This choice was the door through which sin entered the world and infected us all.

Then there was Abraham. He had God’s promise that his descendants would be like the stars in number, but he forgot that God’s ways are not our ways, and God’s timing is not according to our clock or our calendar. So, Abraham decided to help God along a little and by choosing to sire a son by a woman other than his wife, he begat a nation through Ishmael that became a thorn in the side of God’s chosen people all throughout history to this day.

Esau, by despising his birthright and selling it to his brother, gave up the right to the genealogy through which the Messiah would come. Instead, he went to live in the land east of the Jordan and married the daughter of Ishmael. Through their merged lives came the nation of Islam destined for enmity against the descendants of Isaac and Jacob for all time.

The children of Israel had a choice to make when they reached the edge of the Promised Land after coming out of Egypt. Should they believe Moses and Joshua and Caleb – that God would be with them and they should go in? Or should they believe the spies who chose to retreat in fear? Their wrong choice cost them the promise and it cost them their lives as they wandered in the wilderness until every one of them was dead except Moses, Joshua and Caleb. In Deuteronomy 1:32-33 God says to them: “You did not believe the Lord your God, who went in the way before you … to show you the way you should go, in fire by night and in the cloud by day.” NKJV

Time after time throughout His Word, God promises to be there for us to guide us on the path we travel so we will know the right road to take. Psalm 32:8 says, “I will instruct thee and teach thee in the way which thou should go.” KJV.  Proverbs 3:5-6 says, “Trust in the Lord with all thine heart and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge Him and He shall direct thy paths.”  KJV Isaiah 48:17 tells us : “This is what the Lord says – your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel: ‘I am the Lord your God, who teaches you what is best for you, who directs you in the way you should go,’ NIV. Isaiah 30:21 tells us, “Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, ‘This is the way – walk in it.” NIV

He has promised to be a light for our path so we won’t stumble and He has promised to lead us as well as go behind us and walk along side of us – all at the same time.

Why is it then that we so often choose the wrong path when we reach a point of choice? There is not one of us who does not have some regrets for choices we have made. If God shows us and tells us the right way to go, why can’t we hear Him?

God’s voice is not a shout. It is always gentle and quiet – that “still small voice” of the Spirit that speaks to our spirit, and we will not hear it if we aren’t listening for it. We must be like the Indian in New York City who could hear the sound of a cricket at a busy city intersection. His ears were attuned to the sound of the cricket, and so must our spiritual ears be attuned to the voice of God. There will be other voices all around us that are much louder clamoring for our attention. The voices of the world are in direct contradiction to God’s voice and often much more enticing for they promise instant gratification. Remember – there is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death. This is the same voice that Eve listened to in the garden, and it will always lead you down the wrong path. But she was deceived, you say. If these other voices are so persuasive, how can I be sure whether I’m hearing God or not? Jesus said the right path is narrow and has a narrow gate. That narrow gate is the Word of God and Jesus Himself. In order to recognize the enticing lies of the enemy we need to know what the truth is. That truth is found nowhere else than in God’s Word. That’s why it’s so crucial that we know what it says.

So, what if we do make a wrong choice and head down the wrong road? Is there no turning back? Yes – we can go back – it’s called repentance. That’s exactly what the word repentance means – to turn around and go the other way. But repentance does not negate the law of sowing and reaping. We will be forgiven but the consequences of wrong choices still remain. God has also promised that all things will work together for our good when we are called according to His purpose, so He can bring good even out of our bad decisions, but it will never be as good as He intended for us if we had listened to Him and made the right decision in the first place.

It is harder to follow the right path than the wrong one. The right path involves obedience and sacrifice and very often waiting. We don’t like to wait for things, but when we have direction from God we must be willing to wait on His timing. We may come up against a closed door when something we think will work out does not. We then have two choices – to accept the closed door and wait for detour signs, or to force the door open. Remember God’s timing is perfect and He sees the big picture. He knows the plans He has for your life and if you keep your ears attuned to His voice He will always show you the way. If we choose to force open doors He has closed, we will again find ourselves on the wrong side of the fork in the road.

Lastly – when we know we have heard God right and have chosen to follow His direction we must then step out in faith, take that first step and keep going without ever looking back. Jesus said in Luke 9:62, “No-one having put his hand to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” NKJV. Since we live in a farming community, most of us know what happens if one is plowing and looks back. The only way to keep that furrow straight is to keep one’s eyes fixed on a distant point straight ahead. For us on the narrow road that leads to life, that fixed point is Jesus – the Way, the Truth and the Life.
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A few nights ago, I watched a portion of the funeral of little Samantha Runion on CNN. I came away with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Not because of the circumstances surrounding her death or the obvious anguish of her family, but because of what I saw as a hollow empty attempt to comfort and impart peace by compromising with the world’s politically correct propaganda of an all-inclusive generic god. Now I’ll grant you that I did not see the whole service – I didn’t see the beginning and I turned it off when I couldn’t stand to listen to any more – so I may have missed something positive. But this service took place in a Christian cathedral with thousands of people both inside and standing outside to pay their respects. It could have been a wonderful opportunity to reach so many for Christ, and they blew it. Of the speakers I saw and heard (including the church’s head pastor) the only one to even mention the name of Jesus was the sheriff. I turned off the set when the main speaker, also a pastor, began to pray to the “eternal benevolent spirit which we call by many names.”

This telecast is only one example of a trend in our country that has escalated in the last year beginning with a similar service in that New York Cathedral after September 11th when Billy Graham’s reference to Jesus Christ went against the grain of the rest of the service and was severely criticized.

Since the destruction of the twin towers, it has become fashionable and even acceptable to talk about God again and to express a belief in Him, but I’m certain if a poll were conducted asking, “Just who is this god and what does he require of us?” the answers would be as varied as the names of these generic gods, and we would realize finally the bitter truth – that the United States is no longer a Christian nation.

Our country and its founding principles are eroding from within and we are letting it happen. The cancer is now spreading even into our churches and into our seminaries, and we don’t recognize it because we haven’t learned how to spot the counterfeit and tell it from the real thing. Satan has always been a liar and a deceiver, and he uses honey on his lure. His lies always include enough truth to make them sound good and right. We can’t imagine God’s arch-enemy would ever say anything good about Him, so when we hear that God is Love – therefore He loves and accepts everyone, He is the father of us all and there are many paths to Him, we don’t recognize where this is coming from. When we see or even experience people of all different faiths worshiping together and hugging each other, it feels so right and so good – how could this possibly not be from our God, who is Love?

But remember, Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. He doesn’t show his true face until his victims are already his. How does a counterfeiter manage to fool those he passes his bills to? By making them took as much like the real thing as he possibly can. And how are merchants and salespeople taught to spot counterfeit bills? Not by studying the imitations, but by studying every single detail of the real thing. In the same way, we must educate ourselves by staying immersed so much in the real truth of God that we will immediately recognize the counterfeit. St. John says to test the spirits to see if they are of God or not. And Jesus warns us in both Matthew 24 and Mark 13 that there will be in the last days many false Christ’s and false prophets even doing signs and miracles to deceive even God’s elect, if that were possible – so He says in Mark 13:23, “But take heed: See, I have told you all things beforehand.” NKJV

Paul says in II Timothy 4:3-4, “The time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine. But, according to their own desires, they will heap up for themselves teachers and they will turn their ears away from the truth and be turned aside to fables.” NKJV Now what are some of these lies – these half-truths, we like to hear?

How about, “God is a god of love – therefore He would never condemn anyone to hell who tries to live a good life.” The first six words are true – the rest is a lie. First of all, it is not possible for anyone to live a life good enough to meet the requirements of a just God. “For there is not a just man on earth who does good and does not sin.” (Ecclesiastes 7:20 NKJV) And from Romans 6:23: “The wages of sin is death. – but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ, our Lord.” The only righteousness we can have is Jesus’ righteousness, for He Himself said in Mark 16:16, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved, but he that believeth not shall be damned.” KJV. The most quoted verse of the New Testament, John 3:16 tells us “Whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish….” KJV. It has nothing to do with what we do, for all our righteousness is as filthy rags. Good works are not the ticket to the Kingdom of God. They are the fruit of it.

How about “We are all God’s children no matter which road we take to get to him – therefore we should be able to love one another and get along.” Yes, we are to love even the worst of sinners- but the rest is a lie. John 1:12 tells us “As many as received Him (that is Jesus) to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name.” NKJV To all others, when the time comes to meet their maker, he will say “I never knew you: Depart from Me, you lawbreakers!.” (Matthew 7:23 NKJV) What about the road to God? Are there many, or is there only one? Jesus said “Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and many are those entering through it.” (Matthew 7:13 NKJV)  What is that narrow way? He tells us, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life – no-one comes to the Father except through Me.” (John 14:6 NKJV)

So immediately we recognize another lie – that we all worship the same God except we just call Him by different names. NO! – Jesus says in John 14:9, “The one who has seen Me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father?’” John says in I John 2:23, “Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father either; He who acknowledges the Son has the Father also.” NKJV.  And in I John 5:10-12 he tells us “The one who does not believe God has made him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony God has given about His Son. And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life and this life is in His Son! The one who has the Son has life; the one who does not have the Son of God does not have life!”

Now of course I’ve taken all my proof from the Bible which I believe to be God’s inerrant Word to us, and if you don’t believe that, nothing I quote from the Bible is going to convince you of anything. That leads us to the next lie of the spirit of antichrist: (“The Bible is just one of many holy books – it is no more true than the Koran or the teachings of Buddha or any other leader of religion. It is just a guidebook to tell us how to live and they all do that. To say the Bible is the only true word of God is the height of arrogance and malignant fallacy.”)

If you believe this, I challenge you to read this book yourself, beginning with the book of John. Analyze it, compare it, question it, and with an open mind ask your generic all-inclusive god to reveal to you whether it is really His word or not. He takes no joy in the death of any man and He longs to lead you to the truth. If you let Him, He will.

To those of you who are Christians I say, “Be alert- keep your armor on and your sword drawn, for the devil is very real and still prowling around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. He may even be hiding in your church. We must know what the truth is in order to recognize the lies, as that fine line between truth and counterfeit becomes harder to see. Know your Bible – it is the power of God!”  Jesus tells us we do not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, and He promises, “If you continue in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed and you shall know the TRUTH and the truth will set you free! Hallelujah!
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In other messages I have focused on the importance of knowing the only source available today of absolute truth – the Word of God, and choosing to live our lives according to it.

Today I want to stress how crucial it is to instill these values in our children from early childhood on, and to pray for them and with them every day. Satan is working overtime on our children. He knows his time is short, and he knows if he can capture the hearts and souls of our children he will succeed in his desire to destroy the future of our country and stamp out all freedom to worship the god who is God.

Josh McDowell and Bob Hostetler have written a book for these times that I would encourage all Christian parents and grandparents to purchase. It is call “Right from Wrong- What you need to know to help youth make right choices.” – published by Word Publishing. Especially if you have teenagers who are keeping you awake nights, this book will help you get into their heads and understand better where they are coming from and why they do the things they do. Most of all I think it is a wake-up call to recognize what our children are up against and how they need our guidance now more than any previous generation ever did. McDowell calls it “passing the baton.” He says, “Have you ever watched a relay race? As the lead sprinter on each team runs the first leg of the race, the next runner gets set. He anxiously times his teammate’s arrival and begins running before the lead man overtakes him. Then the crucial moment arrives and the lead man passes the baton to the middle man. The process is repeated twice more in the race, as each man surrenders the baton to the next. A good track coach will tell you that the relay is often won or lost in the transfer of the baton. A miscalculation or hesitation at that point can cost the race.

We can transfer our values to the next generation, but a miscalculation or hesitation in passing the baton of truth can cost the race. --- As in a relay, we have a limited zone in which to make the transfer. If we as parents, grandparents, pastors, teachers and youth workers heed the lesson of history, counter the culture to the best of our ability, and clearly articulate the objective standard of truth behind our own morals and values, we will help ourselves – and our youth, to make the transfer.”

Our children are growing up in a culture that does not know right from wrong – a culture that says there is no absolute truth, that truth is to each person whatever he believes it to be, and so is morality – and no one person’s truth or moral choices are superior to any other. These are the messages coming into our children’s ears and minds from every direction, and no amount of effort on our part can shield them from this. McDowall says the generation now approaching or embarking on adulthood is:

“The first generation in history to be raised wholly under the influence of television (and I would add computers and cells phones) in an electric media – saturated society. 

They are the first generation in history to be raised without the influence of a close extended family; the first generation in history to be raised largely by parents who have never known deprivation or want; and the first generation in history to be raised by parents who assign the primary responsibility for their children’s education to someone else.”

When those of my generation were children, and even when my own children were young, Christian parents could pretty much depend on the public schools and their teachers to reinforce the same truths and values the children were taught at home and in Sunday school. This is no longer the case. Now even those teachers who want to teach values based on Biblical truth are often prohibited from doing so, while those who embrace anti-Christian or morally neutral values are given free reign. 

Granted, this problem is worse in most other areas of the country than in our community, but if we sit idly by and let this cancer spread, our children or grandchildren will also experience the brunt of it. This is why it is so important to know your children’s teachers and your school board. Attend the teacher’s conferences and school board meetings and vote in the school board elections while you still have a say. Be aware of what your children are learning in the major portion of their day. When they come home, spend some time talking to them about school and listen when they want to tell you what they did in school.

Monitor your child’s T.V. watching and the sites he visits on the internet. These are not just benign “things”. They have the power to mold minds and destroy souls.

Think I’m over-reacting? Consider this: In 1994, Campus Crusade for Christ under the direction of the Barna Research group conducted a confidential survey of over 3,700 youth randomly selected from Christian youth groups from 13 evangelical denominations in the U.S. and Canada. (These are “Christian” young people now – those most active in their churches.) The results? In the previous 3 months alone; 66% of the respondents ages eleven to eighteen lied to a parent, teacher or other adult; 59% lied to their peers; nearly half watched MTV at least once a week; one in three cheated on an exam; nearly one in four smoked a cigarette; one in five tried to physically hurt someone; one in nine got drunk and one in ten had used illegal drugs. By the time they reached 18, over half of Christian youth have engaged in sex or heavy petting; half say they are stressed out; over half say they are confused; and three fourths say they are looking for answers. McDowell says “the respondents to this survey are not the kids you think of when you hear about teen promiscuity, drug abuse and violence. They’re the kids in your church, the kids on your street, and the kids in your home and mine…. And they are in trouble!” This is now decades later, and it’s worse now than it was then. Our kids are hearing conflicting messages and they don’t know what is true or what is right or wrong. Our country and the world are returning to the days before there ever was a Bible to give us guidelines. As in the book of Proverbs chapter 21:2 “Every way of a man is right in his own eyes.” KJV.  They had no written word then, but we do. Many of us have multiple Bibles lying around our house, so we are without excuse. And these Bibles all warn us in Proverbs 14:12, “There is a way that seems right to a person, but its end is the way to death.” St Paul tells us in II Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, correcting and training in righteousness.” NIV. David knew this when he said in Psalm 119: 9 & 11 “How can a young man keep his way pure? By keeping Your Word. I have treasured Your Word in my heart so that I may not sin against you. 

Yes, there is such a thing as absolute truth. It comes from the author of truth – the One who is the Way, the truth and the life. This is the truth by which all other “truth” can be measured, and it is there for you – right there on your table or in your bookshelf. Know what it says and make it your goal to see to it that your children know it too. It is the only weapon they have to recognize the lies and stand against them. Show them how to run the race and when it’s time to pass the baton they will be ready. Please don’t drop it.
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The preparation of this week’s message has been a real struggle for me as I have carried for several days an oppressive heaviness in my soul that is both painful and paralyzing. As I tried to break through and asked God to show me what He wants me to say, my prayer seemed to bounce off the ceiling and nothing came. I’m not sure where this is coming from – whether it’s a depression with a physiological cause or a spiritual attack of the enemy. (Maybe it’s both) but I do know one thing: I have been here before and probably will be again, and my God is faithful. He is in control, He will bring me through it, and He will teach me something in the process. His word is true and His promises are solid. What I feel or don’t feel will not change that.

This week marks the beginning of a new chapter in my life as our Lord has paved the way and opened the doors for the formation of a new Bible-based counseling and prayer ministry through our local church. As a team of six of us begins training for this task I realize the gravity of such an undertaking – that is the responsibility involved, the time it will take and most of all, it’s potential to change lives. I believe without a doubt that the Lord is in this and this is something He has been preparing me for my entire life, and I know God never calls anyone to do anything He will not also equip us for. For this reason, I also believe the enemy of our souls will do anything he can to throw a monkey-wrench into the works, so I strongly suspect he is behind the heaviness I feel. If I allow myself to dwell on my own strength and abilities for this task I am sunk. In my own strength I will surely fail and Satan knows this. He is the accuser of the brethren, and if I allow him to he will plant doubts in my mind, often even under the guise of “common sense”. He’ll say things like, “What do you think you’re doing? You are a 64-year-old woman with arthritis; you don’t hear or see as well as you used to, and your memory isn’t as good either. There aren’t enough hours in the day now to get done what you want to do – how can you possibly think you can take on something as large as this? And what makes you think you are wise enough to help anybody else with problems when you can’t even handle your own? What are you thinking!!?”

Now I have to admit all these things are true – and if I were to focus on these inadequacies I surely would jump at the chance to back out. Sure, if it were up to me I would rather just relax in my recliner and take a nap. But you see Satan’s strategy has always been to tell only part of the story and to get us to focus on self. This is why we must be alert and keep the armor of God on at all times. This is why we must keep our sword drawn – why we must have the Word of God so much a part of who we are that it comes immediately to mind whenever it is needed to counter an attack. This is what Jesus did when tempted by Satan in the wilderness to focus on Himself. He countered every statement of the enemy with scripture, and He wants us to do likewise.

Paul tells us in II Corinthians 4:16-18: “Even though our outer person is being destroyed, our inner person is being renewed day by day. For our momentary light affliction is producing for us an absolutely incomparable eternal weight of glory. So, we do not focus on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”

C.H. Spurgeon once said, “For every trial God’s people have, there are exceedingly great and precious promises to help. Some of you have laid awake worrying about things that God has already answered in His word. You are like a person in the dark who is dying of hunger while locked in the kitchen.”

Worry and fear do not come from God! Paul tells us in II Timothy 1:7, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but one of power, love, and sound judgement.” In Philippians 1:6 he says, “He who started a good work in you will carry it on to completion”, and I Thessalonians 5:24 he says, “He who calls you is faithful; He will do it!”

What about this call of God then? Can He use even me? In I Corinthians 1:26-30 Paul says, “Brothers and sisters, consider your calling. Not many were wise from a human perspective, --- instead God has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen what is weak in the world to shame the strong. God has chosen what is insignificant and despised in the world – what is viewed as nothing – to bring to nothing what is viewed as something, so that no-one may boast in His presence. It is from Him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become wisdom from God for us.”

Charles Stanley puts it well in these words: “Many believers experience feelings of inadequacy because of fear. Some fear the responsibility that God has given them. Others fear failure or criticism. And still others fear yielding to God’s call on their lives. But God doesn’t call us to do things for His kingdom without equipping us to succeed. And it is there we realize the blessings of our inadequacies. Instead of fearing to venture into the unknown, we boldly go forth, trusting that if God is calling us there, He is going to help us every step of the way. Our inadequacies provide God the opportunity to demonstrate what great things He can do with so little. We know we are incapable, but He is capable of all, and He is in control!”

Joshua 1:9 promises: “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; be not afraid; nor be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” NKJV

Yes, we have these precious promises from Isaiah 40:29-31. “He gives power to the weak, and to those who have no might He increases strength. Even the youths shall faint and be weary, and young men utterly fall; but those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.” NKJV. From Isaiah 46:4, “Even to your old age I am He, and even to gray hairs I will carry you! I have made, and I will bear; Even I will carry, and will deliver you.”  NKJV. And from Chapter 58 verses 6,8,11-12 “Is not this the fast I have chosen?” to loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke? ---8: then ---your righteousness shall go before you; the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. ---11:The Lord will guide you continually --- you shall be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail ---12: And you shall be called the Repairer of the Breach,” NKJV

Praise God! I know He is the Way, the Truth and the Life. He is the road beneath my feet, the God who watches over me, the Spirit that walks along side, the Shepard who goes on ahead, the light that keeps my feet from stumbling and the voice behind me that says, “This is the way – walk ye in it! Hallelujah!
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In the gospel according to Matthew, chapter 16:15-18 NKJV, Jesus asks His disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” and Simon Peter answers, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God!” To this, Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you but My Father who is in heaven. And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” Simon’s name meant “stone”, but Jesus gave him a new name. From that day he would be called “Peter “–the rock! Jesus knew that although Peter would soon fall and deny his Lord, he would learn from that experience to never again depend on his own strength for anything. For the rest of his life Peter stood on the only foundation that will never crumble or fall – Jesus Christ – solid rock, and he stood firm even in the face of his own crucifixion. What is the rock Jesus was talking about that day? It was not the man, Peter, but rather his confession of faith: that Jesus was that rock – “the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”

We know this from Jesus words in Matthew 7:24-25: “Therefore, whoever hears these sayings of mine and does them, I will liken him to a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rains descended, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house; and it did not fall, for it was founded on the rock.” NKJV

Even the Old Testament prophets knew this rock: In Moses’ song from Deuteronomy 32:3-4, he says, “Oh, praise the greatness of our God! He is the Rock! His works are perfect and all His ways are just.“ NIV. David sang in Psalm 18:2, “The Lord is my Rock, my fortress and my deliverer; my God, my Rock where I seek refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation, My stronghold. 

Isaiah 26:3-4, also gives us this assurance when he says, “You will keep in perfect peace, whose minds are steadfast. because they trust in you. Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord, the Lord Himself, is the Rock eternal!” NIV

Then we have the confirmation from Paul in I Corinthians 10:3-4, referring to the children of Israel in the wilderness saying, “They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them – and that Rock was Christ.”

What comfort – what hope – to know without any doubt that Jesus Christ is our Rock and no matter what life throws our way, He cannot be moved. His Word is Truth and His promises are solid. He has promised us He will be there no matter what happens and no matter what we feel. “In this world you will have tribulation: “but – be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)

But what about those times when our whole world is turned upside down and there is no relief in sight – when the pain, the grief, the anguish is unbearable; When we feel so helpless and God seems to ignore our cries of “Why?! Why?!” – And He says, “Be of good cheer”? – “You’ve got to be kidding!!” we say – and then comes the guilt on top of it all because we know we’re supposed to trust Him, but it feels like He has just stabbed us in the back! Where is that solid Rock then?

One of the verses most quoted at times like these is Romans 8:28 which says, “We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to His purpose.” “But how can this be?” we wonder. “What possible good can come from this?”

Way back in 1975, Pastor William L Coleman wrote an article for “Eternity” magazine called “The Use and Abuse of Romans 8:38” It is still the best explanation of this verse I have ever read. Coleman says, this verse sounds good – even if we don’t comprehend it, we like to think it’s true and that in the end everything will turn out fine. But what does it really mean? He says, “Let’s begin by recognizing what it does not say. The Bible does not teach that God causes everything to happen. If you need proof of this, put your hand on a table and stab it with a knife. As it bleeds and you search for a Band-Aid, tell yourself two theological truths: One – ‘God did not stab you in the hand’ and two – ‘God did not stop you from stabbing yourself in the hand.’ Or suppose a man has an infected foot and refuses to care for it. If finally, the foot has to be amputated, do we then say, ‘I wonder what reason God has for taking his foot?’ No- there may be no lofty cause other than the man’s own negligence. God gets blamed for a lot of things for which He is not responsible. Now a second thing which this verse is accused of but does not say is that all things are good. All things are not good! Both the word of God and our own consciences tell us this. God does not tell us we have no injuries, heartbreaks or tragedies in life. Everything is not good. Isaiah 5:20 says, “Woe to those who call evil good.”

What Romans 8:28 does tell us is that God can take all things, even man’s clumsy blunders, and turn them into good. Use of this fact will allow us to turn life’s defeats into victories.

Now how does Paul know this is true? By personal experience. His whole life was one of suffering and persecution and setbacks as he worked to spread the gospel. In the end he was beheaded. Did God let him down? He didn’t think so. In all this he kept his feet on that solid rock.

Coleman says we also have a definite handicap in not being able to see the total picture of life. God says things work together. Puzzles are made up of pieces and we are given only one piece at a time while God had the whole finished picture.

So, Paul goes on to say in Romans 8:31, 35, + 37-39, “What, then, are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? ---35: Who can separate us from the love of Christ? Can affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? ---37:-No – in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. 38: For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, neither angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39: nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Yes – we can trust this promise – and we can say with the hymn-writer – “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness --- when darkness veils His lovely face, I rest on His unchanging grace – His oath, His covenant, His blood – support me in the whelming flood; When all around my soul gives way, He then is all my hope and stay. On Christ, the solid rock, I stand; all other ground is sinking sand.
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The Word – Alive

Who of us can take a walk on a clear starry night, look up at the sky and not proclaim with David: “When I observe your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you set in place, what is a human being that you remember him?” (Psalm 8:3-4) Or when we look around on a sunny day at the landscape around us or study the beauty of a single flower, could we not again declare David’s words in Psalm 19:1, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the expanse proclaims the work of His hands!” His beauty and majesty are all around us – the whole earth is full of His glory, and what we see with our eyes is such a minute fraction of the whole of it that it can’t even be measured. The wholeness of God’s creation is so vast we will never see the end in this life – from the huge expanding universe to the smallest particle never seen by the human eye even with the most powerful microscope. The evidence shows this to be true as astronomers continue to discover new galaxies, physicists discover hereto unknown parts of the atom, oceanographers now able to descend deeper into the black depths than ever before are finding living things down there we never knew existed, and explorers penetrating deeper into areas of the world where man has never been, find species of insects and birds and plants seen by the human eye for the very first time. Yet in the middle of this unmeasurable spectrum of wonder, most scientists still agree that the most complex single organism in all this vastness is the human brain – despite all our learning and all our study, we still can’t figure out how it works.

Now the Bible tells us God created all this out of nothing by speaking it into existence. Some time ago I saw a program over CBN with a man telling how physicists studying the origin of the universe have just come up with a new theory concerning the catalyst that began the process of the -so-called “Big Bang.” They think now it was sound waves striking a minute mass of matter that set the process in motion. Of course, now they have a new problem. They have to figure out where the matter came from in the first place – and where the sound waves came from. This is exciting to me as more and more “discoveries” of brilliant men only serve to validate what God’s word has said all along. As Christians, we have an advantage. We know where those sound waves came from.

John 1:1 & 14, says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” We know this is talking about Jesus, for he goes on to say, “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. We observed His glory, the glory as the One and Only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” God’s voice and God’s Word are one and the same, and now we hear that the triune God Himself is the Word. So, when we read Good’s Word, are we then actually reading God? Are we “reading” Jesus Christ? This is hard to comprehend – it is a mystery – but I think so. Hebrews 4:12 tells us, “The Word of God is living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow; and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.” NKJV

How can written words in a book be alive, you say. In the words of Moses to Joshua in Deuteronomy 32:47, “For they are not meaningless words to you but they are life.” Without the light of the Holy Spirit in us to reveal it’s spiritual truth, the words of the Bible will be to us like those of any other book. I Corinthians 2:14 tells us, “But the person without the Spirit does not receive what comes from the God’s Spirit because it is foolishness to him.  He is not able to understand it, since it is evaluated spiritually.”

But once I recognize my spiritual poverty and my need for a Savior, accept that His Word is true and yield to Him as Lord of my life, He comes in. He has promised this to all for He says in Revelation 3:20, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and open the door, then I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me.” KJV. From that point on God’s Word will never be just another book. We now have the interpreter – the “de-coder”, if you will, and we begin to see the hidden things we didn’t see before. We could read and study the Bible every day for the rest of our lives and never exhaust the treasures that are hidden there. The more we find, the more we hunger for, and God reveals to us just as much at one time as we are ready to hear. It builds on itself and we continue to be amazed as we see for the first time the truths hidden there we never saw before and how pieces of the puzzle found throughout the books all fit together into one beautiful picture. It’s like the popular holographic images hidden in a complicated pattern that appears to be just a consistent repetitive design. You can’t see it at first, but then as you hold it at just the right distance and focus your eyes just right, it suddenly jumps out at you – the 3-dimensional image of a horse or some other thing. Once you see it, it is so obvious, and you wonder – “Why couldn’t I see that before?”

That’s the way it is with God’s living Word – and the treasures are inexhaustible, just like the on-going discoveries of His physical creation. Proverbs 4:18 tell us, “The path of the just is as the shining light, that shineth more and more unto the perfect day.” KJV

Do you want to know more? So, you want to see more, hear more of what God has for you? You won’t find it in the world out there – you find it between the pages of that Holy Book – the written Word of God. In it are the answers to every question, every problem, and every heartache. Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be given to you, seek and you will find, knock and it will be opened to you.” (Matthew 7:7 NKJV) And in John 8:31-32, He promised us, “If you abide in My Word, you are my disciples indeed and you shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.” NKJV.  We are also promised in Proverbs 2:3-5, “If you call our for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure – then you will understand – the fear of the Lord – and find the knowledge of God.” NIV

Yes, dear friends – He longs to be one with you. Ask Him, and He will do it!
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We focused in another message on Jesus Christ as our solid Rock – the only sure foundation that enables us to stand without fear that the ground will give way beneath our feet. But a foundation is not just something solid to stand on. A foundation is a base on which to build. It does little good to have a firm foundation if all we do is stand on it and never build anything. Just as the foundation is crucial to the strength and endurance of a building, so is the framework and the materials used as we now begin to build, and first of all we must have a plan. A spiritual house that endures must be a stronghold – a place where we are safe and secure and where our enemy cannot break in. God’s Word is the blueprint for that house.

Remember the children’s folk tale, “The Three Little Pigs”? They built their houses side by side, so it was not the foundation which was at fault when the wolf blew the houses down. Those first two little pigs were foolish. They knew there was a big bad wolf out there, but they each wanted a house right now – and one that could be built cheaply and fast without much work involved. They probably watched smugly from their finished houses of straw and twigs while their brother struggled at hauling loads of bricks, studying his plans and carefully fitting each brick in place with mortar. They thought they were the smart ones as they relaxed in their easy chairs with no thought at all of what they would do if that old wolf showed up – and when he did, they lost it all.

This is the way we are sometimes. We’ll claim God’s promises and buy into the popular notion that God loves everybody and people are all basically good so God will take care of us. But God tells us through Paul in I Corinthians 3:10-15 --- “each one is to be careful how he builds on it. For no-one can lay any other foundation other than what has been laid down. That foundation is Jesus Christ. If anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, each one’s work will become obvious. For the day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire; the fire will test the quality of each one’s work. If anyone’s work that he has built survives, he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, he will experience loss but he himself will be saved - but only as through fire.

When things begin to go wrong in our lives, we doubt. We begin to ask questions – “Where are you, God?!!” “Where is the power I’m supposed to have as a Christian?” “Why don’t I have the victory?” “Where is that abundant life Jesus promised?” We forget that for every privilege we enjoy as children of God there is a flip side – and it’s called “responsibility”. God gave us His blueprint for living way back in the book of Exodus, and He told His people in Deuteronomy 11:26, “Behold, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse.” KJV.  He spelled out the benefits we would enjoy if we live according to His guidelines, and He also warned us of the grief and regrets we would harvest if we choose instead to live according to our own physical desires. This is a built-in natural law as sure as the law of gravity or the law of sowing and reaping. Our atonement through the blood of Jesus did not change this. There is still a consequence for every choice we make.

“What is the advantage then, to being a Christian?” you may ask. “Where is that ‘freedom” in Christ you keep talking about?” Jesus said it is the truth that sets us free. And this truth is not something that just comes with no effort on our part. We must “continue in His Word” to know the truth and as we do this He transforms us by the renewing of our minds. God works in our hearts through His Holy Spirit to change our desires, to give us the very mind of Christ. He says, “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, because I am lowly and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” (Matthew 11:29) Just as two oxen or horses yoked together can pull a heavy load, so He pulls right along with us in every uphill struggle. But we have a choice as to whether to let Him do this or not. If we stubbornly say, “I’ll do it myself – my way.” He won’t stop us – but He won’t stop us from falling on our face then either. Oswald Chambers writes, “When I stand face to face with Jesus Christ and say ‘I will not obey’, He will never insist. But when I do this, I am backing away from the recreating power of His redemption. It makes no difference to God’s grace what an abomination I am, if I will only come to the light. But ‘Woe is me” is I refuse the light. When I am born again by the Spirit of God, I know that Jesus Christ did not come only to teach – He came to make me what He teaches I should be. Sanctification means the impartation of the holy qualities of Jesus to me. It is the gift of His patience, love, holiness, faith, purity and godliness – It is as ‘impartation’, not an imitation – the mystery of sanctification is that all the perfect qualities of Jesus are at my disposal. Consequently, I slowly but surely begin to live a life of inexpressible order, soundness and holiness – kept by the power of God.”

Growing up in Christ works the same way as physical growth. Babies need to be fed milk – not meat. I Peter 2:2-3 says, “As newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby: If so be ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious.” KJV  As we grow we then begin to digest solid food – we continue in the Word and find the meat that makes us healthy and strong in our faith, just as we build our house of quality materials that will make it safe and secure from every evil attack.

In Revelation 2:7, the glorified Jesus tells us, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches --- to him who overcomes, I will give to eat from the tree of life, which is in the midst of the paradise of God.” NKJV.  What is it He is talking about here that we must overcome? I John 2:16-17 says, “For all that is in the world –the lust of the flesh, and the desire of the eyes, and the vaunting of life, is not from the Father but is from the world. And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God abideth forever.” KJV. In Titus 2:11-12, we hear that “the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously and godly lives in this present age.” NKJV. “So then”, says Colossians 2:6-7, “just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in Him, rooted and built up in Him, strengthened in the faith you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.” NIV. Yes, thank Him. There is victory in Jesus as He works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. The architect and builder of our spiritual house is God. Let Him have His way in you.
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This week we commemorate the anniversary of that terrible day we woke up to the news that our country had been maliciously attacked by terrorists. By the end of the day, we knew we would never be the same again. We in Middle America watched from afar as the people of New York and Washington struggled to pick up the pieces of shattered lives. We saw good come out of the rubble as Americans from all walks of life came together as one and there seemed to be a massive return to traditional reverence for God. The flags still fly and we remember those who died. But I have noticed something in the last few weeks that I hadn’t seen before. Those who survived the horror of that day – some with massive permanent injuries – are coming forth now to tell their stories.

As I was preparing this message I watched the stories of two of those survivors on “Nightline”. Both of them had been critically burned in the attack on the pentagon and are still fighting to regain the ability to accomplish simple daily tasks that you and I take for granted. The face of the woman is horribly disfigured and she no longer has fingers or ears. She told how she just wanted to die and begged her husband to let her. But he loved her through it all, gently caring for her and encouraging her every step of the way. The love in his eyes for her was very apparent even in one short hour. He loved her for what she was inside, and she responded. It reminded me of God’s patient gentle love for us. Their love is an inspiration.

The young officer in this feature has just gone back to work, proudly wearing his uniform with a black headband above his partially missing ears in memory of those who didn’t survive. He is a Christian, and made no secret that he believes God has been with him all the way and has brought him through this for a reason. He now goes around to schools and wherever he is asked to tell his story and witness to the love of God.

Focus on the Family featured two survivors of the twin towers this week. Both of them are convinced that it was God who brought them through. Dawn Robinson said she “knew” she was going to die, but was amazed to find that “peace that passes all understanding” was with her because she knew she was in the arms of Jesus whether she lived or died. Janelle Guzman worked on the 64th floor when the building collapsed. In spite of all the tons of rubble on top of her, she lived and was the last survivor pulled out after 27 hours. She prayed the whole time, giving her life to Christ and making Him many promises she is still determined to make good. She called out to God, “Are you there?” “Are you listening?” “Show me a sign.” She lifted up her only free hand and someone grabbed it. “My name is Paul,” he said, “I will hold your hand.” Once pulled free she asked everyone she saw, searching for Paul to thank him, but no-one could account for anyone named Paul or anyone who had held her hand. She is convinced he was an angel, and she’s telling everyone so.

These are only a few of the hundreds who lived to tell about it, and I am convinced there are many more with similar stories. The families and friends of those who died also have testimonies of the good God has brought out of the horror and the grief.

When something terrible happens – especially when it’s on a large scale – the first thing people ask is, “Where was God?” I propose to you that God was right where He always is – right there in the middle of that fiery furnace, holding the hand of every single person who died, hearing every prayer. He felt all the anguish, all the pain of every terrified suffering person in the chaos of that day, and He still weeps with all those who mourn.

How do I know this? Because I know His Word is true, and He has told us so. Through the psalmist He has promised it in Psalm 91, David tells us, 1: “The one who lives under the protection of the Most High dwells in the shadow of the Almighty. 2: I will say concerning the Lord, who is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust: 5: You will not fear the terror of the night, the arrow that flies by day, 6: the plague that stalks in the darkness or the pestilence that ravages at noon. 9: Because you have made the Lord my refuge, the Most High – your dwelling place. And in Psalm 46:2: Therefore, we will not fear, though the earth be removed, and though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea. --- 7: The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.” NKJV

Jesus Himself tells us in John 6:63, “It is the Spirit who gives life, the flesh profits nothing.” NKJV. We tend to forget that God’s thoughts are not like our thoughts for they are higher than ours. He sees the whole picture, and He sees it all from the other side. Those in Christ who died that day in the buildings and in the planes did not really die at all, because they already had eternal life. They only passed through a portal. And just as that angel was there for Janelle Guzman, we can be sure there were angels there for every person who died to take them by the hand and lead them through that portal. Charles Stanley says, “the way God allows people to leave this life has nothing to do with whether He loves them or not. This is one of the most difficult things for people to understand and accept about God. His love is not determined by what happens to us nor by whether we feel it or not. His love is unchanging.”

Yes, even though God has a different agenda and His ways are hard for us to understand, His very nature is love – and that love is poured out on every individual. Scripture says He gathers every tear and stores them in a bottle. Jesus wept over the death of Lazarus and the anguish of his sisters – yet He tells us in Luke 12:4 and 6-7, “I say to you, my friends, don’t fear those who kill the body and after that can do nothing more ---- 6: Aren’t five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten in God’s sight. 7: Indeed, the hairs of your head are counted. Don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”

Oswald Chambers writes: “Fill your mind with the thought that God is there. And once your mind is truly filled with that thought, when you experience difficulties, it will be as easy as breathing for you to remember. ‘My heavenly Father knows all about this.’ Sin, sorrow and suffering are, and it is not for us to say that God made a mistake in allowing them. --- The only way to find yourself is in the fires of sorrow. Why it should be this way is immaterial. ---If you will receive yourself in the fires of sorrow, God will make you nourishment for other people --- There is nothing that can come between the love of God and a saint on the spiritual level. We are super-victors with a joy that comes from experiencing the very things which look as if they are going to overwhelm us. We are ‘more than conquerors’ through Him in all these things – not in spite of them, but in the midst of them. The experiences of life, whether they are everyday events or terrifying ones, are powerless to ‘separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’”

In conclusion, I want to encourage you – if you have not yet asked this God of Love – this Jesus who died for you – to be Lord of your life, please don’t wait any longer. Those who went to work as usual the morning of September 11th and those who boarded the planes had no warning that in the next few hours they would be stepping into eternity. Especially in these uncertain times when we could be on the brink of war we have no way of knowing when that time may come just as suddenly for us. Are you ready? He is not willing that any should perish. Take His hand today.
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When our precious Savior was hung on that cruel tree to pay the price for our sins, II Corinthians 5:21 tells us, “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” NKJV. His “being made to be sin” was an instantaneous one-time thing – the supreme sacrifice of His very nature to the point that His loving, merciful and gracious Father turned His back on His only Son because He is also a Holy and just God, and He could not look at the ugliness of it. This was the ultimate exchange – our sin for His righteousness. In one sense this gift of righteousness was instantaneous, as the veil in the temple signifying our separation from God was torn in two, giving us access for the first time to that Holy of Holies where we could approach the mercy-seat – the very throne of the God of the universe. It is because the penalty has been paid – when God looks at us now He sees us covered in the snow-white robes washed in the blood of the lamb. The fellowship He had with man before the fall has been restored.

But in another sense this “becoming the righteousness of God” is a process – a process of being transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we become more and more like Christ as we grow up in Him. And there are a lot of growing pains along the way. We still have to live in these physical bodies which remain under the curse – these bodies still get sick, they still hurt, they still grow old – and then they die. Why? Because they still sin! The power of sin over us has been broken on the cross so we no longer have to sin – yet we still do!

Paul tells us the flesh and the spirit are at war with one another and it is a constant battle. Even he knew he did things he shouldn’t do and failed to do the things he should, and he asked, “O wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” (Romans 7:24 KJV) Yet he also knew the victory had already been won. In his own flesh he could do absolutely nothing, but then he said in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” KJV. That is where our strength comes from, and it is the only place it comes from. Over and over again we forget this – we attempt to live a righteous life in our own strength and then we wonder why we end up flat on our face. But every time, along comes Jesus, ready to help us back up, dust us off and set us back on that narrow road where He walks right along with us. All we have to do is reach out our hand to His and let Him do it. Now although we rarely see it at the time, these times when we fall on our faces are good for us because it is only through those times that we see our own helplessness and learn to rely on Him. The more Christ like we become the more we see how sinful we are and the more we allow Him to work in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. I believe this process is what Jesus is talking about to the churches in the book of Revelation when He says, “He that has ears to hear, let him hear.” (Revelation 2:7 for instance) This is the process of “overcoming”, and it is His work – not ours.

Have you ever wondered why Jesus was so harsh and so critical of the scribes and Pharisees of His day? He called them a “brood of vipers” (Matthew 12:34) – hypocrites of the worst kind! They didn’t think so, and neither did most of the religious people who followed their teachings. The Pharisees were the pillars of society, the “church elders”, the “church council” – their whole lives were wrapped up in following God’s laws to the letter and then some. What did Jesus see that they didn’t? He said they were “blind guides” (Matthew 23:24) and when the blind lead the blind, they both fall into the ditch. – What they couldn’t see was that they were still full of the decaying “dead men’s bones” of sin, and they thought they could live a holy life for God without any help from God. They forgot that God does not judge by outward appearances but He looks at the heart – the part that others don’t see.

Are there Pharisees in our churches today? More than we will ever know – because you see we are not even capable of judging just who is a hypocrite and who is not, and as soon as I decide someone else is a hypocrite, that makes me one!

Mark Twain said, “Everyone is a moon, and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.” There are many people coming to church every Sunday wearing masks because they are afraid if they show who they really are and confess the sins they struggle with, they will be rejected and condemned. It has been said that the church has the only army that shoots its own wounded. The church is not meant to be a showcase for saints – it is to be a hospital for sinners. In James 5, Jesus’ own brother tells us we are to confess our sins to one another and pray for each other so that we can be healed. How can we do that if we all hide behind the masks?

Now I’m not saying we are to accept or condone blatant sin within our church family. We are commanded to be discerning.  The word “judge” itself does not mean to condemn. It means rather to use discernment to determine the right or wrong of a thing. Are we in a position to do that? When we have the Holy Spirit living in us, we are told He will guide us into all truth, and His Word is truth. So, if we are grounded in that Word, then we are qualified to discern where a rare confrontation may be necessary in the church. In fact, Paul tells us in I Corinthians 5:12, “For what business is it of mine to judge outsiders (non-believers)? Don’t you judge those who are inside?” By this he again meant we are to help each other in our battles with sin – not out of a critical spirit but out of love and concern. In Galatians 6:1-5, Paul emphasizes that we are to carry each other’s burdens and this may involve working to restore a brother or sister who is caught in a sin. This is a safeguard for the church from those who would use the words, “judge not” out of context as a license to live in sin. But even in these cases the final judgement is God’s, not ours, for only He can see into the heart.

Jesus says in Matthew 7:1-3, “Do not judge, so that you won’t be judged. For you will be judged, by the same standard with which you judge others, and you will be measured by the same measure you use. Why do you look at the splinter in your brother’s eye but don’t notice the beam of wood in your own eye?”

This tells me I am no better than any other sinner just because they may sin in a different area of their life than I do. God does not rate sin like we do according to how socially acceptable one’s behavior is. He judges sin according to His law which is based on His love, and He measures the thoughts and intents of the heart. That’s why Paul says in I Corinthians 4:5 “So, don’t judge anything prematurely, before the Lord comes, who will both bring to light what is hidden in darkness and reveal the intentions of the hearts.”

We must remember as we grow in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit that some people are going to be more mature than others simply by virtue of the fact that they had a higher starting point. Are we to take credit for that? No- it is only by the grace of God.

Oswald Chambers says, “Stop having a measuring stick for other people! There is always at least one more fact which we know nothing about, in every person’s situation. Jesus’ instructions with regard to judging others is very simply put; He says, “Don’t.” – The Holy Spirit is the only one in the proper position to criticize – and He alone is able to show what is wrong without hurting and wounding. I have never met a person I could despair of, or lose all hope for, after discerning what lies in me apart from the grace of God.”
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I want to talk about mistakes today. There is not one of us who doesn’t make mistakes, and God does not hold this against us “for He knows how we are formed – He remembers that we are dust.” (Psalm 103:14 NIV) But His plan for us is to learn from the mistakes we make, and so often we don’t. So many times, it’s as though there is a short in our brain in the connection between the concepts of cause and effect, so that we make the same mistakes over and over again, and then we just can’t understand why things aren’t working for us.

When I first learned to drive, it did not compute in my mind that when backing out of a parking spot, if you turn the wheel too soon your front end is going to make a nice long gash in the side of the car next to you. I had to make this same mistake three times before I figured out what I was doing wrong. I could say the only accidents I have ever had were with empty parked cars, so there was no way I could ever convince anyone it was the other guy’s fault. I finally did learn, though, but it was an expensive way to do it.

A Story is told about two hunters who chartered a plane to fly them to a remote region in Canada to hunt for elk. When the plane returned for them a few days later, the hunters presented six elk they intended to take back with them. The pilot explained to then, however, that his plane could only carry four of the elk. “But we took out six last year,” protested one of the hunters, “and the plane was exactly like this one – same horsepower and everything!” The pilot reluctantly agreed to load all six elk. The plane struggled during takeoff and was unable to gain sufficient altitude to climb out of the valley. It crashed near the top of the mountain. To their great fortune, all three men survived. As they stumbled out of the wreckage, one of the hunters asked the dazed pilot, “Do you know where we are?” The other hunter quickly looked around and answered confidently, “I think we’re about a mile from where we crashed last year.”

We laugh at this, but it’s not so funny when we realize we are often just a dense when it comes to learning from our mistakes. Part of the problem is we don’t like to admit we’ve made a mistake in the first place. And then it’s so easy to blame it on what someone else said or did. Another of my own weak areas is when it comes to scheduling my time, especially when I have a deadline or a certain time I have to be somewhere. You would think by my age I would know things always take longer than I think they will. Planning for Christmas is a good example. There are so many things I want to do and I always think I start plenty early, but every year I run out of time and must let something go undone. The problem? I forget to allow for the time gobblers that are unexpected and not on my list. Then when they come I find myself getting irritated with people through no fault of theirs. I recognize then how easy it is to allow my mistakes to become sin as they hurt other people. Thank God I am better than I used to be, but I am a slow learner.

Oswald Chambers says “When we fail to learn a lesson God wants to teach us He will bring us back in countless ways to the same point over and over again. And He never tires of bringing us back to that one point until we learn the lesson, because His purpose is to produce the finished product. It may be a problem arising from our impulsive nature, but again and again, with the most persistent patience, God has brought us back to that particular point. Or the problem may be our idle and wandering thinking, or our independent nature and self-interest. --- Whatever it may be, God will point it out with persistence until we become entirely His.”

When we make foolish choices that result in mistakes or even failure, God allows us to fall on our faces in order that we may learn. Just as we human parents do our children no favors when we bail them out of problems of their own making, God will not take responsibility for ours. He expects us to pick ourselves up, admit our mistakes and try to do better next time. Then He will walk alongside and help us in that effort. 

Are these mistakes “sin”? Usually not, but there is a fine line there sometimes. If I make an honest mistake with no evil intent, that is not sin – just as giving false information because you are mistaken is not a lie. God looks at the intent of what we say and do more than at the result of it. But when we’ve made the same mistake over and over and it eventually ends up in harm to others, we are responsible, and if we refuse to recognize that, we will be held accountable. If misinformation we give due to ignorance turns into harmful gossip, we are responsible. Any situation where our actions or words hurt someone or where they violate God’s laws must be brought to His throne of grace and mercy as soon as we become aware of what we have done. We must admit the mistake and then also do all that is in our power to make amends to anyone who was hurt by it. The method of handling such situations is spelled out for us in our user’s manual in the fourth chapter of Leviticus. Of course, we no longer are required to bring a burnt offering for atonement because all our sins, whether intentional or not, have been atoned for by the blood of the supreme sacrifice – Jesus Christ. But the point is made that the mistakes we make are of no little consequence with God. He wants to transform us by the renewing of our minds into vessels fit for His use. We are to grow as He molds and prunes us and fills us with the living water that is to flow out to others, and that will not happen if we don’t recognize and admit that we need it.

I want to touch briefly now on another problem that is on the increase in our society – that of making light of our sins by calling them “mistakes”. There are some people who have never opened a Bible and who are buying into the enemy’s lie that truth is relative and there is no such thing as absolute right and wrong. They are acting out of ignorance but sinning nonetheless. And then there are those who do know what they are doing but their consciences have been seared so they seek to justify their actions with the words, “I made a mistake.” They are saying, I am only human and everyone makes mistakes so it’s no big deal and since I’m admitting I did it I should be excused and should not have to incur any consequences for it or be seen as a “bad person.” Oswald Chambers says, “Repentance always brings a person to the point of saying ‘I have sinned.’ The surest sign that God is at work in his life is when he says that and means it. Anything less is simply sorrow for having made foolish mistakes – a reflex action caused by self-disgust.” (I would add to that “Often a reflex action to simply being found out.”) A child of the light will confess sin instantly and stand completely open before God. But a child of the darkness will say, “O, I can explain that!” When the light shines and the Spirit brings conviction of sin, be a child of the light. Confess your wrong doing and God will deal with it. If, however, you try to vindicate yourself, you prove yourself to be a child of the darkness. If the Spirit of God detects anything in you that is wrong, He doesn’t ask you to make it right. He only asks you to accept the light of the truth – admit it, be willing to learn and come to Him – and then He will make it right.
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I want to begin today’s talk with a story:

There once was a pastor who carried a burden of long-past sin buried deep in his heart. He had committed this sin many years before and had long ago repented – yet he had suffered years of remorse over the incident without any sense of God’s forgiveness. Now there was a woman in his church who deeply loved God and claimed to have visions in which Jesus Christ spoke to her. The pastor, skeptical of her claims, asked her, “The next time you speak to the Lord, would you please ask Him what sin your minister committed while he was in seminary?” The woman agreed and when she came to church a few days later, the pastor asked, “Did He visit you?” “Yes”, she said. “And did you ask Him about my sin?” “Yes, I asked Him.” She replied. “Well, what did He say?” “Looking with love into her pastor’s eyes, she took his hands in hers and replied, “He said, ‘I don’t remember.’”

Are you one who can identify with the pastor in this story? Is there a sin in your past – or maybe many sins – that still haunt you today? Are you living every day with regrets over a past that can’t be changed, wishing you could turn back the clock and undo what you did? Or are you grieving because you are getting on in years and now realize you have wasted the best years of your life on selfish pursuits that don’t satisfy and priorities that don’t amount to a hill of beans? Let’s talk about this.

Oswald Chambers says, “When our Lord faced either people with all the forces of evil in them, or people who were clean-living, moral and upright, He paid no attention to the moral degradation of one, or the moral attainment of another. He looked at something we do not see – namely, the nature of man. The nature of sin is not immorality and wrongdoing – it is “wrong being” – the nature of self-realization which leads us to say, ‘I am my own god!’ This nature may exhibit itself in proper morality or improper immorality, but it always has a common basis – my claim to my right to myself.”

We are born with an inclination toward sin. We call it “original sin”, and there is not one of us who does good and sins not – no – not one. We think we can control our own lives and shouldn’t have to listen to God or anyone else who tries to tell us what to do or not do. But we forget that without God we are depraved and we will sin no matter how determined we are not to. There is an enemy out there prowling around waiting for someone to devour. He is a liar, and he thrives on lying to us, telling us just what we want to hear, building up our egos and saying, “You don’t need God! You’re intelligent and capable of handling your own life. Do what you think is right for you – don’t worry about what anybody else thinks.” It sounds so good and feels good too – at first.

This was the mindset of the prodigal son from Jesus’ parable in Luke 15. He had an inheritance at his disposal which he hadn’t done one thing to earn. It was a free gift from his father. David Wilkerson suggests this inheritance represented his own interests – his talents, abilities, all the things he used to face life and its problems. He said to himself, “I’ve got intelligence, good wits, and a good background. I can go out and do it on my own.” So, he left, taking his entire inheritance with him and leaving nothing to come back to. He had no intention of coming back. But he ended up in the devil’s pig pen wallowing in emptiness and starving to death. There was nothing left for him to draw upon. He had exhausted all his own resources and finally realized where all his self-reliance had brought him. What was it that finally woke him up? It was when he remembered all the abundant provisions in his father’s house that he had never appreciated and that he had turned his back on. Even the lowly servants at home had more than he did!

When the prodigal came back, this father had no decision to make. He was not debating between condemning his son or forgiving him. Luke 15:20 tells us: “When he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, ran and fell on his neck and kissed him.” NKJV. He had been watching the road and waiting for this day. Now he ran to him, embraced him and kissed him. Did he then say, “Son, I’m glad you’re home, but we need to have a little talk?” Did he ask, “Where have you been?! How many harlots did you lie with? How much money is left in your bag? I want an accounting!?” No – there is no mention of any of that. Instead, he put a new robe on him, new shoes on his feet, and a ring on his finger – and gave him a party!

Now we know these parables were what Jesus used to illustrate what the kingdom of heaven is like – and what His father is like. In Luke 15:7 and 10, He tells us “in the same way” there is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents. The father’s love is revealed in this story by his longing for the return of his son and the joy that was restored to him once he knew his son was once again safe at home where he belonged. He didn’t hold the son’s sins over his head. In the same way, we are told that when we repent, God drowns our sins in the midst of the sea and removes them from us as far as the east is from the west.

Does this mean then that we can sin all we want and there will be no consequences as long as we finally repent? No – when we sincerely repent we are forgiven, but this does not change the law of sowing and reaping. Disobedience has fierce repercussions. Feelings of guilt, shame and worthlessness are just some of the emotional consequences that are hard to shake. Broken lives, destroyed marriages and bitter disputes also result from disobedience and sin – while sin cannot change God’s eternal love for us, it certainly disrupts our fellowship with the Savior because it alienates us from God’s blessings. Oswald Chambers says God does hold us accountable for what we refuse to see or are unable to see because of our sin. What deep, unending sadness for what might have been! God never again opens the doors that have been closed. He opens other doors, but He reminds us that there are doors which we have shut – doors which had no need to be shut. Never be afraid when God brings back your past. Let your memory have its way with you. It can be a minister of God to others who are where you once were. God will turn what might have been into a wonderful lesson of growth for the future. You will suffer the loss of what might have been. The prodigal did not get another share of the inheritance he had wasted – that was gone – but he did share in the abundance that still belonged to his father.

In Psalm 51: we see the heart of David when he realized what he had done and repented of adultery and murder. He said, 3: “My sin is always before me. 7: Purify me with hyssop, and I will be clean. Wash me and I will be whiter than snow. ---10-13: Create a clean heart for me, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not banish me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore the joy of your salvation to me, and sustain me by giving me a willing spirit. Then will I teach the rebellious your ways and sinners will return to you. 16-17: You do not want a sacrifice, or I would give it. The sacrifices pleasing to God is a broken spirit. You will not despise a broken and humble heart, God.”

When you return to God, He does not ponder whether He should accept you back “this time”. Rather, He throws His arms open, runs toward you, gathers you up and welcomes you home. No matter how far you are from God today, He wants you back. You have not slipped too far away from Him, because the only good in you was from Him in the first place. Don’t envy the pigs – run back to the father. And when you get there, don’t dwell on where you were – enjoy the party!
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Last message we talked about the subject of repentance through Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son from Luke 15. We saw the analogy of the wonderful good news that our heavenly Fathers mourns for those who go astray and waits and watches with longing for their return. And when they do, He does not scold or condemn but rejoices and embraces the one who was lost and is found. Scripture tells us there is joy among the angels in heaven over one sinner who repents.

But there is another lesson in this parable (in fact, there are two) which is often overlooked as an inconsequential afterthought to the story. We’re going look into that today.

Have you been a Christian all your life? Were you brought up in a Christian home, did you learn and accept without question the salvation story as a young child, and have you always gone to church and led a moral life? If someone were to ask you to pinpoint the day you became a Christian, would you reply, “there never was a time when I wasn’t”? Did you find it hard to relate to the story of the return of the prodigal because you never strayed from the path in the first place? If this describes you, then today’s lesson is for you.

The other story is in Luke 15 verses 25 - 27. “Now, his older son was in the field. As he came near to the house, he heard music and dancing. So, he summoned one of the servants questioning what these things meant. ‘Your brother is here, he told him, ‘and your father has slaughtered the fattened calf because he is back safe and sound!’

The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So, his father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father in Luke 15:29-30, “Look! I have been slaving many years for you and never disobeyed your orders! Yet you never gave me a goat so I could celebrate with my friends! But when this ‘son of yours’ came who has devoured your assets with prostitutes, you slaughtered the fatted calf for him!!!!’”

Can you identify with the indignation of this older brother? I sure can. David Wilkerson could too. He tells us, “I’ve known the Lord all my life. I never was in the world. I never smoked a cigarette, never touched a drug, and never lived in adultery. I worked hard to live for the Lord. Then I would see a convert come to Jesus who had once lived in sin. And when he came back, suddenly he was dancing, rejoicing – happy and carefree! He had come to Christ with simple faith, and he no longer had any guilt or feeling of condemnation for the things he had done! – Yet, I sat back thinking, ‘Sure – he’s singing and praising now – but has he really changed? Will we be able to see it once the party’s over? I paid the price for my place in the kingdom – I’ve served Him for years – and yet I still have burdens and cares. At times I still feel guilt or confusion – and then here this one comes in dancing! He walks in and passes me up with simple faith in God’s word. Lord – it’s not right! He’s so free, and my life is so complicated!”

Jesus also told other parables that illustrate this same principle that’s so hard for us to accept. We remember the story of the Pharisee and the Publican in Luke 18. In the eyes of the observers there was no question as to who was the most righteous – of course it was the Pharisee! But Jesus said “No” – the Publican went home the more justified, because he recognized the blackness of his heart, admitted it and repented. The Pharisee depended on his own righteousness and was blind to his own sinful heart.

Then there was the parable of the workers in the vineyard from Matthew 20. The workers who had worked all day cried, “Foul!” when the owner paid the same wages to those who had worked only one hour. This certainly appeals to our sense of what’s fair and what’s not. Yet the landowner, who represents God, replied in verses 13-15, “He replied, Friend, I am doing you no wrong! Didn’t you agree with me on a denarius? Take what’s yours and go. I want to give this last man the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with what is mine? Are you jealous because I am generous?”

Charles Stanley says," You can feel the resentment rankling in the older brother’s response to his father. He was so angry he couldn’t even refer to his sibling as his brother; he called him ‘this son of yours.’ Certainly, jealousy played a part in his emotions (After all, this no-good bum of a brother had gone off to party and left him home to do double the share of work!) But at the heart of his difficulty was an attitude of self-righteousness. To him, sonship was an earned right; to the Father, sonship was an inheritance – the unchanging privilege of relationship.”

Oswald Chambers says, the nature of sin is not immorality and wrong doing – it is wrong being – the nature of self-realization which leads us to say, “I am my own God.” Jesus didn’t condone the sins of the outcasts – He stood against sin and was angered by injustice. Yet, it was the sinner, the wounded, the broken-hearted, the ashamed, the shunned, the guilty, the sick, the leprous, the lame and the blind that felt His value and love for them the most. He communicated to them the love of the Father, and that He was not angry with them. He gave to them whether they “deserved” it or not.

It’s so easy to devalue those who do not match up to our standards of what is good and right. It makes us feel better about ourselves to see ourselves as more right, more mature, more “spiritual” than the other person. 

It is this attitude of superiority and the sense of having to earn the privilege of the Father’s blessings that keeps us from enjoying them now – and this brings us to the second lesson here. These are the things that prevented the older brother from coming in to the feast. His father must have been heartbroken. Surely he had told him before, Luke 15:31 “Son, he said to him, ‘you are always with me and everything I have is yours.” This brother represents those of us who are waiting to get to heaven before appropriating all the good things of God. As Christians, we aren’t going to inherit the Kingdom of God when we die – we already have it! Indeed, the storehouses are wide open, and His riches full to overflowing! God is pleading with you in Hebrews 4:16- KJV to “come boldly unto the throne of grace” now! Your sin is covered by the blood of the lamb! You are already seated in the heavens at His right hand – because that’s where Jesus is, and you are part of His body. The work is finished at the cross. All the blessings of God are yours now – you don’t have to earn them or go to the Father and beg for what He has – No – it is He who comes to you and invites you in, saying, “All I have is yours – Come and get it!!!
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The last two weeks our talks have been centered on Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son from Luke 15. I thought I had said all I was supposed to say about this story and was prepared to go on to something else this week. But then something that happened several years ago came to mind, and I remembered what God had taught me through that. There is yet another message for us in this parable. So here I am again with a third lesson from the story of the Prodigal Son.

My husband and I once had a black cat. (For those of you who are not “cat persons”, please bear with me – there is a message here.)  Now this cat was born one year in October in one of our out-buildings which was once a chicken house. It was a bad time of year for new wild kittens because winter was coming, and in December that year it was very cold with deep snow. Then the mother evidently ran out of milk, and because the kittens were wild we couldn’t get near them. The snow was too deep for them to find food, so they all starved and froze to death – or so we thought.

The day after Christmas as I was burning all the wrappings and trash from our family celebration, here came this little black ball of fluff slowly walking on top of the snow straight toward me and crying for all he was worth, which wasn’t very loud at all because he was so weak. This wild little creature who was afraid of humans came right up to me as if to say, “Please help me.” So, he became the first house-cat we ever had, and to this day I believe this was a little gift from God both to me and to the cat. We named him “John Henry” and he became a wonderful companion. I finally understand now how it is that people can get so attached to their pets. 

Well, early one Sunday morning I let him outside as usual, expecting him to be back by evening as he always was – only this time he didn’t come back. When he wasn’t back by Monday night I began to worry. We had heard there were coyotes in the woods across the road along the river and I was afraid he might have wandered too far and met his demise. So, I began to pray for my cat. I reasoned that God had made him too; He had brought him to me to save his life in the first place and he could do that again. Besides He knew how much I cared for that cat, and I know that as a loving father, He cares about what things are important to his children. As I prayed I waited and watched, and waited some more. Many times a day and even in the night I looked out the windows to see if he might be out there or if he might be by one of the doors waiting for me to let him in. When there was no sign of him yet Wednesday morning I had made up my mind I was going to go looking for him. I would start first with the outbuildings in case he might have somehow gotten locked in; then I would go down the hill by the creek where he went sometimes to see if he may have gotten tangled in some of the old barbed wire fencing down there; and next I would start to check the trails in the woods across the road. I was not yet ready to give up hope.

As I was just about ready to start out on my search, my husband came in from outside and said, “Come and call your cat – I just saw him run into the bushes!” My heart leaped for joy, and hardly daring to believe it, I called his name. Here came John Henry on the run and directly into the house. He was very hungry but otherwise just fine. As soon as he filled his stomach he came to me to let me know he wanted me to sit down in my recliner so he could come up into my lap. Then he fell asleep and slept there for over an hour. Now I have no idea where John Henry was all that time, or why, but it didn’t matter – God knew, and I believe He answered my prayer and He wanted to teach me something through this experience. The lesson is this:

The worry, the grief and the longing that I felt when my beloved pet was lost, and the overwhelming joy when he came home, are but a small taste of that which the father felt over his prodigal son. How his heart must have been breaking as he watched that road and waited, day after day. And then when he saw him coming at last – the love, the compassion and the joy that must have flooded his whole being as he ran to meet him, wrapped him up in his arms, and wept, Luke 15: 32 says - “…this brother of yours was dead and is alive again – he was lost and is found.”

The Bible tells us our God is not willing that any should perish, but that all men should come to the knowledge of the truth. He knows how many hairs are on the head of each and every person He has ever made, and He loves them all. Jesus told another parable in Luke 15 to illustrate the same principle. He said if a man has a hundred sheep and just one of them goes astray, will he not leave the ninety-and-nine to search for that one who is lost? And when he finds it he gathers it up in his arms and carries it on his shoulders rejoicing. He calls his friends, saying, verse 6 says, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my lost sheep!” Then He says in verse 7, “In the same way, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner that repents.”

God’s heart aches for those who are lost. Jesus wept over the city of Jerusalem, for the people that were in it – His people who refused to see the truth. He cried in both Matthew 23:37 and Luke: 13:34, “O Jerusalem – Jerusalem – how often I have longed to gather your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing.” NIV

Yet as God’s heart is breaking over His lost sheep – His lost sons and daughters, we go about our business as usual. Jesus says in Luke 10:2, “the harvest truly is great, but laborers are few.” KJV. How many of us have people we love who are lost and this doesn’t even seem to concern us? How can it be that I am so concerned over a lost cat but I so often fail to even pray for my lost sister, and uncle and granddaughter, and who knows how many more of those I love who are not yet saved? Am I gambling that just by some miracle God is just going to see to it that they come around before they die? God doesn’t work that way! They have been given a free will and God isn’t going to make anybody accept His gift of salvation. But He does work through our witness and through our prayers. We are Christ’s ambassadors and we have been commissioned to tell the good news. Are we so afraid of what people will think of us that we would rather let someone we love slide into hell than to risk rejection by telling them the truth? We seem to think there is always plenty of time. But what if there isn’t? Current events in the world seem to all be coming together to indicate we may be living now in the very last days. Jesus may come back tomorrow or even today for His church. Will some of your loved ones be left behind? Will mine? I find it hard to imagine how I could experience the joy of heaven if I know someone I love is not there. How the Holy Spirit must grieve over our apathy.

The harvest is ready. It’s time to go out and reap it. Pray for your lost loved ones. Pray that God will engineer their circumstances so they will see their need, that He will soften and prepare their hearts and open their spiritual eyes and ears, and then go! Tell them how much you love them and how much God does too – that He longs for them to come to Him just as they are and He will forgive and welcome them with open arms. If they still will not listen, continue to pray and ask you Father to send someone they will listen to. This is the day the Lord has made. None of us knows if we will have another.
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We are going to take a look at what God’s Word has to say about what it means to be “born again”. In the third chapter of John verse 3, Jesus told Nicodemus, “Truly I tell you, unless someone is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Now what did He mean by that? And is there such a thing as a Christian who is not born again?

Nicodemus had no idea what Jesus was talking about. Verse 4 says, “How can anyone be born when he is old? Can he enter his mother’s womb a second time and be born?” he asked. But Jesus replied, 5: “Unless someone is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of God. Whatever is born of the Flesh is flesh, and whatever is born of the Spirit is spirit.”

“Pretty deep stuff here,” you say – “It sounds like He’s talking in riddles!” In Romans 8:1, Paul says, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus because the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death.”  What was that “law of sin and death”? It was the edict pronounced by God that says, “The wages of sin is death.” Now we Christians have little trouble grasping the truth that Jesus died for us to pay the price for our sin so that we can be forgiven and go to heaven when we die. But when He gave His life as that perfect sacrifice for us and then rose again, He defeated both sin and death to buy our freedom from both. He not only delivered us from the wages of sin – He delivered us from its power – this is the part we just don’t get. We are like the man who has had his hands tied behind his back for so long that they have become numb, and he keeps them there even after the ropes are cut because he doesn’t realize he has been set free.

I was like that for many years. Perhaps that’s where you are today. The more I wanted to be like Christ and live the “good” Christian life, the more I saw my sin and the hold it had on me, and the more guilty I felt. I could not read my Bible without feeling condemned because it seemed to set a standard for those who follow Christ that I could never meet no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t claim any of God’s wonderful promises with faith because I saw them all with an “if” clause attached and I knew I did not meet the criteria. When I tried to pray, there was no joy and no power in my prayers; because I knew I was like the one James talks about in James 1:6 and 7 who was “For the doubter is like the surging sea, driven and tossed by the wind.” James said I should then not think I would receive anything from the Lord because I was “double-minded” and “unstable”. I saw God as a severe disciplinarian sitting on His throne with a big club in His hand ready to bop me on the head as soon as I stepped out of line, and whenever I asked Him for anything it seemed like He always said “no” for no other reason than that I had had the audacity to ask for something I didn’t really believe He’d give. Whenever anything bad happened in my life I was convinced it was God’s doing and it was because I deserved it – after all, wasn’t He in control of everything? I didn’t believe I had any choices in life – I thought all the decisions were made for me by circumstances or other people and God was engineering the whole thing. If anyone was ever in bondage to sin it was me, and I was miserable! Boy was I a mess!!

Now was I a “Christian” during that part of my life? Yes, I believe I was. I believed the Bible was God’s word and it was true, and I believed Jesus was the true Son of God, born of a virgin and that He had died for the sins of the whole world and risen from the dead. I had been baptized and confirmed and was a faithful church-goer. I’m sure I had heard the truth many times with my physical ears, but there was a stronghold in my mind I didn’t know was there that prevented the truth from ever reaching my heart. Would I have gone to heaven if I had died in that condition? Yes because I did believe as much of the truth as I could at that point, and my salvation did not depend on where I was in my Christian walk – my salvation was by the grace of God through the shed blood of His Son. But I had missed the joy I could have had here in this life through Christ. I had not yet entered the gate of the kingdom, because I was not born again. And God had to bring me to the point where I had nothing of myself left at all – where my eyes could be opened to finally see the rotten depravity of what I was. When I came to the realization of what I had buried in my sub-conscious mind – that I hated God – all I wanted was to die – and only then was I ready at last to live.

Oswald Chambers says: “As long as we have some self-righteous idea that we can carry out our Lord’s teaching, God will allow us to continue until we expose our own ignorance. The teaching of the Sermon on the Mount produces a sense of despair in the natural man – exactly what Jesus means for it to do. Only when we realize we are in bondage to sin and we cannot do it – Only then are we willing to come to Him as paupers, and then He says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”. (Matthew 5:3 NIV) This is the doorway to the kingdom – and yet it takes us so long to believe we are actually poor! The knowledge of our own poverty is what brings us to the proper place where Jesus accomplishes His work.” It is only when we come to this realization that we can “die to self”, be buried with Him into His death, and be raised again to a brand-new life.

When our Lord rose from the dead, He rose to an absolutely new life – a life He had never lived before He was God incarnate. He rose to a life that had never been before. And what His resurrection means for us is that we are raised to His risen life – not to our old life. When we are born again, we receive the very life of the risen Lord from Jesus Himself. One day we will have a body like His glorious body, but we can know here and now the power and effectiveness of His resurrection and we can walk in newness of life. Being born again is the “getting on place”. It is at that point we begin our walk with Jesus – when we finally know by the Spirit of God that Jesus Christ did not come only to teach and to die – He came to make me what He teaches I should be. Growing in Christ and walking the Christian walk is a process, and it is the Holy Spirit that does it through the power of His Living Word. Jesus promised us, “If you continue in My Word, then you are my disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.” And remember Paul’s words from II Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation – old has passed away, and see, the new has come!” Our Lord has promised, and He will do it! 
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Previously we focused on what it means to be “born again”. Now we will look at what comes after that spiritual re-birth into the kingdom of God. Remember, your new birth in Christ is the “getting on place” in your Christian walk. Jesus said without Him we can do nothing. Before we reach that place where we are at last ready to acknowledge that all our righteousness is as filthy rags and ready to surrender to the Lordship of Christ and die to self, we cannot be born again. We can work and work and we may manage to overcome some sin in our lives, but it is never enough, and it will not last. We will be like the man Jesus referred to in His parable from Luke 11 who cleaned out his evil spirit, put his house in order and swept it clean – but now it was also empty! We read that this evil spirit found no place to rest, so it decided to go back to the house, and when it found it clean and empty, it moved back in and brought seven more spirits with it even more wicked than itself. Jesus said now the final condition of that man was worse than the first. Why? He had tried to do it in his own strength, by sheer will-power, and it left him empty. Now human logic tells me if I want to come to Jesus and ask Him to come into my heart, I need to shape up and clean up my life first – but Jesus is telling us here we have it all backwards. This is not only unnecessary – it is impossible, because without Him we are in bondage to sin. Jesus didn’t die for “good people” – He died for sinners, and that includes you and me. He says in John 6:37, “All that the Father gives Me will come to me. And the one who comes to Me I will by no means cast out!” NKJV.  Psalm 103:13-14 says, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him; for He knows what we are made of, remembering that we are dust.”

Jesus’ identification with and substitution for sinful man on that cruel cross as the ultimate atoning sacrifice has set us free from the law of sin and death. He has overcome the power of both, and He is offering this to us as a free gift with absolutely no strings attached except to reach out our hands and take it. Along with this gift comes the very resurrected life of Jesus Himself – the two can’t be separated – yet that’s what we try to do. We want the gift of salvation, but we want the gift without the giver. It is with the giver – the Holy Spirit that comes to live within us that the power lies. If we don’t accept that Spirit of power and allow Him access to our innermost being to begin His work in us, we are like that empty house, and we are not born again. We are to yield to His Lordship, give Him the control of every area of our lives and open that door to our hearts that He has been patiently knocking on. Once we do, it is He who does the cleaning. Just as Jesus entered the physical temple in Jerusalem and cleaned out the money changers, so He enters the spiritual temple of my heart, and cleans out all the accumulated filth of a life of bondage. Then He begins to do a transforming in me, from the inside out. This is the beginning of the process of sanctification. I have been born into the Kingdom of God, and now I begin to grow.

The Bible uses many analogies to show us what this process is like. We see the potter working with a lump of clay. He molds it with His hands, carving away the unwanted parts and adding to other areas until finally it is a beautiful vessel fit for His use.

Jesus tells us He is the vine and we are the branches. A grapevine bears its fruit on the branches, but they will bear nothing if they are not connected to the vine with its life-giving sap and nutrients flowing into them. A branch may be several years old before it bears any fruit at all, and then we see first tiny buds that gradually develop into clusters of grapes that take more time yet until they are ripe and ready to be picked. Regular pruning at just the right time produces bigger and better-quality fruit. It is the vinedresser who knows when and how to do this. The branch doesn’t struggle and strain to grow its fruit. It just yields itself to the vine and to the vinedresser.

When a baby is born, we don’t feed him meat and expect him to act like an adult. A babe in Christ is to feed on the sincere milk of the word. Only after he has learned to digest the milk can he go on to solid food. That’s why the Word of God is living and active. As we learn the elementary principles of God and make them a part of us, He opens up the next can of food and the next, each with progressively more solid food content until we are able to eat meat. Each new nugget of truth is deeper and more profound, and there is never an end. We won’t reach a place this side of heaven where we have been shown all there is to see. That’s why as we grow in Christ and learn from His Word it becomes more and more dear to us, and the more we take in the more we want. It is the Holy Spirit that reveals the truths found there.

The victory over sin in our lives works in the same way. When a baby starts pulling himself up and takes his first steps, he is going to fall down. Do we scold him then because he didn’t do it right the first time? No, and neither does our heavenly Father. He encourages us to try again, and He takes us by the hand and helps us at first. When He knows the time is right He lets go, but He is always there to catch us and help us up again until we learn to walk on our own, and then run, and climb. Does a baby consciously determine to do these things? Does he all of a sudden decide one day, “I think I’m going to start walking today”? No- it comes naturally – it is programmed into him and he doesn’t worry about whether he can do it right or not. In the same way, when we are born again the power of the Spirit of God within us reprograms our thinking and our will. In Hebrews 10 we read, “By one offering He has perfected forever those who are being sanctified. The Holy Spirit also witnesses to us. He has said, ‘This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days: I will put my laws into their hearts, and in their minds I will write them.’”

Oswald Chambers again tells us: “The moment you are willing for God to change your nature, His recreating forces will begin to work. And the moment you realize that God’s purpose is to get you into the right relationship with Him and then with others, He will reach to the limits of the universe to help you take the right road. It really is true to say, ‘I cannot live a holy life,’ but you can decide to let Jesus Christ Make your holy.”

If I will walk in the light of the truth of God’s Word, with nothing held back or hidden, then this amazing truth is revealed to me. I John 1:7 - KJV ---“the blood of Jesus Christ, His Son, cleanseth us from all sin.” --- On the conscious level it produces a keen, sorrowful knowledge of what sin really is. The Love of God, working in me causes me to hate, with the Holy Spirit’s hatred for sin, anything that is not in keeping with God’s holiness. To “walk in the light” means that everything that is of the darkness only serves to drive me closer to the center of the light.

Jesus said in Matthew 5:6, “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled.” KJV.  Yes, He who began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it.
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I want to expand on the concept of the church and Christ’s body – the fellowship of believers. Previously we talked about what it means to be born again and then how as babes in Christ we grow and mature in that new life by feeding on the spiritual food of the living Word of God and by the power of the living water of the Holy Spirit that now lives within us. There is one more element of the life in Christ that is an absolute necessity if we are to continue to mature in a healthy way more and more into the likeness of our Lord. Jesus Himself talked about this the night before He was crucified. John 17 records His prayer which begins with the words, verse 1 begins, “Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.” NIV. Then He goes on to pray for His disciples, saying, 11: “Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me, that they may be one, as we are.” KJV.  ---17:  and sanctify them by the Truth: Your Word is Truth!” NIV.

Now beginning in verse 20 of John 17, Jesus changes the focus of His prayer saying, “I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word.” NKJV. (He’s talking about us, dear ones – He is specifically praying for us!) And what does He ask for? -21 -23: “That they may be one, as You, Father are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that you sent Me. And the glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are one. I in them and You in Me; that they may be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me, and have loved them as You have loved me.” NKJV. What was that again?!! Jesus is God’s only begotten Son. God called Him, “My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” And now Jesus Himself is saying God loves us even as He loves His Son – Wow! Can you comprehend it? God is Love, and Christ is the personification of that love to us. How then do we appropriate this marvelous love and make it our own? Paul prayed for us as well in Colossians 2: 1-3. “For I want you to know what a great conflict I have for you and those at Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen my face in the flesh,” He says, “That their hearts may be encouraged being knit together in love, and attaining to all riches of the full assurance of understanding, to the knowledge of the mystery of God, both of the Father and of Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” NKJV. There it is again! The love of Christ and the unity with Him and with one another. Can we have that love without the unity? I don’t think so.

Studies of abandoned babies in orphanages have shown that adequate food and water are not enough to keep them alive. Those babies who were touched and held and cuddled grew and thrived, but those who were not, not only failed to thrive in spite of being given food and water – they died! Human touch was essential to their survival. In the same way, we need interaction and relationships with other Christians if we are to grow and mature in Christ. Even a plant needs food and water and sunlight to live and grow. God’s Word is our food, the Holy Spirit is our water, and fellowship with one another is our sunlight. Take away any one of these three, and we cannot grow or be of any use to the kingdom of God. Oswald Chambers says, “When someone thinks that to develop a holy life he must always be alone with God, he is no longer any use to others. Being a disciple means deliberately identifying yourself with God’s interests in other people.”

You have probably at some time heard someone say, or maybe you yourself have said, “I don’t need to go to church to believe in God or to worship God” or “I feel closer to God out in the woods or in the mountains than I ever do in church.” Now this may very well be true, and indeed we are encouraged to see the wonder of God in the beauty of His creation and to pray to Him and worship Him and praise Him in our private quiet times. We can spend many hours doing these things and studying the Bible in solitude, and this is good, for this private interaction with God is where we get much of our food and water – but if we fail to meet together with other Christians as we are warned about in Hebrews 10:25, our spiritual life will be lop-sided and spindly and weak, like that plant without sunlight.

Each one of us is a temple of the Holy Spirit in the sense that He lives in you and in me when we have invited Him in, but we are also God’s temple collectively as the “body of Christ”. He is the head and we are His body. We are His hands, His feet, His mouth. God interacts with His people through people. The church is people and it is Christ’s body. God planned it this way for at least three reasons. Firstly – God’s love, that living water of His Spirit, flows through us and out to others. If there is none flowing out, there is no room for any fresh water to come in and what we have in our reservoir is going to stagnate. Secondly, our fellowship and interaction with other Christians acts as a check and balance to keep us on the right track so we don’t become easy prey for the father of lies to entice us with some false teachings that look good but will lead us astray. Knowing that the same Holy Spirit indwells each of us provides validation and builds each of us up in our faith as we are united in both doctrine and purpose. And thirdly – the Spirit has given each of us spiritual gifts that complement each other and are intended to work together for the health and growth of the whole body in the same way that members of a physical body work in harmony with one another. Each of us, with our unique spiritual gifts, is like a piece of a puzzle. When we are all connected and fit together we see a whole picture. If a piece is missing, so is a part of the picture.

Peter tells us in I Peter 2:5-6 that we are like living stones being built into a spiritual house with Jesus Christ as the cornerstone. No house (and no temple) can be built with only one or two stones. All the stones must fit together, built on one another, and with the cornerstone laid first, in order for all the others to fit properly and true.

In I Corinthians 12:12-13 &27, Paul says, “For just as the body is one and has many parts, and all the parts of that body, though many, are one body – so also is Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body ---and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” ---27: “Now you are the body of Christ, and individual members of it.”

And then in Ephesians 4:4-6 we read, “There is one body and one Spirit – just as you were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all in you all.” NKJV. (Gifts are given to us to be used) 12-13: “for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, till we all come to the unity of faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ.” NKJV
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Perhaps you set up a manger scene for Christmas as we did when we celebrated Christmas at our house, with the stable and figurines of all the characters. Usually there will be Mary, Joseph and the baby along with a few animals, and then come the shepherds, and angel or two and maybe three wise men. We had a tradition at our house surrounding the crèche that all the grandchildren took part in. When they first arrived, the only figures in the stable were Mary, Joseph and the angels. The others were hidden somewhere around the house. The youngest of the children were assigned to find the baby Jesus and place Him in the stable. Now that the baby had been “born” the next oldest children were to find the shepherds who are hidden farther away and bring them to “Bethlehem”. The oldest children were to find the wise men, who were well hidden about as far away as they could be and still be in the house. (They were still on their journey from the East, you see.) Now actually the wise men don’t really belong in this scene because they came later, but that’s another story for another time. The only visitors actually documented in the gospel that came that night were the shepherds.

Now, why shepherds? Of all the people God could have chosen to send His spectacular birth announcement to, why did He choose a group of lowly uneducated smelly shepherds? In chapter 2 of Luke’s gospel, we read that these shepherds were living out in the fields, watching over their flocks by night, no doubt to protect them from either predators or thieves or maybe both. They may have been quietly talking to one another to keep awake, or maybe just watching the stars and listening to the low sounds around them. Suddenly the stillness and the darkness were broken by a blinding light. In verse 9-14 we read, “Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified! But the angel said to them,’ Don’t be afraid,’ for look, I proclaim to you good news of a great joy that will be for all people. Today, in the town of David, a Savior was born for you, who is the Messiah the Lord. This will be a sign for you: You will find a baby wrapped tightly in cloth and lying in a manger.’ Suddenly there was a multitude of heavenly host with the angel, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to people he favors!”

Verse 15 -20 go on to say, “When the angels had left them and returned to heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let’s go straight to Bethlehem and see what has happened which the Lord has made known to us.’ They hurried off and found both Mary, Joseph and the baby who was lying in a manger. After seeing them, they reported the message they were told about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary was treasuring up all these things in her heart and meditating on them. The shepherds returned glorifying and praising God for all the things they had seen and heard, which were just as they had been told.”

Now, notice that these men knew immediately as soon as the angel said, “Don’t be afraid”, that these were indeed angels, and that their message was from God. They didn’t pass it off as some kind of mass hallucination, and they weren’t about to wait until morning. They had to see this – now! And they had no trouble finding the right place once they got to Bethlehem. Where else would a manger be, after all, except in a stable. *

Now how did the shepherds know what the angel was talking about? How did they know who “Christ the Lord” was? Tending sheep was about the bottom of the ladder as far as occupations were concerned. These were not learned men. I think the answer is in whose sheep these were. Jerusalem was less than 5 miles away from Bethlehem and we know the fields where the flocks were had to have been at least some distance from the town because they said, “Let’s go to Bethlehem”. Some Bible scholars propose that the sheep they were in charge of were the temple sheep – those raised specifically for sacrifice at the temple in Jerusalem, and the fields were somewhere between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. These shepherds knew about the daily sacrifices. They knew the sheep were offered as sacrifices to atone for sin. And they knew the scriptures prophesied that one day the Messiah would come to set His people free. The angel told them a Savior had been born and that He was the long-awaited Christ. And the angel said this good news was to be for all people – not just the “righteous” church leaders and not just the upper class. He had come for everyone – even lowly smelly shepherds. The priests, the rabbis, and the learned teachers of the law weren’t looking for the Messiah to come as a baby! To even suggest that this child born in a stinking stable* they would never set foot in could actually be the Messiah was close to blasphemy and laughable at the very least. No- the angels’ message would have been wasted on them. This wonderful news would be brought first to those with hearts that could receive it.

In her book, “God’s Story”, Anne Graham Lotz (daughter of Billy Graham), vividly describes what it must have been like for those shepherds when they found the baby just as the angel had said:

“The shepherds, in rough homespun clothes, smelling of sheep and campfire smoke, stepped up to the manger. They looked down at the tiny form lying on the hay. The baby’s hair was still damp from birth; His dark little eyelashes curled against His chubby cheeks as He slept peacefully. His little rosebud mouth moving silently from time to time as though He had much to say, but not yet. When did the shepherds realize they were gazing into the face of God? How could the shepherds have torn themselves away from such a sight? When they did leave the little family to return to their responsibilities, they returned glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen which were just as they had been told.”

Man’s praise and worship of God for the revelation of His glory that night has not ceased. The skeptic’s doubt, the mocker’s scorn, the professor’s criticism, the public’s apathy, the crowd’s jeers, the pagan’s blasphemy, the authority’s threats, the executioner’s sword, and the devil’s lies have not diminished the Hope that was born that night nor dimmed the glorious dawn of His story that continues to radiate down through the years until it envelopes your heart and mine!!

*Since I originally wrote this message, I believe after in depth study of this very question, that the Holy Spirit has revealed to me (and also to many others) that the actual birthplace of Jesus was Not in a stable. Luke 2: 7 says only, “Then she gave birth to her firstborn Son, and she wrapped him tightly in cloth and laid Him in a manger because there was no guest room available for them.”


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


More on Light

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
Christmas is almost here. Do you feel the anticipation? The gifts are wrapped and under the tree, carols are in the air and the children are all excited and trying hard to be extra good. But the thing I notice the most this time of year are the lights. They are everywhere, and the sale of Christmas lights in the stores are more than they ever have been. Each year there are new kinds of lights on the shelves. There are rope lights that change from red to green and back again, and swag lights for your eaves that look like scallops of lace. The towns and cities all around us have lighting contests so we can all try to outdo each other in decorating our yards and houses.  We can now buy Christmas trees already wired with lights and fiber-optic lighted trees of every size. The sight of our cities from the air must be breath-taking this time of year as the glow from millions of Christmas lights. I love the beauty of it and it saddens me that it is so soon over, and I wonder sometimes how many of us who go to so much work and expense to light our homes and yards even know just why we do this. What is the reason for lights at Christmas? Is there more to it than just tradition? Well of course as Christians we know there is. Last week I heard Jack Hayford comment that he thanks God for all the beautiful lights even among those who make no connection between the lights and God at all – simply because they are unwittingly giving testimony that Christmas brings light into a dark world and joy to the heart.

I want to talk about light today and what it has to do with that tiny baby born in Bethlehem and laid in a manger more than 2,000 years ago.

The Bible calls itself the Word of God. As Christians we believe that is exactly what it is, that it is absolute truth from cover to cover, and that it is a living and active word which, unlike every other book, can never be learned or digested in its entirety because its depths have no end. The more we study it and learn, the more we see, and the more we realize the scope of what is contained therein that we do not see yet.

This holy book begins with these words in Genesis 1:1-3, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty – darkness covered the surface of the watery depths, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the surface of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’ – and there was light.” Now we are told this happened on the first day of creation, and it is curious to see that not until the third day did He say these words, as recorded in Genesis 1: 14-15. “And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, they will serve as signs, for seasons and for days and years. They will be lights in the expanse of the sky to provide light on the earth’. And it was so.” Now does this sound like a discrepancy to you? Some scientists and skeptics use these references to dispute the creation account, saying it couldn’t possibly have happened that way because it is the sun that gives the light, and besides the earth is a satellite of the sun so the sun had to have been there first before there ever was an earth and especially before there was light. Well, I propose to you that it happened exactly as recorded in the creation account – and here’s why:

Let’s now go to the other end of this holy book for the end of the story. In the Revelation to St. John, chapter 21:1-4, we read these words: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride, beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people and He will dwell with them. They will be His people, and God Himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death, or mourning, or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” NIV. Verse 23: --- The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is it’s lamp.” NIV. (Now who is this “Lamb” who is the lamp? Jesus Christ is “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”) Do you see it? Let’s go now to the first chapter of the gospel of John – this same John who also wrote the words I just wrote about. He says:

John 1:1-5: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. All things were created through Him, and apart from Him not one thing was created that has been created. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. That light shines in the darkness, and yet the darkness did not overcome it.” Verses 9-14: The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was created through Him, and yet the world did not recognize Him. He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him, but to all who did receive Him, He gave them the right to be children of God to those who believe in His name – who were born not of natural descent, or of the will of man, but of God. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. We observed His glory, the glory as the One and Only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

In the third chapter of John, we read those words of Jesus which are the most quoted verse in the whole Bible, but listen now also to His words that follow. From John 3:16-19:

“For God loved the world in this way: He gave His one and only Son, that everyone who believes in Him will not perish, but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. Anyone who believes in Him is not condemned, but anyone who does not believe is already condemned, because he has not believed in the name of the one and only Son of God. This is the judgment: The Light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” Then in John 8:12, Jesus says it plainly: “I am the light of the world. Anyone who follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 1 John 1:5 tells us “God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in Him.”

Think about it – God – the ruler of all things, the creator of all things – poured Himself as through a funnel into the form of a human baby, the most helpless of all creatures – and He did this because He loves us. Jesus came for one purpose, and that was to die for you and for me. Oswald Chambers says, “Jesus Christ was born into this world – not from it. He did not emerge out of history; He came into history from the outside. And just as He entered our world through the most humble of doors, so He also left it through the cruelest of doors. His cross is now the door by which every member of the human race can enter into the life of God – the heavenly world from which He came to enter ours.”

So, as you drink in the beauty of the Christmas lights in your house and in your town; as you watch the twinkling of the lights on your tree and in the eyes of the children, remember what these lights represent. He has come as a light to a dark world. Are you allowing Him to shine in your heart? Have you asked Him to come in to show you the way? Have you allowed your personal human life to become a “Bethlehem” for the Son of God? This is my prayer for you this Christmas season. God bless you all.
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The 12th day of Christmas is called “Epiphany”.  The word “epiphany” according to Webster, means “a revelation or sudden manifestation of the essential nature or meaning of something.” In the Christian Church this day traditionally marks the first revelation of the newborn Savior to the gentiles with the coming of the Magi from the East, following a miraculous star which moved and led them to the exact spot where the young child was. We find this story in the second chapter of the gospel of Matthew – the only place in the scripture that mentions these men or this special star. Although we are told they brought the Christ child three gifts, no-where does it say there were three men. We know there had to have been at least two, and there may have been many more. They are not called “kings” either, and although they did come from the east, we are not told how far east, so they were not necessarily from the orient. They may have come from the land of Babylon where the Israelites were held in bondage during the days of the prophet Ezekiel and Daniel. Perhaps they had heard the prophesies passed down through the generations of the Messiah who was to come out of Bethlehem. Somehow, they knew this special star heralded the coming of the king of the Jews. The time of the coming of these men is not known either. It could have been up to two years after the baby was born. We know they did not come on Christmas Eve, for we read in verse eleven that they came into the “house”.

The magi had traveled some distance over rugged country carrying special gifts for a specific child they all believed was the fulfillment of a prophecy. They were led there by God Himself. Matthew 2 Verse 10 says when they saw the star again and it actually went ahead of them and then stopped over the place where the child was, they were overjoyed. And when they finally saw the child who was the object of their quest, the bowed down and worshiped Him. They knew He was the One and He was much more than an ordinary child.

Now, most translations of the New Testament call these magi “wise men”. What was it about them that was “wise”? In Biblical times in Palestine and the surrounding Near East there were men of unusual learning who often served as advisors or counselors to both kings and priests. They were “thinkers” versed in ethical and religious matters – teachers of religious ‘truths” with a distinctive emphasis on the role of wisdom in the conduct of daily life. This is what those men were.

What is “wisdom” anyway? And what is it that we can appropriate today in our lives that will make us “wise” men and women? Webster defines “wisdom” as the intelligent application of learning, insight and discernment based not only on factual knowledge, but on exercising common sense and sound judgement.” In simple terms, wisdom is the ability to apply and use what we have learned. This comes harder for some people than for others, and it may not depend at all on your I.Q. or how much schooling you have had. We probably all know someone who has had a lot of book learning and can quote facts and figures with great skill, but they don’t have a lick of common sense. Sometimes the more intelligent and learned a person is, the harder it is to relate to ordinary people and one becomes a social misfit. Albert Einstein was one of those. His personal relationships were dysfunctional and he had a problem remembering common things such as where he parked his car. And then there are those like the mentally handicapped father in the movie, “I am Sam” When it came to showing love and to the most important things in life, he was very ‘smart’.

What is the key to acquiring this thing called “wisdom”? King Solomon wondered that too. He saw his father, David, as a very wise king, and he listened to his father’s advice. Yet he knew he needed more. When God appeared to him in I Kings 3:5 He said, “Ask for whatever you want Me to give you”, NIV. we read in II Chronicles 1 that Solomon asked only for wisdom and knowledge, that he would be able to lead and govern the people he was now ruler over. And, because he did not ask for riches or honor, God gave him his request with the riches and honor as well. Solomon became the wisest king who ever lived and he had much advice to give anyone seeking the same. He told us the secret to obtaining wisdom is to first recognize that we don’t have it. He said in Proverbs 12:15, “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but he who heeds counsel is wise”. NKJV. He said the man who trusts in himself is a fool, and then he said in Proverbs 16:25, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.” NKJV.

Okay then – if we don’t have it, where do we get it? Can we find it in schooling, in books written by men, or in the so called “wisdom” of the world around us? Once we may have thought it would be possible, but in this day or moral relativism, instant gratification and the doctrines that there are no absolutes and truth is objective, trying to find answers either within ourselves or “out there” will only lead to confusion and despair. The only conclusion we can ever reach is that we don’t know. We will be like the mice in the story who made their home at the bottom of a large upright piano. Their lives were filled with the music that reached all the darkest corners of their world. At first, they drew comfort from the thought that someone made the music – though invisible to them, yet close to them. They loved to tell stories about the Great Unseen Player.

Then one day an adventuresome mouse climbed up part of the way in the piano and returned with an elaborate explanation of how the music was made. Wires were the secret – tightly stretched wires that vibrated and trembled from time to time. A second mouse ventured forth and came back telling of hammers – many hammers dancing and leaping on the wires. The mice decided they must revise their old opinions. The theory they developed was complicated, but backed up by the evidence from these very “wise” eye-witnesses. In the end, the mice concluded that they lived in a purely mechanical and mathematical world, and the story of the Unseen Player continued to play nonetheless.

Are we in the same position as these mice who were wise in their own eyes?  King David knew where to find wisdom. In Psalm 111:10, he said, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; all who follow His instructions have good insight.” Solomon learned this from his father and devoted the first nine chapters of his book of Proverbs to telling us what wisdom is, where we can get it and why we should desire it. In chapter 2: 1-5 he says these inspired words: “My son if you accept My words and store up My commands within you listening closely to wisdom and directing your heart to understanding, furthermore,  if you call out to insight and lift your voice to understanding, and if you seek it like silver and search for it like for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and discover the knowledge of God.” – verse 9-10, “Then you will understand righteousness, justice and integrity – every good path. For wisdom will enter your heart, and knowledge will delight you.”

This same advice comes to us in the New Testament through Paul who encourages us to search for this treasure in God’s Word. He says in II Timothy 3:15-17, --“the Holy Scriptures which are able to give you wisdom for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting for training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” And James tells us if we lack wisdom, all we have to do is ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to us.

Yes, just as the wise men from the East followed the star that led them to the Christ child, so we are to follow the path marked out for us in the light of His living Word that leads always to that same child, the source of all wisdom and truth. Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not unto your own understanding. In all your way acknowledge Him and He will direct your paths. We have this promise – and it is true!
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Today is a very special day in the history of our congregation as we dedicate the new addition to our church building. 

What does the word “dedication” mean to you? According to Webster, to dedicate something is to devote or set it apart for a particular purpose. In the case of the dedication of something to a divine being, it involves solemn rites formally setting apart for sacred use or service. In dedicating this new building to God, we are saying we give it back to Him for His use and to His glory.

In Chapter 8 of I Kings we are given the account of the dedication of the first temple in Jerusalem, a magnificent building with walls and furnishings overlaid with pure gold. King Solomon gave praise to God before the whole assembly as he dedicated this house to the Lord and asked His blessing on it saying, In verse 29 & 30 say, “…that Your eyes be open toward this temple night and day – toward the place of which You said, My Name shall be there:  that You may hear the prayer which your servant makes toward this place. …Hear in heaven, Your dwelling place, and when You hear, forgive.” NKJV

And then in verses 62 and 63 it reads: “Then the king and all Israel with him offered sacrifices before the Lord. And Solomon offered a sacrifice of peace offerings which he offered to the Lord: twenty-two thousand bulls and a hundred and twenty thousand sheep. So, the king and all the children of Israel dedicated the house of the Lord.” NKJV

Can you imagine a sacrifice of this magnitude? And why was it necessary? God had required animal sacrifices for Hebrews 9:22 says, “Without the shedding of blood is no remission.“ NKJV. I guess Solomon reasoned if it took sacrifice to please God, the more sacrifices given, the more pleased He would be. Yet God said in Isaiah 1:11, “What are all your sacrifices to Me”…. I have no desire for the blood of bulls and lambs and male goats.” Solomon’s father David knew this, for he said in Psalm 51:16-17 (his prayer of repentance after his sin with Bathsheba) “You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; you do not delight in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, These, O God, you will not despise.” NKJV. You see, it wasn’t the killing and sacrificing of the animals that He really wanted – it was the broken grieving hearts of repentance for sin that these sacrifices were meant to represent. Without that they were meaningless, and the people didn’t understand that.

Over 500 years after the dedication of Solomon’s temple, God sent into the world one who was to be the supreme sacrifice for all time – Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the whole world. There is no longer any need for any other sacrifice. It is Finished, once and for all, and we are free from the power of sin and death. God loved us so much He was willing to pay the ultimate price Himself through His only Son who came as One set apart to die for us that we might live for Him.

So, dedication is no longer about death, but about life. Jesus said in John 10:”10 that He came that we might have life and have it more abundantly. A church building is nothing more than any other building if it is not a container of that abundant life, for the church is really not a building at all – “the church” is people! So, although today is a special day when we set apart the addition to our church for the Lord’s use, our greater joy is in the dedication of the hearts of those who worship and fellowship there – a dedication of our hearts to Him who is the head of the church – Jesus Christ, our Lord and our Savior.

It is our prayer that this will also be a dedication of hope, comfort, truth and love for the entire community and surrounding area. We want our church building and the people in it to be a blessing to everyone who enters – a safe place – filled with warmth and love and acceptance and healing; a place where everyone is welcome at any time, not only for church functions but to use the facilities when they just need a large gathering place for any reason. – And we would hope that this atmosphere would spread out beyond the walls of the building to those outside it – to those who know about Jesus and those who don’t. We want to bear fruit for His kingdom that others will see, so they will see that God is good and He is Love.

Some churches have a sign over their exit door that says, “You are now entering your field of ministry.” This is a reminder to us that the love of Jesus isn’t something we hoard and keep to ourselves just in our own little comfortable group within the church walls. We are commanded to go out – to tell the good news – but also just to show love and concern, and to serve. Jesus washed dirty feet, and He is our example that we should walk where He walked and follow in His steps doing the things He did. He was no respecter of persons, but loved and healed and forgave everyone who came to Him everywhere He was, and usually where He chose to be was where there were hurting people.

We know there are hurting people all around us. Perhaps you are one of those. Is this life difficult for you? Are you lonely? Do you live in pain? Are you going through a time when the world seems to be crashing down around your ears? Have you been hurt or rejected by others? Do you feel like God has handed you a raw deal? All these things Jesus already knows about, and He longs for you to come to Him with them so He can help you carry them. He uses His people (His church) to be His arms that reach out so you can come. This is what He wants His church to be, and this is why we must be willing to dedicate our lives to His purpose and call, for without Him, we can do nothing. It is His Holy Spirit that enables us to do and be what He calls us to do and be, so we must yield to His working in our hearts.

Jesus Christ, solid rock, is the chief cornerstone and the foundation of the church, His body – and we, as members of that body are like living stones being built up into a spiritual house. The Bible says we are a chosen people – chosen to declare the praises of Him who has called us out of darkness into His wonderful light – and this light is to shine out through us to the darkest corners of our world. May God grant that all around us will see and come to the light.
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Our heartfelt thanks to one and all who helped to make last Sunday’s Dedication celebration of our new church addition the wonderful day that it was. The festivities included a balloon launch on the front lawn. At the tolling of the church bell, hundreds of balloons were released, all at the same time, and carried off by the wind high into the sky. These balloons contained information on the church including names of individuals – some of them children. We are hoping to hear back from some who find these balloons wherever they may land. It was the children of course, who enjoyed this part the most. They had a ball also collecting the remaining balloons which were our table centerpieces and running as fast as they could go with the balloons trailing behind on their long strings like multi-colored kites. I just know God was watching too, and smiling.

Jesus loves children. We know from the story in Matthew 18 that He says we are to all be like those children. When the disciples asked Him in verse 1: “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” KJV. He called a little child and had him stand among them. Then Jesus said in verse 3-4: “Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven” KJV

Now what did He mean by that? Are we supposed to regress in our development, act without thinking, fight with our siblings and make noise and messes wherever we go? No -of course we know He didn’t mean that – so what is it then about children that He wants us to be like? Let’s look at some of the attributes of children that He saw:

Children are trusting – they believe what they are told. A little child will take a flying leap into thin air because he knows his Daddy is going to catch him. He asks lots of questions – “Daddy, why is the sky blue?” “Why are my eyes brown?” “What makes airplanes stay up in the air?” “Mommy, why does this cheese have holes in it?” “Where do babies come from?” – and when he gets his questions answered, he believes it. A child is curious – she wants to go as far as she can go, see all she can see, touch everything she can and learn everything she can. The world is new and exciting to her and she doesn’t want to waste a minute by taking a nap, because she might miss something. Children are easily influenced – they don’t have prejudices and set ways of thinking that have to be broken down before they can accept something new. And best of all, children love unconditionally, and little ones believe without question that they are loved, not because of anything they do or don’t do, but simply because they “are”.

This is what Jesus is saying God wants in us. There is so much God longs to give us that we never receive simply because we don’t really believe He wants to give it to us. We think we have to earn His love and His favor, and we know we can never measure up. Oswald Chambers writes: “I cannot make myself right with God; I can only be right with God if I accept the atonement of the Lord Jesus Christ as an absolute gift. Am I humble enough to accept it? --- Jesus is not just beginning to save us – He has already saved us completely. It is an accomplished fact, and it is an insult to Him for us to ask Him to do what He has already done!”

We tend to have the same problem when it comes to being used by God. We say, “But He has been unwise to choose me because there is nothing good in me.” Chambers says, “That is exactly why He did choose you. It is not a matter of natural virtue, or strength of character, or knowledge, or experience – all of that is of no avail in this concern ---- As Christians, we are not here for our own purpose at all – we are here for the purpose of God and the two are not the same. --- The most important aspect of Christianity is not the work we do but the relationship we maintain with God and the qualities produced in us by that relationship.”

Think of all the people of the Bible God used for His mightiest works. They were almost always people you would least expect. David was only a shepherd boy when God chose him, Gideon also was just a youth, Peter was a head-strong fisherman, Mary was a peasant girl and Joseph was a carpenter. Sometimes God had to use circumstances to make the one He choose into a vessel fit for use. Moses is a good example of that. As a prince in the royal palace, he was of no use to God at all. It was only after 40 years of living in the wilderness herding sheep that he was finally ready – and then when God said, “Go!” what was Moses’ reply in Exodus 4? 1: “what if they don’t believe me and will not obey me?” 10: “Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent” 13: Please Lord, send someone else.” But he went, and God showed him what to do and what to say.

What about Saul of Tarsus? He was a well-educated Pharisee and also a Roman citizen, a powerful and influential figure with the authority to arrest and even kill any followers of this new “sect” who were going about teaching that Jesus of Nazareth had actually risen from the dead. He was very self-righteous and absolutely convinced that what he was doing was a service to God. But God had to bring him to his knees and strike him blind in order to open his eyes. When his sight was restored three days later, he was filled with the Holy Spirit and could really see for the very first time. He was a brand-new man with a brand-new name – Paul. At last, he was ready. In I Corinthians 1:26-31 he wrote, “Brothers and sisters, consider your calling: Not many of you were wise from a human perspective, not many powerful, not many of noble birth. Instead, God has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen what is weak in the world to shame the strong. God has chosen what is insignificant and despised in the world – viewed as nothing - to bring to nothing what is viewed as something. So that no-one may boast in His presence. It is from Him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become wisdom from God for us - our righteousness, sanctification, and redemption. In order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts boast in the Lord.’ “

Does God still use these kinds of people today? You bet He does! But He can only use those who are willing to step out in faith and go – those wo dare to take that leap of faith into Daddy’s arms. Reasoning is not how we see. We are to “see” like children, and when we try to be wise, we see nothing! Ask the Lord to put an awareness of himself in you, and your self-awareness will disappear. Then He will be your all in all, and you can have faith as a little child. Beware of posing as a profound person – God became a baby!
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This has been a busy week at our house as Tuesday and Wednesday a crew of five men replaced all twenty-three of our windows. They are beautiful air-tight double-paned thermal windows that tip in for cleaning. They should cut our heating and cooling bills and cut down on the dust in the house too. Best of all, we will never have to climb a ladder every spring and fall again. Needless to say, I am thrilled. But the experience of having to prepare for their coming was an eye opener for me. All curtains, drapes, blinds and shades had to be removed and all furniture and everything else cleared away from in front of every window. This was no easy task – in fact it was overwhelming to me because I have both a storeroom and an art studio full of “stuff” and had no idea where I would put it all away from the windows with only half a day to do it in. Besides that, I was only half finished with my yearly job of organizing and putting away all the Christmas lights and trimming for another year, and now that had to be put on hold to do other things first. Now those who know me know I am a perfectionist to a fault, and I am also a “pack-rat”. Besides that, I am a creature of habit and become quite anxious when my routine is interrupted and turned upside down. I do not like change without warning, and that has gotten worse with age. Having to leave the Christmas tree still up to wash all the curtains and blinds changed all my plans (after all I certainly couldn’t put them back up dirty!) It will take me at least a week to get everything back in order before I can get back to my original task. Now I know this is not bad because the curtains needed washing and the storeroom and the studio needed cleaning and organizing – so why is this so frustrating for me? Because I realized if I were to actually do all the things that need doing around here and clean everything that “needs” cleaning, I would need a 60-hour day. And then I realized that most of these tasks that eat up so much of my time revolve around my “things”. I have “things” I am still holding onto that I have had for over thirty years and that are just taking up space and gathering dust. Many are things I’ve picked up at rummage sales and auctions because they are good things I can “make something out of some day.” Well, that day has never come, and I realize it probably never will because there are always too many other things that have to be done first. When I do get a few extra hours, I don’t use them for these “on hold” projects anyway because I don’t want to start something I can’t keep at until it’s done. Besides I’m tired, so when I have some free time what do I do? I sit down and relax and then feel guilty for doing so. Do you see a pattern here? Can any of you identify with this? I have been running in this same rut for so many years it has become natural to me – but it has also become bondage. I realize I am so goal-oriented that I cannot enjoy the process, and my “things” are keeping me from stepping out into the abundant life Jesus has for me here and now. I’m sure this is why He said it is so hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. In Matthew 6 He said we are not to worry even about what we will eat or what we will wear or about what tomorrow will bring. We are to set our minds on Him – to seek first His kingdom and His righteousness. Then God will take care of all that other stuff. He longs to bless us and to give us a life full of joy, but we work so hard to provide for our own wants and needs that He never has a chance to show us what He can do. Our priorities are out of whack, we put other things ahead of spending time with the only source of true fulfillment, and then we wonder why we feel frustrated, anxious and empty, and why we don’t experience this Joy of the Lord we hear so much about.

“What does this all have to do with the qualities of children?” you ask. Little children are carefree. They live and enjoy one moment at a time. They don’t worry about what to eat or what to wear or where they will sleep or any other thing. They just trust that these things will be provided, and they never give them a second thought. This is what Jesus says we are to be like. He says to let God take care of these things. He loves us and wants to satisfy our hearts with good things. That’s His job. Ours is just to love Him, trust Him, believe that all His laws are for our good, walk the path He lays out for us, one step at a time, and enjoying the journey. There is freedom in that!

Now of course Jesus doesn’t mean that we are not to consider working to earn our keep, for He also said in II Thessalonians 3:10, “…if any will not work, neither should he eat,” NKJV. but He’s talking about priorities here. He doesn’t say that having nice things is sinful either. The problem arises when the things we own take first place in our lives. Jesus said in Luke 12:15, “One’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he possesses.” NKJV, and then He told the parable of the rich farmer who had such a bumper crop he had no place to put it. So, he thought about it and decided to tear down all his barns and build bigger ones that would hold all his crops and everything he had. It would be enough now to support his lifestyle for many years. At least he could retire, take it easy and start enjoying life. But he never got a chance to do it, for Jesus said in Luke 12:20-21, “Fool! This night your soul will be required of you. Then whose will those “things” be which you have provided? So is he who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God.” NKJV

Sometimes even our “busyness” in the church can get in the way of what God has for us. The work “for God” is a good thing – but it must not be put ahead of time spent with God. Larnel Harris sings a song called, “I Miss My Time with You”. It’s God talking, and He says, “It hurts when you tell Me you’re too busy – busy trying to serve Me – but how can you serve Me when your spirit’s empty?” We need that continued infilling of the Holy Spirit – that living water that flows out to others. If there’s nothing coming in, the well goes dry – then how can anything flow out?

Time spent in God’s Word and prayer, and in worship and fellowship with the other members of His body is crucial to our survival as children of God, especially in those uncertain times when our adversary is working overtime. God must come first! Our work, our possessions, and even our families are to be our second priority, and if they become a burden to us, maybe we need to ask why. Jesus also said in Matthew 11:29, “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me – for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” NKJV.  Why is it light? Because He’s the one pulling with us and bearing the burden. I sure would like to experience that easy yoke and that abundant life He promised wouldn’t you? I’m grateful for the lesson He taught me this week and I have made a resolution – it’s time to downsize my cluttered life. Watch the papers – I’m having a rummage sale!
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E. Stanley Jones tells the story of a new missionary to Africa who became lost in the jungle. After stumbling about for some time, he came across some native huts. Much to his relief, there were people there, so he asked one of the natives if he could lead him through the jungle and back to his mission station. The native agreed, so the missionary asked, “Which way do I go?” The native replied, “Walk!” So, they did hacking their way through the unmarked jungle for more than an hour. Pausing to rest, the missionary looked around and had the same overwhelming sense that he was lost. “Are you quite sure this is the way?” he asked. “I don’t see any path.” The native looked at him and replied, “Bwano – in this place there is no path. I am the path.”

When we have no clues, we must remember that God who guides us is all wise. When we run out of time, we must remember that God is everywhere at all times, and all time is in His hands, and when we are weak, we must remember that God is omnipotent – all power belongs to Him.

Do you believe this? When your own world around you is turned upside down and when the whole world seems to be rushing headlong to oblivion, are you able to trust God and really believe He is in control? Can you believe He even knows what’s going on in your life, or that He cares that you are hurting? His Word says He does; His Word says all our days were ordained before even one of them came to be; (Psalm 139:16) it says He collects our tears and stores them in a bottle; (Psalm 56:8) and Jesus said He even knows exactly how many hairs you have on your head. (Luke 12:7) Why is it then that we so often feel like that missionary, overwhelmed by the jungle all around us?

Oswald Chambers says, “Living a life of faith means never knowing where you are being led. But it means loving and knowing the One who is leading. It is literally a life of faith, not of understanding and reason – a life of knowing Him who calls us to go. Faith is rooted in the knowledge of a person, and one of the biggest traps we fall into is the belief that if we have faith everything will go well for us, and God will surely lead us to success in the world. Dark times are allowed and come to us through the sovereignty of God. Are we prepared to let God do what He wants with us? Are we prepared to be separated from the outward, evident blessings of God? Until Jesus Christ is truly our Lord our faith may be real, but it is not permanent.”

What did he mean by that? He means when we base our faith on what is happening around us and on what we “feel”, it will vacillate. We are not to use our reason according to the evidence around us to determine whether God is there or not or whether He loves us or not. He has His reasons for allowing what He allows into our lives, and it doesn’t matter whether we know the reasons or not. His Word is true and it does not change. This is why He tells us to keep our eyes on Him – not on our surroundings. He is the guide who will lead us through the jungle – He is the path and His Word is our map and our flashlight for the dark times. He will often lead us deeper into the jungle before He can lead us out, and if we let that throw us and take our eyes off of Him, we become afraid. This is what Peter did when Jesus told him to come to Him walking on the water. As long as He kept his eyes on Jesus, he walked on top of the water, but when he looked around him and saw the storm, he was afraid, and he began to sink. What was Jesus’ reaction to that? He reached out and held Peter up, but He also said, “Oh you of little faith – Why did you doubt?” (Matthew 14:31 NIV)

Another problem we humans seem to have is that God never seems to work fast enough to suit us. One of the greatest stresses in life is the stress of waiting for God to act, and God is never in a hurry. Our prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling while we persevere and persevere until we think we can’t stand it another minute and we wonder then if He even knows we’re here. Did you know some of the greatest heroes of the Bible went through these same things and had the same feelings? Abraham waited 13 years for the son God had promised him; Job lost his entire family and all he possessed, all in one day – and God never told him why; Moses was exiled in the desert for 40 years before God sent him on a mission, and then what happened? God had promised to bring His people out of Egypt “with a mighty hand.” Yet from Moses’ first confrontation with Pharaoh everything seemed to backfire and they were worse off than before. In Exodus 5:22-23, Moses cried out to God, “Lord – why have you caused trouble for this people? And why did you ever send me? For ever since I went into Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has caused trouble for this people; and you haven’t rescued your people at all!!!!” It took ten plagues to finally bring the hardened heart of Pharaoh to the point where he would let the people go, and even then he changed his mind and chased after them until he had them trapped between his army and the sea. If I had been Moses I would have been confused to say the least, and probably angry at God for getting me into this predicament. But God knew what He was doing all along, and His timing was perfect. “Why are you crying out to Me?” He asked Moses. “Tell the Israelites to move on! Raise your staff and stretch out your hand over the sea to divide the water.” (Exodus 14:15-16 NIV) You know the rest of the story. The people not only crossed the sea on dry ground but they were delivered from their enemies once and for all as, the entire Egyptian army were drowned in the sea.

Joseph is another example of God’s perfect plan and timing. His brothers sold him to strangers when he was 17, he was unjustly accused and put in prison for two years – but Joseph lived by faith – he knew this was God’s doing as part of His plan to preserve the family from which this nation of Israel would come. And we now have the privilege of seeing how this was all predetermined by God in order that one day from this family line would come the Savior of the world.

Never doubt His power; never doubt His timing; and never doubt His love for you. Chambers says to “fill your mind with the thought that God is there. And once your mind is truly filled with that thought, when you experience difficulties, it will be as easy as breathing for you to remember, ‘My Heavenly Father knows all about this’ --- Jesus said there will be times when God will not lift the darkness from you, but you must trust Him. At times God will appear like an unkind friend, but He is not; He will appear like an unnatural father, but He is not; He will appear like an unjust judge, but He is not. Keep the thought that the mind of God is behind all things strong and growing. Not even the smallest detail of life happens unless God’s will is behind it.”

And remember He promised us in Romans 8:28: “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to His purpose”. KJV. He also says to not be weary in well-doing, for we will reap if we do not give up. (Galatians 6:9) Keep your eyes on He who is the path, and He will lead you through to the other side.
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This week we received word that my husband’s aunt Alice has died. I knew she had been ill for some time and had told myself several times that I should take time to visit her. I never got around to it, and now I regret that because that opportunity is gone. This got me to thinking about that thing called “regret”. Are there any of us who have not had good intentions that were never realized? Or any who have done something without thinking and would give anything now to undo it? Isn’t it a good thing that God remembers we are dust and He is a forgiving God? Yet when we foul up in these ways, do we learn something from it? Or do we just go on making the same mistakes over and over? We are so prone to do things on impulse without considering the possible consequences of our actions which could be harmful to ourselves or others – or we go to the opposite extreme and fail to do the things we know we should. Does God hold us responsible for this? I think He does. We are told there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus because our sins are washed away in the blood of the Lamb, but that does not mean that we are not responsible for our actions (or inaction). God wants us to learn from our mistakes. This is how we grow and become mature in our thinking. If we don’t see what we have done and take responsibility for it, or if we blame our actions on other people or situations, we don’t learn a thing. Ours is a generation that encourages people to make excuses for their actions. Even our courts do this so murderers and other accused are defended with the argument that their dysfunctional childhood or abusive parents are the real culprits and the defendants are not responsible for their sociopathic behavior. Scripture does not support this argument. Scripture says that each of us has a free will. We cannot control what happens around us or the choices other people make but we are in control of how we react to those things. If we are hurt by others, they are responsible for that, but we are responsible for our words and actions. Buying into the lie that we are not plays right into the hands of the father of lies who loves to convince us that we have no choices. This is a paralyzing belief that prevents us from growing into the fullness of Christ and that abundant life that God desires for us to have. We live with a victim mentality constantly blaming others and our “bad break” for our lot in life. Then we excuse our sins with the lie, “I can’t help it!” How it must grieve our gracious God to hear that when He loved us so much that He gave His only Son as a sacrifice for us to set us free from that bondage, and we still choose to live as though it had never happened.

When God gave His law to mankind through Moses, He said to them in Deuteronomy 10:12, “And now, Israel, what does the Lord ask of you except to fear the Lord your God by walking in all His ways, to love Him, and to worship the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul?” Did you catch that? His laws are for our good! He has given us detailed instructions as to how to live for our good in this world. In Exodus 23:13 He said, “Pay strict attention to everything I have said to you.” The King James version says, “In all things that I have said unto you be circumspect.” What does that mean? Webster’s dictionary defines the word “circumspect” as “looking around; being cautious; marked by caution and earnest attention to all significant circumstances and possible consequences of action.”

Watch a cat for a while. Cats are very circumspect. They will come out of a hiding place with great caution, looking all around in every direction. Then they’ll take a few steps, stop, and look all around again before proceeding. They make sure they are aware of every situation on all sides before venturing forth. God says we are to be like that – not acting out of fear, but with the knowledge that decisions and their resulting actions have consequences, wither good or bad, and it is our choice as to which it will be. In the books of Exodus through Deuteronomy God told His people to act with caution and to obey His commands and walk in His ways thirty-six times. They were to remember the covenant He had made with them to be their God and bring them abundant blessings if they would do their part and live according to His manufacturer’s manual. But we know they chose not to do that. Over and over, they made the same mistakes. God gave them chance after chance and still they chose to do evil rather than good. They just never learned.

Now we have an advantage they didn’t have, for we are not under the law but under grace. That means God has now written His laws in our hearts through the power of His Holy Spirit that lives in us if we have accepted the free gift of salvation through His Son. He is our Lord. We are now set free from both the penalty and the power of sin. We are not in bondage to sin. We are free to choose to do right, not in order to win the favor of God, but because we already have it! Yes, we do still live in mortal bodies that die. We will still sin when we take our eyes off of Jesus, but by His power in us, we can choose not to sin, and as we grow more and more into the likeness of Christ we will find it easier and easier to walk that narrow road. It will become as natural as breathing. If we slip, He draws us back, we repent, and get right back up on that road that leads to life, learning as we walk to keep our eyes on our Lord who is our Captain.

Ephesians 5:15-17 tells us, “See then that you walk circumspectly – not as fools but as wise, redeeming the time, because the days are evil. Therefore, do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” NKJV

This past week we saw how quickly and unexpectedly life can be snuffed out, as seven people met their maker who just a few minutes earlier had no idea they would not make it home with just 16 minutes to go. When we choose to live contrary to God’s best for us, and when we put off doing the things we know we should do, we are gambling with God – for who knows when it may be my turn to die next, or yours?

Remember also that Jesus is coming back, and none of us knows when that will be. When He does, there will be no more chances to make things right. He warns us in Luke 21:34-36, “Be on your guard, so that your minds are not dulled from carousing, drunkenness and worries of life, or that day will come on you unexpectedly like a trap. For it will come on all who live on the face of the whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”

Without Christ, man is depraved, and remains under the curse of the wages of sin, which is death. He cannot live a life that is pleasing to God. But the blood of Christ sets us free – not only from sin’s penalty, but also from its power. As long as I believe I am still in bondage to sin I will use that as an excuse and that old deceiver, the “father of lies” dances with glee because my witness for Christ will be ineffective. Through Christ who now lives in me, I can do all things, and it is God who works in me both to will and to do of His good pleasure. I no longer control my life because I have given it to Him. As long as I still live in this mortal body that dies, I will never reach a state of perfection. I will still sin, but only when I fail to keep my eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of my faith. As I grow more and more into the likeness of Christ, I will sin less and less until living according to His will becomes as natural as breathing. When I slip off the narrow road He draws me back, and shows me my mistakes without condemning, I repent and get back on, remembering now to keep my eyes on Him who is my Lord and my Captain.
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Part I

We are living in uncertain times. As our country teeters on the brink of war and we are put on high alert for more acts of terrorism, there is apprehension in the air. Sometimes it seems like the whole world is spinning out of control, faster and faster – like a ball rolling downhill. As a Christian I know I have no need to fear because I know my God knows all about it and He is still in control, but there are times when watching the news that I think we just may be living in the end times, and one of these days very soon God will say, “It’s closing time.” When I think that Jesus could return at any minute for His church, I want to say, “Please Lord – not yet!” Now why would I say that? Am I not looking forward to the day I see Him face to face? Yes, I am. But I don’t want Him to come yet because I know there are people I love who will be left behind.

I have been putting off writing to my sister about my concern for her soul. Why? Because I don’t know how she will receive it, and I don’t want to take the chance that it may cause a rift between her and me. Yet I know I am also taking a chance by not saying anything because I don’t know when the time will be for either of us to die – or if we don’t die and Jesus comes back, will I be one of those with deep regrets? How could I enjoy all there is for me in heaven if she is not there? I have to ask myself, “Where is my trust? Don’t I believe, if I ask Him, God will give me the right words to say and prepare her heart to receive it? Even if she is offended, isn’t her relationship with God more important than her relationship with me?” Even if she turns her back on me, God can still use what I say to plant some seed in her heart that may sprout later. I have to believe this because I love her, and I know God does too. She has so many questions and I feel so inadequate to answer them. But God says to us in I Peter 3:15-16: “In your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, ready at any time to give a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you. Yet do this with gentleness and respect.” So, I’ve been thinking about that and asking myself, “What are the reasons for the hope I have? What answers could I give my sister that she will hear?”

Today and the next few messages, I want to focus on some of those questions’ unbelievers have that prevent them from seeing the truth. I will try to put myself in their shoes and ask the questions from their point of view, and then attempt to answer them with logic backed up by Scripture. Perhaps some of what I say can help you as well if you find yourself in a similar situation. Or maybe you are also one of those who have not yet invited Christ into your life because there are too many unanswered questions. My hope is that God can use me to answer some of them.

The first truth we’re going to tackle is this matter of how we can know Christianity is the only true religion. Now of course as a Christian, I know the main reason I know it is. It’s because God’s Word says so and it is true. But that argument will not cut it for my sister or any other unbeliever because they don’t believe the Bible is any different than any other book, and “after all, don’t all world religions have some sort of “holy” book?” Christians are under fire today even where we live because we dare to claim that Jesus Christ is the only way to God and to Heaven. This is seen as an extremely intolerant and politically incorrect claim. And if we dare to continue to take a stand on this, it can only get worse because our children are now being taught in all our public schools that “tolerance” means agreeing that all lifestyles and all beliefs are equally valid. Parents we have a problem! How are we going to convince our children – let alone unbelieving adults – that what their teachers and peers say is not true? It is not enough to say “the Bible says so.” We need something logical – something that makes sense to them apart from the Bible itself, showing what it is that makes Christianity unique and different from all other religions and what it is that makes the Bible different from all other “holy books”.

First of all, we must refute the claim that Christianity is the only religion that claims to be the only way. This is blatantly untrue. Every major religion in the world has some point of exclusivity. Jews believe they are God’s chosen people (which they are) but they also believe salvation is by works and anyone outside of the faith and/or, who does not live according to the law as set down in the five books of Moses (the Torah) is lost. This especially applies to Christians because Jews believe Christians are deceived and have as their god a false Messiah who claimed we no longer have to obey all those old ceremonial laws.

Muslims believe Jesus was a great prophet, but only a prophet. They do not believe He was crucified or that He is a savior. Nor do they believe Jews are God’s chosen people. On the contrary, they believe they are. Their “holy” book, the Koran, teaches that all Jews and all Christians are “infidels”, worthy only of death. To them, Islam is the only “truth” there is.

If the skeptics were to study the other major religions – Buddhism, Hinduism etc. they would find similar claim that their way is the only true way. Why is Christianity then singled out to be vilified for their exclusive claim when these others are not? I believe it is because that great deceiver we know as “the father of lies” has blinded the eyes of non-Christians and given them only tunnel vision that zeroes in on Christianity for the simple reason that it is the true way and the only way that is a threat to his purposes.

What is different about Christianity than from all these others? The difference is that Christ teaches forgiveness and a way to approach a Holy God and actually have a relationship with Him by His grace alone. It is the only religion that does not teach that the way to God is through works – what you do or don’t do to please Him. It is the only religion that teaches that we have been reconciled to God while still sinners and that our works are a response to the grace we already have – not a way to earn salvation. All other religious people, including Muslims and Jews, have no assurance that they are saved – they never know whether they have done enough good works to outweigh their sin in the eyes of God. In fact, Islam teaches that the only way to be sure you will get to heaven is to die a martyr for the cause of Allah. And then we wonder why men could flay planes into skyscrapers killing thousands of people, or blow themselves to bits in a crowded Israeli bus, and then actually believe they are doing God’s will.

Then there is the matter of the Bible. How can we know, logically, that the Bible is true? Again, because it is different from all other holy books. It is the only book written by the hands of 38 different writers in 66 different books over a period of over 1,500 years, and they all agree. They not only agree, they tell a marvelous message of which each of these separate books has a piece. And the most mystifying thing about that is that those human writers who wrote down those inspired words from the Spirit of God did not even know they were writing prophecy about the life, death and resurrection of a man who was God Himself come into our midst – the Messiah, foretold over and over throughout all generations way back to Adam. The Bible is called – the Bible is – the Word of God given to us, not only as a user’s manual for our lives, but as the revelation of God Himself and the way He opened to us to approach Him without fear, to love Him, and to know He loved us first.

Jesus said in Matthew 7:13-14,” For the gate is wide and the road broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who go through it. How narrow is the gate and difficult the road that leads to life, and few find it.” And He said, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No man comes to the Father except by Me.” (John 14:6) Ravi Zacharias says, “The problem is not that there is only one way to heaven – at the heart of our problem is a desire for autonomy (We want to choose the way). – If there were a thousand ways to heaven, we would have wanted a thousand and one.”
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The Problem of Pain

Today’s message is the second in a series of talks on the answers we as Christians should be able to give to those who do not know Christ, who would ask us for reasons for the hope that is in us, and why we set apart Jesus Christ in our hearts as Lord of all. According to I Peter 3:15, this is what we are called to do. Jesus said we are to go into all the world and tell them the good news, beginning in our own backyards, and with our own families. Yet we find this so hard to do especially with the people we know best and care the most about, because we are so afraid of offending them. And so often we are at a loss for words that will be heard by those who do not revere the Bible as God’s Word as we do. People want answers to their questions that make sense to them from their perspective. So, in this series, we will examine the evidence with an objective point of view as outsiders looking in. 

The last message was on the case for Christianity as the only true way to God, and the evidence to support the Bible as His true word given to us as a map showing the way and a user’s manual to guide our choices and give us life to the fullest.

Today we will attempt to tackle that age old question: “If God exists and He is a God of love and He is all-powerful – why is there so much pain in the world?” “If He loves us, why does He allow bad things to happen to good people?” Even Christians die of cancer or have their lives changed in an instant in a car crash. Innocent people are murdered by terrorists, whole families die in fires, and children are kidnapped, raped and murdered. Then there are those who end up in situations and relationships where they live in fear every day, walking on eggshells and feeling trapped with no way out. “Where is God then? If He could stop these things, why doesn’t He? Either He can’t do anything about it or He won’t. If He can’t, He’s not all-powerful, and if He won’t, He’s not a God of love!” This argument sounds reasonable – but is it true?

First of all, we must remember that God is an eternal being. He resides in a realm where time and space are both transcendent and immaterial. He sees the whole picture from beginning to end all at the same time. From before the world ever existed, He already knew about you and everyone else who would ever be born on this earth, and He knew everything that would ever happen in your life. We are finite beings with only a tiny piece of the puzzle. There is no way for us to comprehend the magnitude of who God is while we live in these mortal bodies. So, when we see only the horror and the pain, the grief and the fear, God sees a piece of His larger plan, and the good He intends to bring out of it down the line. He uses these things to prune us so we’ll bear fruit, and to mold us into vessels fit for His use. You probably know by heart the passage from Romans 8:28 that says, “We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to His purpose.” I know how hard it is to believe that when you’re in the middle of some severe pain or so filled with fear or grief or despair that you think you can’t go on. I’ve been there too and I’ve asked these questions. There was a time when I felt very much like a victim. I couldn’t understand why bad things kept happening in my life that I had no control over. Many tears were shed and sleepless nights spent in prayer that seemed to bounce off the ceiling, and I would cry out to God – “Why?!!!” I hung on by my fingernails for years, and when one day my whole world came crashing down around my ears, I found that all the years of striving and hanging on had made no difference at all. It was all a waste. Do you think I believed God loved me then? On the contrary – I realized I was furious with God and had been for years but had never dared to admit it, even to myself. Once I saw the truth of the bitterness in my soul, I half expected Him to reach down with a giant thumb and squash me like a bug. But He didn’t. Instead, He just wrapped His arms around me and held me like a child. It’s as if He was saying to me, “It’s okay – I have thick skin. I’ve known all along how you really felt inside, even when you didn’t, and I loved you anyway. Whether you ever felt that love or not doesn’t change that – even when you thought I didn’t hear you, I did. I collected all your tears and stored them in a bottle. It’s not for you to know why I allow what I do. Your job is just to trust Me and believe that I have a reason that’s part of my perfect plan. This has all been for your good, and you will see that good if you’ll just look for it instead of always dwelling on the negative.” That day changed my life – not outwardly at all – the painful experiences were still there – but for the first time I knew without a doubt that God’s love is unconditional, and for the first time I could love Him back. My perspective changed 180 degrees. All my life I had asked, “Why?” and felt picked on whenever anything bad happened, but I never asked, “Why?” when anything good happened. Who was watching over us when my brother and I at ages 4 and 5 walked across the ice on Fountain Lake when it was so thin it squished and bounced and the water pooled up under each step? Why didn’t we fall through? When my one-year-old son awoke early one morning and put the loop of the venetian blinds around he neck, what woke me so I found him just standing in his crib rather than strangled to death? Did I ask “why” then? No – you see, we take all these things for granted, but as soon as the bad things come that are the result of living in a fallen world, we cry “foul!” Our focus is too narrow. 

We must remember too that God purposely created us with a free will to choose good or evil. He didn’t want robots. He wanted children who would love Him and obey Him by choice, and yet He already knew we wouldn’t. As painful as it is, we reap what we sow, and sometimes we reap what others sow. Sinners are going to hurt one another. God will not interfere with those choices. If someone chooses to hurt you, that doesn’t mean that God doesn’t love you or that He doesn’t care. Jesus grieved when His cousin John was beheaded. He could have stopped it, but He didn’t. All but one of His own disciples died violent deaths. And Paul was a martyr as well. He knew he would be, but it didn’t bother him. If anyone had reason to feel sorry for himself and question God, it was Paul – but he never did. He knew that this life counts for nothing compared to eternity, and that death is only a door. He said in II Corinthians 4:8-9, “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; we are perplexed but not in despair; we are persecuted, but not abandoned; we are struck down, but not destroyed. Continuing in verse 16-18--- therefore, we do not give up. Even though our outer person is being destroyed, our inward person is being renewed day by day. For our momentary light affliction is producing for us an absolutely incomparable eternal weight of glory. So, we do not focus on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”

Paul also said our present sufferings are not even worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in us. He had it right in Romans 8:35, when he said, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Can affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? Verse 37, No – in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.  Verse 39, No created thing will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

You see – even in times when it doesn’t seem like it, God does love us. It doesn’t matter if we don’t understand how He works – He is still in control, and His Word is still true.
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The Problem of Hell

This message is the third in a series of talks on the answers we as Christians are told to be prepared to give to anyone who may ask us for a reason why we believe what we do.

There are more skeptics today than ever before in our own nation. As the doctrines of relativism and situational ethics are increasingly evident in our public schools, and the emphasis is on diversity and political correctness, anyone claiming to have a monopoly on truth or even claiming that some beliefs are wrong and others are right will be a target for the “thought police”. We will be called “narrow minded” and “prejudice” and “ignorant”. How do we stand against this?

Since the tragedy of 9/11 it has become more acceptable to mention the name of “god” in our society, and a majority do still claim they believe in “god” – but it is a generic god – one who is all things to all people. It seems that “god” is whoever or whatever you want him to be, and whatever god you worship is the true god to you – therefore there are many conceptions of god and many paths to him and all are equally valid and true. Just as in the days when the Christian church began, the name of “Jesus” is still foolishness to the gentiles and a stumbling block to the Jews. The claim that He is the way to salvation and that all who reject Him stand condemned is more offensive to most Americans than it has ever been.

One of the arguments I have heard is this: “I am a good person! I lead a moral life – I don’t hate anybody, I don’t steal, I don’t lie, I don’t cheat on my wife or on my income tax. I love people and I do a lot of volunteer work and give money to good causes. If there is a God as you say, and He’s supposed to be a God of love – and if there is such a thing as an after-life (or “heaven” as you call it), then surely this God will let me in. Any god that’s supposed to be a god of love surely would not condemn good people to hell. If there is a hell at all, it’s for the murderers and rapists and child abusers and the rest of the low life. Your claim that it’s just believing in this ‘Jesus’ that gets you there doesn’t even make sense!”

Where have we heard this argument before? Jesus told a story in Luke 18:10-13 about a man who thought this way. He said, “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee was standing and praying like this about himself; ‘God, I thank you that I’m not like other people - greedy, unrighteous, adulterers – or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of everything I get.”

 But the tax collector standing far off, would not even raise his eyes to heaven, but kept striking his chest and saying, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’“ Jesus said it was this tax collector, rather than the other man who went home that day justified before God. The Pharisees were the most moral people of their day. They worked very hard to obey every Old Testament law of God and even added more restrictions to their lives for good measure. Surely if anyone was justified before God, it should be them. Yet Jesus never had one good word to day about the Pharisees – He called them “white-washed tombs full of dead men’s bones.” (Matthew 23:27) John 3 records the story of one Pharisee who began to have doubts about what he had been taught all his life. Nicodemus dared to come to Jesus to learn more, but he came in the middle of the night so he wouldn’t be seen. And what did Jesus tell him in John 3:16? “For God loved the world in this way, He gave His one and only Son, so that everyone who believes on Him will not perish, but will have eternal life.” Nothing there at all about any do’s and don’ts to do with works.

You see, the problem with the question, “How can a God of love send good people to hell?” is that the question itself poses two suppositions that are not true: Number one: that human beings are “good”, and number two: that it is God who sends them to hell. Now two weeks ago I said you can’t argue from the Bible to those who don’t accept the Bible as true – but in the case of this question it is the questioner who is already raising the possibility that there is a God, a heaven, a hell, and some standard by which we determine what is good and what is not. You can’t have it both ways. If there is a God, and it is His word that tells us about heaven and hell, good and evil, then we have the option to use His Word to examine what else He has to say concerning this question. Let’s look at what God says about each of these two suppositions.

Are we mortals capable of living lives that are “good”? First, we know that God has laid down laws and principles for us to live by. We are told that any deviation whatsoever from these laws is called “sin”, and God says in Ezekiel 18:20, “The soul who sins shall die.” NKJV.  So surely “sin” cannot be “good”. In I John 1:8 we read, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” NKJV.  Alright – but doesn’t it vindicate us if that sin is only 1% in our lives and we are “good” the other 99%? Well, James 2:10 says, “For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumbles in one point, he is guilty of all.” NKJV. Even the Psalmist knew this when he said in Psalm 14:2-3 “The Lord looks down from heaven on the human race to see if there is one who is wise, one who seeks God. All have turned away; all alike have become corrupt. There is no-one who does good, not even one!” Paul quotes this passage in the New Testament in his letter to the Romans where he also tells us in Romans 3:20-24, “For no one will be justified in His sight by the works of the law because the knowledge of sin comes through the law. But now, apart from the law, the righteousness of God has been revealed --- the righteousness of God is through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe, since there is no distinction. For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. They are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus!”

Ephesians 2:8-9, says, “For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift. – not from works, so that no one can boast.”

This concept does not make sense to the natural man who thinks he is a “good person”. God knows this too, for He says in I Corinthians 1:18: “For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but it is the power of God to us who are being saved!” Why? Because we know it is only through the power of the Spirit of Christ that lives within us that we can do anything pleasing to God at all. God cannot put into me, (the responsible moral person that I am), the nature that was in Jesus Christ unless I am aware of my need for it, and as long as I am under the delusion that I can please a holy God by my own effort, I will never see it. Oswald Chambers says “we must never confuse the effect with the cause. Good works are the effect – the outcome of inexpressible thanks and adoration for the miraculous sanctification that has been brought about in me because of the atonement through the cross of Christ. Beware of the human “holiness” that denies the reality of the natural sinful nature – it is a fraud!’

Now we come to the second misconception of the question. It is not God at all that sends people to hell. On the contrary, it is only through the unmeasurable love and mercy of God that we are saved from hell. Yes – hell is a real place (or state of being, if you will) which was created by God. But it was never His intention that man should go there. Hell was created for the devil and all the other angels that followed him in rebellion against God. God’s original perfect plan was that all of mankind would live an unending life of fellowship with Him in an eternal beautiful Eden. But Satan set a trap, and man walked right into it. By his own free will man chose to disobey and death came into the world. The wages of sin is death and eternal separation from God, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3:17-19, “For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. Anyone who believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is already condemned, because he has not believed in the name of the one and only Son of God. This is the judgment: the light has come into the world, but people loved darkness rather than the light, because their deeds were evil.” Yes- God has sent His light – His free gift – all we have to do is take it. But until we do, it isn’t ours. Is that the fault of the giver? No- that gift is still there – available anytime we are willing to reach out and take it. He never takes it back – it has been given; it’s a done deal! His word says, “The Lord does not delay His promise, as some understand delay, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but all to come repentance.” (II Peter 3:9) Dr. Bill Bright says, “God has put a cross at the entrance of hell, and the only way for a person to get to hell is to reject that cross and walk right past it. If you choose to follow the devil, you will go where he is. At the other end of the spectrum, this same cross is a bridge that spans the chasm separating sinful man from a holy God. If you refuse this gift He has already given, don’t blame Him if there is no bridge for you to cross.”
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Why can’t God just forgive us?

God tells us through His apostle Peter that we must always be prepared to give an answer to anyone who asks us to give a reason for the hope that is in us through Christ our Lord. This message is the last in a series of talks on some of those hard questions we as Christians may be asked by those who do not accept the Christian gospel for the simple reason that no-one has ever given them satisfactory answers to what they consider their “logical” questions.

Today’s question goes something like this: “Alright, I can accept that there may be a God – there are religions all over the world that believe that, and evidence indicates it may be true, but you Christians claim no-one can be “saved” unless they also believe God had a son who was a man, and that He had to die a horrible death in order for this “God” who’s supposed to be a God of love to be able to forgive us. Now I can’t help it if I was born with a logical mind! It makes no sense to me at all that “God” would kill His own son in order for us to go to heaven. If God loves us, as you say, and He wants to forgive us, why doesn’t He just do it?”

Okay, why doesn’t He? Right away we see again that to answer this question we must begin by examining the elements of the question. Is it true that God killed His own Son? And is He really a God of “Love”? Well, the Bible says He is LOVE, but you see that’s not all He is. God is also HOLY, and He is JUST. When God created man, at first man, and woman, were also holy. They not only saw God, they walked with Him in the garden and talked to Him, face to face. He gave them everything they could ever want, and dominion over all the other creatures of the earth besides. Where they lived was beautiful beyond description and they had complete freedom to take whatever they wanted and eat whatever they wanted of any tree there was – with the exception of one tree. But just like little children they wanted the one thing they couldn’t have, simply because they couldn’t have it. Why was that tree even there? It was to test them, to see if they were willing to obey or not. As we’ve established before, God didn’t want robots – He wanted children who would love Him by choice, so He made them with the ability to choose. He wanted them to believe that He loved them and wanted only what was best for them, so they would then obey Him even if He denied them something, trusting that He had a good reason which was in their best interest. He has warned them that eating of that tree would bring death – yet He also allowed Satan to deceive them into believing God was a liar. He had to you see, because in order for the test to be valid and fair, the options had to look equally good.

Now God already knew they would fail the test and it grieved Him. He was still holy, but now they were not. A holy God can have no fellowship with sin – in fact, He can’t even look at it. So, they were banished from the garden. They were cut off from God, they would now have to work for their keep, and they began to grow old. They had begun to die, just as God said they would. But this isn’t the end of the story. God had a plan already in place. Have you ever wondered why, when Adam and Eve had already made themselves clothes out of leaves, God then made them clothes from animal skins? In order to do so, He would have had to kill an animal. This was the very first time anything had died – the first shedding of blood. Now store that in your memory bank as we fast forward to other historical events that are more pieces of the picture: The provision of a ram given to Abraham to sacrifice in place of his son through whom the whole nation of Israel would come; the blood of the Passover lambs that was smeared on the doorposts in Egypt so the angel of death would pass by; the daily sacrifice of lambs and goats and bulls throughout their 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, and later those same blood sacrifices in the temple in Jerusalem. What was the purpose of these? God said He took no pleasure in the sacrifice of bulls and goats, but without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin, because we were dead, and the life is in the blood. God had decreed in Ezekiel 18:20, “the soul who sins shall die.” NKJV. The “soul” – that would mean spiritual death – eternal separation from God. God didn’t want that any more than they did, but He was holy and they were sinners, and light can have no fellowship with darkness, so a daily sacrifice was needed to atone for their sin continually.

God is also a just God. Sin had to be punished – not because God is vindictive, but because He is just. Jack Hayford says, “the brokenness of mankind through sin is like Humpty-dumpty – All the king’s horses and all the king’s men can never put it back together. Sin destroys – should God say when sin enters the cosmos producing destruction and chaos. ‘O Well, I was just kidding – Olly Olly oxen-free!’ No! To do so would be going against His own nature and a holy God cannot do that. It’s not that He’s so small minded He has to whip somebody, and it’s not that He carries a grudge either. God grieved over what we had become and over what both of us had lost. He could have said, ‘Well, they had it all, and they blew it! – Too bad – poof!! – All gone!’ But He didn’t want to do that - so what was the answer then? The answer is in the plan He already had before the drama even started – He would enter into history Himself – and pay the penalty Himself – He would die in our place. The One who made it all in the first place was willing to suffer what was needed to put it back the way it was. But God is Spirit – He cannot die. The only way He could possibly take on the sentence of death for mortal man was to become a mortal man, and in order to do that He would have to be born of a woman.”

God did not kill His Son. His Son was God, and His very purpose for being born was to die. Jesus said, “I and the Father are one”; (John 10:30) He said, “He who has seen ME has seen the Father”; (John 14:9 NKJV.) and, “I lay down My life, so that I may take it up again. No-one takes it from Me – But I lay it down on My own. I have the right to lay it down, and I have the right to take it up again.” (John 10:17-18) Nothing that happened to Jesus was unplanned or unexpected. On the contrary, it was He who orchestrated the events and even the decisions of other people to bring it about. He told us, “For this purpose was I born.” He is the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world. The moment He died, the curtain in the temple was torn from top to bottom, opening once and for all the door to the holy of holies – the very throne of God. Through the blood of Christ, shed for the remission of our sins, the bond between God and man had been restored. When God looks at us now He no longer sees the sin because we are clothed in the snow-white garments He made for us, washed in the blood of the Lamb. Oswald Chambers says, “The cross is the central event in time and eternity, and the answer to all the problems of both. The reason salvation is so easy to obtain is that it cost God so much. The cross was the place where a Holy God and sinful man merged with a tremendous collision and where the way to life was opened. But all the cost and pain of that collision was absorbed by the heart of God. It is shallow nonsense to say that God forgives us because He is Love. The love of God means Calvary! The only basis on which God can forgive me is the cross of Christ. There is unlimited entrance this way. All the pleading for salvation which deliberately ignores the cross of Christ is useless. It is knocking at a door other than the one which Jesus has already opened.”

God stands now, just inside that open door, with His arms outstretched, not only to take you, but also for you to take Him. Have you walked through that door yet?
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What Does it Mean to Believe in Jesus?

As we move now into the season of Lent we want to shift our focus in the weeks ahead onto the story of the passion, suffering, death and resurrection of our Lord, Jesus Christ. We will again examine the events of that on Holy week around which all of time and eternity revolves. As an introduction to this series, today we will start by taking a look at that well known verse from John 3 verse 16. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son ---“ KJV. Here is the story of both Christmas and Easter in a nutshell. Earlier we talked about that indescribable gift God gave and why He did it. But today our focus will be on the second part of John 3: 16 – the result of that supreme sacrifice and victory over death. It says He gave His Son so “that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” KJV. What do these words mean to you? What does it mean to “believe”? What does it mean to believe “in Him”? And what is “everlasting life”?

If you grew up in the church as I did, you probably learned this verse as a child and really never thought much about it. I just accepted it as true and can’t remember a time when I didn’t believe it. I knew Jesus had died on the cross for my sins and that He rose from the dead on Easter. I knew He was in heaven now and this promise meant that because I believed this, I will also go to heaven when I die. That’s what I thought John 3:16 meant and that was all there was to it – I never questioned that.

Now in case you’re sensing that I’m about to propose some heretical off-the-wall new doctrine here, allow me to put your mind at ease. I still believe what I believed then. I know without a doubt that it’s true because all the rest of Scripture supports it. But I do propose to you that John 3:16 means all of this and more – oh, so very much more! This promise is not only about being saved from hell and going to heaven – because to believe in Jesus Christ does not only mean to believe in the facts of His life and death. To believe in God’s only begotten Son is to embrace everything He is, everything He does and everything He says; It means to have a personal one-to-one two-way relationship with Him; It means to talk to Him and to listen to Him, to believe He loves me, and to love Him back; and it means to submit to that love and invite Him to be Lord of my life.

What does it mean when we say that Jesus is Lord? Charles Stanley says “Lord” is far more than a mere title that Scripture bestows on the Son of God – you see, “Lord” is not what Jesus does – it is who He is. Jesus is, and always will be, the sovereign ruler of everything in heaven and on earth. Therefore, if we echo the confession, “Jesus is Lord”, our lives will show it.

Jesus gave us a wonderful parable in John 15:1-2, to explain how this works. He said, “I am the true vine, and My Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in Me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit He prunes so that it will be even more fruitful –and in verse 4: No branch can bear fruit by itself – it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in Me.” NIV. Notice He says He cuts off the branches that don’t bear fruit. These branches are still connected to the vine just as much as those that do bear fruit. What is it that makes the difference? Well, in a grape vine, how is it that grapes form on the ends of the branches that are far away from the main trunk of the vine? Where does this life come from – and how? Is it not the sap which flows through the vines, from the roots through the vine and into the branches carrying the nutrients and moisture that bring forth that fruit? It works the same way as the human body which has blood continually flowing to every cell. God says “the life is in the blood”. In the same way, in a vine that bears fruit, the life is in the sap. In those branches that are barren there is an obstruction somewhere preventing that sap from flowing through and Jesus says those branches are good for nothing but to be cut off and thrown into the fire. Okay – now if the vine is Jesus and the branches are us, what is the sap? It is that life that flows from Jesus through us – the Holy Spirit. He is to live in us and flow through us to produce fruit. What is that fruit? Galatians 5:22-23 says, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires – so since we live by the Spirit, we must also walk in the Spirit”.

It does no good to attempt to live a life that pleases God by our own efforts. It can’t be done, because all our righteousness is as filthy rags. It is only through the power of the Holy Spirit living in us that we can do anything of lasting worth, and the wonderful thing about it is that we don’t even have to work to bear the fruit because it is the Spirit that does it. All we have to do is yield and let Him in. When we refuse to do that – when we insist on running our own lives – that’s when we become those branches that will be cut off. Be not deceived – God cannot be mocked. You can’t expect to inherit the Kingdom of God when you choose to live according to the ways of the world. The two are not compatible. This is why Jesus told Nicodemus, “You must be born again” (John 3:7) to see the Kingdom of God.

Paul says in Romans 6: 3-4, “Are you unaware that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? Therefore, we were buried with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life.” Our baptism signifies this dying with Christ and rising again with Christ, a brand-new creature. We are born again into the Kingdom of God, and that kingdom is within us. Eternal life is not just something we go to when we die. We have already died, with Christ – we already have eternal life and it is that life connected to the vine. When our body dies, we only pass into another realm – the body is only a shell. Jesus has defeated death and we have that overcoming life in the power of the Holy Spirit now.

We’ve all seen the picture of Jesus knocking at the door. This is the door to your heart, and the knob is on the inside. Jesus says in Revelation 3: 20-21, “See! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him, and eat with him, and he with me. To the one who conquers, I will give the right to sit with Me on My throne, just as I also conquered and sat down with My Father on His throne.” Do you think He’s talking to unbelievers here?  No- He is talking to the church. To those who go to church and go through the motions and claim they believe – but they have never invited Him in to their hearts, they are those branches that bear no fruit because they have no life. Have you opened that door and let Him in? If not, I pray you will open to Him today. You too can live a brand-new life that bears much fruit.
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Trusting in God’s Plan

As we sit in our comfortable warm homes in the richest country on earth, it’s hard to imagine that half the world away our country is once again at war. We would rather not think about it and just go about our business as usual. But at the same time, we are drawn back to our television and radio time and time again because we have a need to know what is happening. It is especially disturbing for those with loved ones involved in the conflict, and others worry about loved ones who live in areas of our own country that are most vulnerable to retaliation in the form of terrorist attacks. We realize it’s unrealistic to expect to escape unscathed. Whether in a small way or large, our lives will be changed by this. It’s at times like this, when we feel so helpless, that we have some decisions to make. Are we going to trust in the wisdom and discernment of our leaders? And more importantly, are we going to trust in God? Do we really believe that God knows all about this? Do we believe He is really in control and that this is part of His over-all master plan for our good? What evidence do we have that He even cares?

Children trust without question – adults don’t. We learn not to trust when our trust is betrayed, and the more that happens, the harder it is to trust again. But when we do, what is it that builds that trust and gives us the courage to risk being hurt by daring to put our trust in someone? Is it not experience? We learn whether someone is trustworthy or not by observing what they say and do – whether they keep promises they make, whether they are faithful to commitments they make, and whether they tell the truth. When a person proves himself to be trustworthy over time, we know we can depend on that person and he won’t let us down. Has God shown Himself to be trustworthy? Let’s look at His record! From the beginning of time, God has never made a promise He didn’t keep, never made a commitment He didn’t fulfill, and never told a lie. In every instance where His people dared to trust Him and yield to His work in their lives, He has never let them down. He saw to it that stories of His faithfulness were written down so we can read them and see what He does and what He is like.

I Corinthians 10:11 says these things were written down for our learning – not only to warn us through poor examples but to encourage us through examples of His people who trusted and obeyed and saw that God is faithful, and that He has reasons for everything He allows, and everything He engineers – reasons that are always for our good and always part of His plan – and this is true whether we recognize that at the time or not. Noah trusted God enough to spend 120 years building a huge ocean vessel many miles from any body of water because God told him to. He believed God when He told him the flood was coming – although up until that time it had never rained. Because Noah trusted God, the human race lived on. Abraham trusted God enough to travel to a new land where he had never been. He believed God’s promise of a son even though he waited 20 years, and when it looked like God was now requiring him to give up that son, Abraham still obeyed, believing that if Isaac was to die, God would surely raise him up again. This man was willing to trust and obey, whether it made sense to him or not, and God said his faith was “counted unto him as righteousness”. Job lost all his children and everything he owned, all in one day, and God never told him why. Yet Job said in chapter 13 verse 15, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him.” KJV. In the end God gave him back twice what he had before. Moses went, at the age of 80, willing to obey and lead a company of almost a million people out of Egypt and through the midst of the sea. And Joshua stepped into Moses’ shoes to lead the people at last into the land God had promised to Abraham over 500 years before. Each of these stories of faith was a piece of the plan laid out before the world was made to preserve a race through which would come the Savior of the world.

God’s timing is not according to our clock. He is never impatient and never rash in the things He does, but brings them about at just the right time when all the pieces and all the players are in place. The Old Testament patriarchs never saw the ultimate fulfillment of the promise, but they trusted God anyway. We have the last piece, and the tapestry is beautiful. How can we doubt, when we see all He has done and we realize that from the beginning it was all because He loved us? We may never know in this lifetime the reason for the hard things, but that doesn’t matter. Our job is to trust. Someday it will all be revealed, and we will marvel.

During this Lenten season, we again track the last days of Christ’s journey to the cross. Let us not forget that God planned every detail and every step. Nothing happened to Jesus that was out of God’s control, and nothing can happen to us that is out of God’s control either. How many times Jesus said to His disciples, “O you of little faith – why did you doubt?” (Matthew 14:31)

A story is told of a father and his little daughter whose house was struck by a bomb one night during the terrible blitz of World War II. There was a large hole in their front yard left by a shell explosion several days before. Seeking shelter as quickly as possible, the father grabbed his daughter’s hand and ran from the house. He jumped into the hole and then held up his arms for his daughter to follow. Terrified by the explosions around her and unable to see her father in the darkness of the hole, she cried, “I can’t see you, Papa!” The father looked up against the sky, lit with white tracer lights and tinted red by burning buildings. He could see his daughter standing silhouetted at the holes edge, and called, “But I can see you, my darling. Jump!” The little girl jumped – not because she could see her father, but because he could see her. She trusted him to tell her the truth and to do what was best for her.

We may not be able to clearly see where our Heavenly Father is leading us, but we can trust Him. We may not know what God has “up His sleeve” but we can trust His arms to be everlasting.

It is true that God is Love. He loved this whole world so much that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. God also cares about nations; and He cares about families; and He cares about each and every individual. Isn’t it amazing? His knowledge and wisdom and power reach to the ends of the universe, and yet He cares about the sparrows. Jesus said not one of them falls to the ground without your heavenly Father knowing it. And He said even the very hairs of your head are numbered. So why should we worry? Worrying isn’t going to add one inch to your height or change one hair to white or black. Jesus said the evil of one day is enough to concern ourselves with for that one day. Worrying about the war in Iraq will make no difference at all to the outcome, or to which of our boys come home and which don’t. But praying and trusting and giving it over into the hand of God can work miracles. He wants to give us good things and He longs for us to see Him as a loving Father who does everything for our good. He is worthy of our trust. Can you see Him? It doesn’t matter. He can see you.
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In last week’s talk about trusting God, we talked about some of the great examples from the Bible of men who trusted and believed God against great odds. One of those men was Abraham, the common patriarch of both Muslims and Jews, to which God made a promise that his descendants would become as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore – and through his seed, all the nations of the earth would be blessed. This prophecy referred to the Messiah, our Lord Jesus Christ – Savior of the world. It took a great deal of faith for Abraham to believe and hang on to this promise for twenty years until his miracle son was born when Abraham was one hundred years old and Sarah was ninety. And then just when their precious Isaac was finally grown and in his prime of life, God demanded and incredulous thing – He told Abraham to take this promised miracle child and sacrifice him to God as a burnt offering. I want to talk more about this amazing story today and show how it fits in with this Lenten season as we prepare again to commemorate our Lord’s suffering, death and resurrection. 

In His dealings with historical people, God often chose to engineer their circumstances to produce a physical reality that was symbolic of a spiritual one. When we see this parallel and pull out the treasures hidden there, it strengthens our faith that this written Word is indeed living and active, supernaturally authored by the mind of God.

Let’s step into Abraham’s shoes for a few minutes to identify what he must have thought and felt during this hard test, and then let’s look for the parallel that God intended it to portray.

First of all, we recognize that this demand of God was totally out of character. Human sacrifice was what idol – worshipers did, and God severely condemned the practice. We have to wonder why Abraham didn’t question whether the voice he was hearing was even God at all. Surely he would have reasoned that if he killed Isaac, the promises could not be fulfilled. Was this God he had come to trust a liar who just enjoyed jerking him around to show who was boss? Did God have no regard for the mental anguish this would cause a man He claimed to love, or for the suffering of an innocent boy, with no logical reason for it? What was going on?!! And what would Abraham tell Sarah? This was her only child, and she would never have another!

We must remember there was no written Word of God yet then, and no commandments or guidelines to live by. The only knowledge Abraham could have had of the true God would have to have been that passed down by word of mouth. Abram, as he was then called, was a tenth-generation descendant of Noah through Shem – almost 300 years had passes since the flood – yet because of the extreme longevity of his ancestors, all of them (including Noah) were still alive when Abram was 60 years old. So, there was a good chance he had heard about this invisible God who had saved Noah and his family through a great flood. Yet we are told Abram was first called by God out of his home in Ur of the Chaldees. The Chaldeans were idol-worshipers, and so were Abram’s father, Terah, and his brother Nahor. Here now in the land of Canaan where God told Abram to go, the people worshiped idols as well. These people regularly sacrificed animals on their altars to appease their gods – and those who worshiped the Semitic god, Molech, also sacrificed their children. Abraham must have wondered if maybe this God he thought was different was maybe not so different after all. For forty years Abraham had trusted God and hung on to the promise. Can you imagine the amazement and the joy in their hearts when he and Sarah finally held this promised miracle child in their arms for the first time? And now God was telling Abraham to slay the child of the promise! All those things must have been replayed in his mind over and over as he got up and immediately obeyed, never questioning why, though his heart must have been breaking in two.

For three days Abraham, Isaac and two servants trudged the fifty rugged miles to Mount Moriah. Genesis 22:6-8 says, “Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and laid it on his son, Isaac, in his hand he took the fire and the knife, and the two of them walked on together. Then Isaac spoke to his father, Abraham, and said, ‘My Father?’ And he replied, ‘Here I am my son.’ Isaac said, ‘The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?’ Abraham answered, ‘God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son’” -----Can you imagine the anguish in Abraham’s heart as his son asked him this? He had had plenty of time to think during the long trip, and to back out if he wanted to, but he didn’t. We know from Hebrews 11 that Abraham trusted God so much that he concluded the only way the promise could still be fulfilled would be if God would raise Isaac from the dead – and he believed He would. I propose that once Isaac realized he was to be the sacrifice that he believed this as well. Why? Isaac was a young man now, and his father was almost 120 years old. They had left the servants with the donkey at the foot of the mountain. Once Isaac knew the situation he could easily have run – but he didn’t. He surely had been told the promise, yet he loved and trusted his father and his father’s God so much that he willingly allowed Abraham to tie him up and lay him on the altar.

Are you beginning to see the parallel? Abraham’s son, Ishmael, was the son of a slave – he could not inherit the Promised Land. In the same way, fallen mankind is in slavery to sin and cannot inherit eternal life by his own efforts. But Isaac was the child of the free woman, a child of a miracle birth and the fulfillment of a long-awaited promise. Just as Abraham waited for this promised child, sinful man waited for the promised Messiah through whom we inherit the kingdom of God. Just as the father of many nations was willing to sacrifice his first-born only son of the promise, so God our father sacrificed His one and only Son that we could be free.

Now Abraham didn’t have to go through with it because God did indeed provide the lamb – a ram caught in the bushes. This sacrificed ram represented the Lamb of God who was to die in our place – the Lamb of God Who takes away the sins of the world. The whole nation of Israel, through which this promised Savior would be born, was in the loins of that boy who was spared that day. Because of the death of the ram, the nation of Israel was “brought back from the dead”, and the promise was fulfilled. So now we who are redeemed by the blood of the Lamb may walk in newness of life. As Isaac yielded to the will of his father, even carrying the wood on his own back, so Christ went willingly, carrying his own wooden cross on His bleeding back, and He laid down His life on Golgotha, for you, and for me. I believe God gave us this story from the life of Abraham so we could identify with his heart and realize the magnitude of the heart of God and the anguish of the cost of His love for us.

Genesis 22:14 says, “Abraham called that place “The Lord will provide”. So today it is said, “It will be provided on the Lord’s mountain.” Mount Moriah – a single far-away mountain selected by God for the sacrifice of Isaac – would centuries later be known as the temple mound. It is the exact same mountain on which the promised Lamb of God was crucified for the sins of the world. Coincidence? I don’t think so! God’s word is living and active. There are pearls to be found there – but we must search for them. Seek- and you will find!


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


Passover – Palm Sunday

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
In the last week alone of Jesus earthly life were fulfilled over 300 Old Testament prophecies scattered throughout the books from Genesis to Malachi. These prophecies were not understood by men who wrote down the words given them by the Spirit of God, but we who have the complete scriptures are blessed to be able to see it all, through our spiritual interpreter – that same Spirit of God who now lives within us as believers and opens our spiritual eyes.

We go first today to the book of Exodus where in the twelfth chapter verses 3, 5-7, 13 God gives Moses and Aaron instructions for that very first Passover on the night the people were at last set free from 400 years of bondage in Egypt. God said, “Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month, they must each select an animal of the flock according to their fathers families, one animal per family.  5: You must have an unblemished animal, a year-old male; you may take it from either the sheep or the goats. 6: You are to keep it until the fourteenth day of this month, then the whole assembly of the community of Israel will slaughter the animals at twilight. 7: They must take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses where they eat them. ---13: The blood on the houses where you are staying will be a distinguishing mark for you; when I see the blood, I will pass over you.”

Now on the first anniversary of this deliverance from bondage and from death, the people celebrated the Passover again at the foot of Mount Sinai, and God instructed them to celebrate this day as a perpetual memorial on the fourteenth day of the month of Abib (also called the month of Nisan). Devout Jews still observe the Passover to this day to commemorate God’s delivery of the children of Israel from Egypt. We as Christians celebrate Holy Week from Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday, during that same time of the year. What does one have to do with the other? Everything – because Jesus is the Passover Lamb.

What we now call Palm Sunday falls on that same tenth day of the month of Nisan on the Jewish calendar. It was the day the Passover lamb was chosen. Both in Egypt and at Mount Sinai, each family brought the lamb into the house because they had no temple or tabernacle yet, but after a temple was built in Jerusalem, the sacrifice was brought into the temple – the house of God. During Jesus’ day, the high priest would choose the lamb from those being raised for that purpose outside the city. He would lead this lamb through the gate into the city and into the temple. This would become a great procession as the crowds of worshipers who had come for the Passover lined the streets and then followed with their own lamb for the sacrifice, waving palm branches and singing words from Psalm 118: 25-27, “Lord save us! Lord, grant us success!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord…. With boughs in hand, join the festal procession up to the horns of the altar.” NIV.  The high priest would then tie the lamb in the temple in public view for the next three days so that it could be inspected for any blemish before being sacrificed on the fourteenth day of Nisan at twilight.

This was the picture as Jesus, the spotless Lamb of God, made His entrance that day through the gates of Jerusalem and into the temple – possibly directly following that Passover lamb being led by the high priest. The gospels tell us a great crowd came out to meet Him, spreading their cloaks on the road and branches cut from trees – also waving palm branches like political banners in welcome to a king leading a triumphal procession after victory in a battle. They shouted, “Hosanna” which means, “O Lord, save us” – the very words from Psalm 118:26 – and they cried, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.” NIV. But kings rode horses in their victory parades – not donkeys. Yet Jesus rode a donkey – for two reasons. A donkey was a lowly animal of the common people – an animal of peace. Horses were used for war. At the same time, a donkey was a princely mount. David’s royal mount was a mule, and the people knew the Messiah was to come through David’s line. No doubt this sight of Jesus entering the gate brought to their minds several prophecies – especially the one from Zechariah 9:9 which says, “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion. Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you, He is just and having salvation – lowly and riding on a donkey – on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” NKJV. Jesus had openly arrived now and in this public act declared Himself to be the “King of Kings”. The symbolism was not lost on the people. National and religious feelings alike were stirred in what reached far back to the first deliverance (from bondage in Egypt) and pointed forward to the final deliverance in the person of the promised Messiah. All Israel knew that it would be in Jerusalem where the Messiah would be enthroned as their king. The contagious joy and excitement spread throughout the whole city. At last, their deliverer had come!

But Jesus already knew that in a few short days these same people who now welcomed Him with “Hosanna” would be shouting per Luke 23:21, “Crucify Him! Crucify Him!” Luke 19:41-42 says “As He approached the city, He wept for it, saying, ‘If you knew this day what would bring you peace – but now it is hidden from your eyes.” He had also wept over the city on His last visit there, saying, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem,… how often I wanted to gather your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings – but you were not willing” (Matthew 23:37)

You see the people thought He was the Messiah – and they were right; they thought He was their Deliverer – and they were right. But they had no idea whatsoever Who Messiah really was or what it was He came to deliver them from. They were convinced their hour of deliverance was at hand – but they thought He was there to deliver them from the oppression of the Roman government, and they all waited with bated breath for the revolution to begin. Even His disciples had this mindset – so much so that even when He told them plainly what was to come, it went right over their heads. These people – God’s chosen people – had a glimpse of the Messiah and they lost it because they never did see that He was also the Lamb – the Passover Lamb whose blood must be shed to deliver them from a bondage even worse than that of Egypt or of Rome – The bondage of their own sin.
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This morning the children entered the sanctuary with palm branches, marching up the aisle to welcome the King of Kings. Just so on that first Palm Sunday, the tenth of Nisan, they came, shouting “Hosanna” as they followed Him through the Jerusalem gate and into the sanctuary. The Passover Lamb, chosen by God Himself, had been brought into the house.

Now, just as the Passover lamb was kept inside the temple in public view to be inspected and watched for blemish for four days, so Jesus came every day into the temple to be examined and questioned - scrutinized by the Sadducees, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law. They hoped to trip Him up in His words and entrap Him, but they could not, because He was perfect and without blemish. So, Jesus was allowed to leave. Thus began the 24 hours which was to become the central point upon which all of time and eternity revolve. The Lamb had come to die. In those 24 hours He would experience agony beyond description. He would be betrayed, forsaken and denied by all of His closest friends; falsely accused and condemned; scourged until the flesh of His back hung in ribbons; mocked and spit upon with blood running down His face from thorns piercing His sacred head. Yet, just as a lamb before its shearers is silent, He opened not His mouth. He had “set His face like flint”. (Isaiah 50:7)  He knew His time had come and for this purpose was He born. When they had arrested Him in the garden, Peter had been ready to defend Him, but in Matthew 26:52-54: “Jesus told him, ‘Put your sword back in its place…. or do you think that I cannot call on My Father and He will provide me here and now with more than twelve legions of angels? How then, would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen this way?” So, He went willingly and made no protest even as they drove the huge nails through His wrists and His feet and raised Him to hang there between Heaven and earth. Never make the mistake of thinking Jesus was a martyr or that He was murdered and had no choice in the matter. In John 10:18 He said, “No-one takes it (his life) from Me, but I lay it down on My own. I have the right to lay it down and I have the right to take it up again. I have received this command from My Father.” This was the plan from the beginning, from before the world began, and all of history was engineered by the mind of God to bring it about.

The Passover lambs were to be killed at twilight on the 14th of Nisan. Twilight in Jerusalem began as soon as the first star was seen in the sky, usually between 3 and 5 PM. On this day we are told there was darkness over the whole land from the sixth hour until the ninth hour (which would be from noon until 3:00). Jesus died at 3:00, just as the first Passover lambs were being killed – and at that moment the huge curtain in the temple that separated the people from the Holy of Holies was torn completely in half – from top to bottom. The tearing of one’s clothes was an expression of overwhelming grief. Was this God’s way of expressing His grief over the horrible death of His beloved Son? Perhaps… but we know for sure of an even more vital reason. We find the answer in Hebrews 9. Only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies where God dwelt between the cherubim of the Ark of the Covenant – and He could enter only once a year on the day of atonement – with the blood which he offered for his own sins as well as for the sins of the people. But when Christ came as our high priest, He did not enter by means of the blood of goats, calves or lambs, but He entered the most holy place once for all with His own blood. You see, the physical temple and everything in it was a copy of the heavenly temple, and the mercy seat in the Holy of Holies symbolized the very throne of God. Hebrew 9:24-26 tells us, “For Christ has not entered the holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true, but into Heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us.  Not that He should offer Himself often, as the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood of another. He then would have had to suffer often since the foundation of the world; but now, once at the end of the ages, He has appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself.” NKJV. You see, it is His blood that makes the atonement. It is His blood that covers us now and has restored the relationship between God and man that was broken in the Garden of Eden. That curtain that separated us is gone – we can now boldly approach the throne of God and He welcomes us with open arms, because the ransom has been paid. He no longer sees our sin because it is gone- covered with the robe of righteousness, washed in the blood of the Lamb.

There was a sermon I found on the internet entitled “The Lamb of God Provided.” I don’t know who wrote it but it fits so well with todays’ message and reads as follows:

“Christ made righteousness for us as our sacrifice, and every day and every hour we are to put that righteousness on, like a robe. We stand before God, not in our own righteousness – for we have none – but in Christs’, which is reckoned to us as if it belonged to us because He made it for us in our place.

Put on that robe you had nothing to do with weaving and sewing; put it on for your righteousness and your acceptance with God. Every morning put on that robe and every night lie down in it. Go out to work in that robe and come home again wearing it. Sit down with your children in that robe and let them see you wearing it always. Be married in that robe and love your husband or your wife in that robe, raise your children in that robe, grow old and then sick in that same robe and then, finally, carry it with you into your grave with you when your life is done.

If you do, you will not only live with the delicious sense of being loved by God,  with peace in your heart and with humility before others, you will not only strive and struggle to live a life worthy of the grace you have received and the Savior you have in the Lamb of God, but when it is all done, you will awake and go up to the great white throne dressed in that same robe, stand before God in that robe and because you are wearing it, He will bid you to enter Heaven shining like the sun in that glorious robe of righteousness that Christ, the Lamb of God, wove for you when the Father sent Him into the world and He became your sacrifice for sin.

O great absolver! Grant my soul may wear the lowliest garb of persistence and prayer, till, in the Fathers’ courts, my glorious dress shall be the garment of Thy righteousness. 

And when I stand before the throne, dressed in beauty not my own; When I see Thee as Thou art, love Thee with unsinning heart; Then, Lord, shall I fully know – not till then- how much I owe,

And until then here is my robe, my refuge and my peace – Thy blood, Thy righteousness, O Lord! My God!”
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Hallelujah! He is risen! Today we celebrate the most important day that ever was or ever will be. On this one day over 2000 years ago hangs the entire message of the Christian Church, for without its truth, all the rest is worth nothing. This day is not about family get-togethers around a huge fancy meal. It is not about bunnies or baskets full of candy and colorful eggs. It is not even about a worship service with lots of special music. We celebrate today, as well we should, but the festivities are meaningless if we forget what it is we are celebrating, for this one day is the point around which all of history revolves – it is the dividing line between life and death.

On that first Easter Sunday, which began at sundown Saturday the 17th of the Jewish month of Nisan, there was no celebrating at least not at first. To the people who had loved Jesus the most, the events of the past three days were not only bewildering but devastating. How could this be happening? Why didn’t He stop it? It looked like Jesus had purposely walked into this situation without even hesitating – and they thought right – that’s exactly what He had done! They had forgotten that Jesus told them what lay ahead. He even said, “For this cause was I born.” ( John 18:37) But to be crucified! – That was a punishment for criminals! – And they knew the Scripture that said anyone hung on a tree is under a curse. How could this be? Was everything He told them a lie? They had given up everything to follow Him, and here they were, cowering in fear and overcome with grief behind locked doors. How long would it be before the soldiers came for them?

There was one who grieved alone that morning. Her name was Mary. She was one of several women who followed Jesus and attended to His needs, but she was different than the others. Jesus had cast seven demons out of her – what must she have been like before that? But He had told the people in Luke 7:47, “…. Her many sins have been forgiven; that’s why she loved much.”  and to Mary, He was her whole life. She tried to fit in with the other women – she went along when they went to buy the spices to properly anoint His body after the Sabbath. But she couldn’t rest that Sabbath Day, and she couldn’t sleep that night. So she got up while it was still dark. She had been there when they put Him in the tomb so she knew where it was. John 20:1 tells us she went there now, so she could be close to Him and grieve alone. But when she reached the place she saw no soldiers there – there was no-one at all – and the stone was in its place to the side of the tomb’s entrance. She had seen Joseph and Nicodemus roll that stone over the door! With her heart pounding, she looked inside, and in the light of her torch she saw the body was gone! As fast as she could go, she ran over the hill to Bethany to tell the disciples. But they didn’t believe her! She was only a woman, and one with a history of mental instability. Here she stood, with eyes as big as saucers and all out of breath with a story so fantastic surely they must have thought her mind had snapped from her grief.

But John tells us in Chapter 20 that Peter and John were determined to see for themselves, and they ran to the tomb, with Mary right behind. Sure enough, the stone was rolled away and there was no-one there. John got there first, but he hesitated at the door. It was impetuous Peter who went inside first and John followed. There were the strips of burial cloth lying empty in the place the body had been, and the cloth that had been around His head lying neatly folded up in a place by itself. John says he believed, but he apparently didn’t say so at that point. Neither of them understood, and completely bewildered, they just turned around and went back home, leaving Mary behind. Now she was all alone again in the garden with her thoughts and her grief, and she began to wail. As she wept, she bent over and looked into the tomb (perhaps she had seen light coming from inside - and there they were – two angels, seated where Jesus’ body had been – one at the head and one at the foot. “Woman, why are you crying?” (John 20:13) they asked, and as she began to explain, she sensed someone standing behind her. As she turned, He also asked in verses 15-17, “Woman – why are you crying? Who is it that you are seeking?” Supposing he was the gardener, she replied, “Sir, if you’ve carried Him away, tell me where you have put Him, and I will take Him away.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Mary.’ Turning around, she said to Him in Aramaic, “Rabboni”,’ which means “teacher”, ‘Don’t cling to Me,’ Jesus told her, ‘Since I have not yet ascended to the Father, but go to my brothers, and tell them that, ‘I am ascending to My Father and your Father, to My God and your God’.”

Now what did He mean by this? It was another 40 days before He ascended into heaven in front of them all. He saw them several times during that period and had plenty of time to tell them this Himself if this is what He was referring to.

The evening of that same day, He came and suddenly appeared to the disciples in the house where they were with the doors locked. They were afraid, and thought He was a ghost. But He said to them, “Don’t be afraid – Look at My hands and My feet – it is I Myself! Touch Me and see, because a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you can see I have.” (Luke 24:39)

When He said this, why didn’t He instead use the phrase, “flesh and blood”?  Because, He had poured out His blood. The life of mortal man is in the blood, but Jesus’ body was now immortal. As our High Priest, it was Jesus Himself who carried His own blood to the throne of God to atone for the sins of the world. According to the command of God, when the high priest carried the blood of the lamb into the holy of holies on the day of atonement, He could not be touched by any other person. Now here He was, asking His friends to touch Him. He had now been to the Father. When He appeared to Mary, He still had that one task to complete, and now it was done. Death had been swallowed up in victory – the ransom had been paid and the chasm that existed between sinful man and a holy God had been bridged.

Because Jesus Christ led the way, we who have His Holy Spirit living within us need no longer fear death, for it has no power over us. The death of the body is but a portal, where we pass from death into life. Jesus promised in John 11:25-26, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in Me even if he dies, will live. Everyone who lives and believes in Me will never die.” What blessed assurance – What victory! Everything else that was ever said or done by Christ or His followers is secondary to the resurrection. Indeed, Paul said in I Corinthians 15:19, “If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.” If Jesus did not rise from the dead, then Christianity is a false religion. But if He did, then Christ is God and His Word is absolute truth. How can anyone dare to refuse such a wonderful gift? Our risen Lord has taken His throne and now declares: “I am the first and the last, and the Living One, I was dead, but look – I am alive forever and ever.” (Revelation 1:17-18) This is the story of Easter.
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This past week we as Christians observed a National Day of Prayer. Reports indicate a record turnout at churches and schools for special times of prayer, and thousands more were praying privately in their homes. Do you know of any other nation whose federal government sets aside such a day as this? How blessed we are – and how quickly we take this freedom for granted. Here we are free to worship as we choose wherever we choose; we are free to publicly buy as many copies as we want of the Living Word of God – most of us have several in our homes and many other Christian books as well. We can read and study these and meet together with others in our churches or our homes to study and to pray without fear. We have a President who loves and serves our God, and in Minnesota our governor is a Christian as well. Does it get any better than this? Elsewhere in the world Christians are being imprisoned, torn from their families, tortured and murdered for their faith, while here we seem to have a hedge around us. While we can watch Christian programs on TV and listen to them on the radio, in most countries of the world they would not be allowed. Christians there would give a great deal just to hear a program like this one. These freedoms we enjoy are the reason people still risk their lives to come to America.

Now a candid outside observer seeing these things would think surely, we are a Christian nation blessed by God. But are we? We used to be, and the vestiges of those days are still there, but the fact is we are fast becoming a minority in the United States. The freedom we enjoy in a democracy is just as available to other religions and to those who do not believe in God at all – and much to our shame, non-Christians are working harder than Christians to draw others to their ways of thinking, so their numbers are growing at a much faster rate. Now why is that? The polls still indicate that those Americans who call themselves Christians still outnumber those who don’t, but of those who claim the name of Christ, over half never go to church or open a Bible, and their lifestyles are undistinguishable from those of the world.

In his speech this week from the aircraft carrier Abraham Lincoln, President Bush closed with the words, “and may God continue to bless the United States of America.” This is my prayer as well and I’m sure it is the prayer of everyone who had a part in the National Day of Prayer. But one day a year isn’t going to do it – we must be in prayer for our leaders and our country continually. If we allow ourselves to become complacent, we will wake up one morning to find our freedom to worship the true God gone. Already it is politically incorrect to mention the name of Jesus in diverse company – and especially to claim He is the only way to salvation. Satan is alive and well and he is working overtime because he knows his time is short. We must be on the alert and keep our spiritual armor on and our sword drawn – and we can’t do that if we don’t know God’s word or have fellowship with the rest of His body. God promises us in II Chronicles 7:14: “If My people who are called by My name will humble themselves and pray, and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways; then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.” NKJV.  When He said this, He was talking about His people the children of Israel. But who are His people now? They are still Israel, but they are also everyone who goes by the name of “Christian”. Do you think we don’t need healing? We are like the people of the church in Sardis to which Jesus spoke in the Revelation to St. John Chapter 3:1-3. He said: “I know your works; you have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead. Be alert and strengthen what remains which is about to die, for I have not found your works complete before my God. Remember, then, what you have received and heard; keep it, and repent.” Or we are like those of the church in Laodicea to which He said in chapter 3: 15-21, “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to spew you out of My mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing!’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness, and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So, be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me. To him who overcomes I will give the right to sit with Me on My throne, just as I overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” NIV

Have you heard this passage about Jesus knocking at the door in its context before? How many of you thought this was about His knocking at the hearts of unbelievers? (that is, those outside the church?) No, dear ones – He is talking to the church! Do you claim to be a Christian but have never opened that door to your heart and invited Him in to be Lord of your life? Then just like those who think they are rich but don’t realize they are poor; you are living in a free country and don’t realize you are a slave. Jesus Christ shed His blood for you to pay the price for your sin, and He rose again to defeat death for you, and He lives now at the right hand of God the Father to intercede for you – but how can you receive this gift He longs to put in your hands if you never open the door? You will be like the man who had his hands tied behind his back so long that he wasn’t aware that someone had come and cut the ropes – so he continued to hold his hands behind his back – he didn’t know he was free.

Jesus has promised us, “If you abide in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed; and you shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8:31-32 NKJV) What is this truth He’s talking about? It is the truth that He has not only died to set us free from the penalty of sin – He had died to set us free from the power of it. He has cut the ropes, but we will never know it if we refuse to read His Word and open the door. The Bible also says in James 5:16, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective”, NIV.  but we have no righteousness of our own. We must get our robe of righteousness from Him because He bought it, and we must be willing to put it on by the power of His Holy Spirit that now lives within us if we have asked Him in. Do you want to be righteous in God’s eyes? Then come to His throne in that robe and you already are. Now be transformed by the renewing of your mind, for it is God who does the work – “it is God who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” (Philippians 2:13 NKJV) All we have to do is yield and let Him work. No more living with constant guilt; no more striving to overcome the sin in our life by our own strength and failing over and over again. It is God who does the work – let Him work! You are already righteous in Christ Jesus – you have been set free, and if the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed! It isn’t living in a democracy that makes us free – True freedom comes only through the only one who has the keys. And He promised in Matthew 5:6, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled.” NKJV. Now is that freedom or what? Thank you, Jesus!
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Today I would like to share with you a few thoughts on how we can know what the will of God is for us as His children and members of Christ’s Body, the Church.

Jesus had just finished preaching His Sermon on the Mount to a large group of His disciples and He was walking down. Matthew says in Chapter 8, verses 1-3, “When He came down from the mountain, large crowds followed Him. Right away, a man with leprosy came and knelt before Him and said, ‘Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean. Reaching out His hand, Jesus touched him, saying. ‘I am willing. Be made clean!’ Immediately his leprosy was cleansed.”

Now lepers were outcasts. They were required to stay far away from others and if approached by anyone were to warn them by shouting, “Unclean! Unclean!” No-one touched a leper! Not only was it risky but it was the law that anyone who touched a leper would himself become “unclean”. This man had no doubt been watching and listening from afar as Jesus preached on the mountainside saying in Matthew 7:7-9, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you. Or what man is there among you who, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?” (Matthew 7: 7-9) “Did everyone include even lepers?” the man must have thought. “Would He be willing to heal even me?” It took a great deal of courage and faith for this man to even approach Jesus. And it was His will to heal him. Not only that, but Jesus touched the man. He could have healed him with just a word – but He touched him.

Is it always God’s will to give us what we ask? Well obviously not, or every request would be granted. You’ve heard it said that God answers every prayer. He says “Yes”, He says “No” or He says “Wait”. Yet He promises us in I John 5:14-15, “This is the confidence we have in approaching God: That if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we know He hears us – whatever we ask – we know that we have what we asked of Him.” NIV. Notice it doesn’t say we will have what we ask, but we have it – it’s a done deal. God doesn’t even have to think about it a while. We are His children through Christ, and He loves us. But the key words in this passage are “according to His will” If we could know for sure each time we pray that it is God’s will to say “yes”, we would have no problem believing He will. Okay – our prayers are always to be “according to His will” – but how can we know what that will is?

Romans 12:2 says, “Do not be conformed to this world; but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good, acceptable, and perfect will of God.” NKJV

This transformation of the mind is not something we do. No, this says “be transformed.” The Holy Spirit does the transforming as we continue in His word and yield to His working in our lives. It is not a one-shot thing but a process over time. As we yield and obey each prompting of the Spirit, He takes us further and deeper into the life of the Spirit, and we will find ourselves thinking more and more like Jesus thinks. As our minds are “renewed” we learn to know how He thinks and we will then know what His will is and what it is not. I Thessalonians 4:3 says, “For this is the will of God, your sanctification.” NKJV.  What does it mean to be sanctified? Webster defines the word as “made holy; made free of sin or free from the bondage of sin.” Also “set apart to sacred duty or use.” How do we do that? Here again, it says be sanctified. We don’t do it – God does the sanctifying. In Jesus prayer for us in John 17:17, He says to His Father, “Sanctify them by Your Truth. Your Word is Truth.” NKJV.  So again, the Holy Spirit works in us through the written word.

The apostle Paul shows us how this process of sanctification and renewing of our mind will produce in us the fruit of the Spirit. In his letter to the Ephesians, Chapter 5:17-21, he says, “So don’t be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. And don’t get drunk with wine, which leads to reckless living, but be filled with the Spirit: speaking to one another in psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, Singing and making music with your heart to the Lord, giving thanks always for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another in the fear of Christ.” And in I Thessalonians 5:16-18, Paul says, “Rejoice always, pray constantly; give thanks in everything, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” Some have taken this passage to mean that whatever happens to us, whether good or bad, is God’s will – so we are to not only take it and like it, but we are to be thankful for it. I don’t think this is saying that. God does allow bad things to happen, so in this sense perhaps we can say it is His permissive will. But His perfect will for us has always been only for good. The evil and pain and death we suffer in this world are a result of the fall into sin and all the sickness and dysfunction that results from that. Because He gave man freedom to choose, He will not override that freedom, so He has to allow us to reap the consequences of our choices and sometimes that hurts innocent people. But He can use those things to prune us and refine us and mold us into vessels fit for His use when we yield to His hand. This is why He tells us to give thanks – not for these evil things, but in all circumstances, because we know God is in control and He will see us through even the worst times and bring good out of them if we let Him. Remember Romans 8:28 which says, “We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to His purpose.” And Jesus said, “In the world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33 NKJV)

Now as the Holy Spirit transforms you and molds you into a vessel fit for His use, you may sense that God is leading you in a particular direction in your life or He is telling you to do some specific thing. How can you know if this “calling” is really of God or not? He shows us His will in three ways: First of all, we have His Living Written Word. No matter how good it may seem or how strong that feeling is, if it is not in agreement with His written word, it is not of God! We are not to depend on emotions, for Satan can disguise himself as an angel of light. Secondly, He speaks to us through the prompting of the Holy Spirit that lives within us when we have been born again through faith in Christ’s atoning blood. The still small voice speaks to us when our spirits are receptive and yielded, and it always agrees with the written word. And thirdly, He speaks to us through other spirit-filled members of His body, the Church. They will see in us more clearly where God has gifted us than we see ourselves. If these sources agree and we have asked God to show us His will, we can be certain we are hearing Him right. Once we know what the Lord’s will is for us, we must have the courage to step out in faith and act on it, just as the leper dared to approach Jesus for his healing. We have the armor of God to protect us and Jesus has promised us in Matthew 28:20 - KJV, “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

Ask Him to sanctify you, to fill you with His Holy Spirit and transform you by the renewing of your mind and He will.  I Thessalonians 5:24 NKJV, tells us, “He who calls you is faithful, who will also do it.” “Delight yourself also in the Lord and He shall give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:4 NKJV)
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My thanks to my husband for taking over this spot last week to give me extra time to prepare for our rummage sale. Yes – I told you some time ago that I realized I needed to down-size my cluttered life – beginning with all the “things” I had accumulated over the years thinking I would use them someday. So much of the time I never seem to have enough of resolve around the maintenance of these “things”. And I finally came to realize this was not good stewardship.  So, I worked for weeks sorting and cleaning out closets and cupboards and drawers and boxing up things I had hoped someone else could use. This effort was hampered by a bout with sciatica during which I couldn’t do much at all. – Of course, being the worrier that I am I fretted over this, afraid I wouldn’t be ready in time for the sale and watching the weeds grow in my flowers beds and not being able to do a thing about it.

My sweet husband recruited two of the grandchildren to help and the three of them got my cannas in the ground, some neighbor boys cleaned up the lawn so it could be mowed, and a whole crew of young people from the church came one day to carry all the boxes and things for the sale down from upstairs and up from the basement to the garage. Again, the Lord provided what I needed when I needed it, and the most amazing thing to me is that the yard looks beautiful in spite of the fact that I haven’t yet done one thing in the flower beds. I never cease to be amazed at how our loving God disciplines and teaches us through our everyday circumstances – and yet because we hear no trumpet sound or drum-roll, we so often miss the message and we don’t recognize His hand in the events of our lives. How many times have I fretted and worried over things that never came to pass – yet Jesus asks, “Can any of you add one moment to his life-span by worrying? (Matthew 6:27) He tells us the Father knows everything we need before we ever ask. His job is to provide for His children – our job is to trust – and He uses circumstances to test us and teach us to trust. Last weekend was another of those times for me as I worried again because the weather forecast said rain for Saturday. That little voice ran through my head again – “What will we do if it rains?” We had 14 tables full of stuff and one small garage, and sure enough, the rain started about noon. We tried to cover things but they were already wet, and then about 3:00 it started to pour. Four of us rushed to throw things into boxes and move them to any shelter we could find. My heart just sank as I saw good books that were like new warp and curl up; bedding and curtains and clothes and shoes were wet, as well as other things that couldn’t be just wiped dry. For a country sale we had had pretty good business in the morning; but by the time it was over we still had ¾ of our merchandise left and I wondered now if any of it was worth salvaging.

I left it all sit until Monday, not even wanting to think about the job still ahead, and I already ached in every bone in my body. I was a little miffed at God too, and told Him so. I said, “Hey – I thought this rummage sale thing was your idea – didn’t you tell me I was supposed to get rid of all this baggage? Couldn’t you have held that rain off just a few more hours?” But you see, once again I almost missed the lesson, He was trying to teach me. He got my attention as I was reading my Bible during my morning devotions. I read from the sixth chapter of Joshua the story of how God had told Joshua and all the people how to take the walled city of Jericho. God had told His people that, except for Rahab and her family, every person and everything in that entire city was to be utterly destroyed. Only the silver, gold and bronze articles were to be confiscated, and that for the purpose of adding them to the Lord’s treasury – they were declared sacred and dedicated to God alone. He had told the people to “keep away from the “devoted things” in Joshua 6:18 - NIV – referring to the irrevocable giving over of things to the Lord, often by totally destroying them. Joshua thought everyone had obeyed – until they went to take the next city and lost the battle miserably. God had removed His hand of protection and victory and they were mystified – until Joshua asked God why. In Joshua 7:11 God answers: “Israel has sinned;--- they have taken some of the devoted things; they have stolen; they have lied; they have put them with their own possessions.” NIV

Now Israel was considered a corporate unity in covenant with the Lord. Therefore, the breaking of the covenant by only one person would affect the whole nation. One person, by the name of Achan had brought disaster on the whole nation, knowing full well what the consequences would be if he was found out. He had seen a beautiful Babylonian robe – “how could he destroy such a thing of beauty – what a waste!” So, he took it – and on top of that he also took silver and gold for himself. Then he buried it all in the ground in the middle of his tent. I suppose his plan was to keep it hidden until they settled in the promised land, and then perhaps he could make use of this wonderful secret treasure.

But God says, “be sure your sin will find you out”, (Numbers 32:23 KJV) and Achan’s sin was discovered. The nation now had to be cleared of this evil, and the only just punishment was that he should suffer the intended fate of the things he stole – so he and his entire family and all that the owned were completely destroyed and burned with fire. Does this sound harsh to you? Yes, it does to me too – but maybe we need to ask ourselves why this man’s decision to “just take a few pretty things” was so serious?

God expected to be obeyed – not just half-heartedly but completely – to the last detail. He had spelled it all out plainly. He had chosen these people to be his – they were to serve and obey Him and in return He would meet their every need, lead and direct them, fight for them, bring them success in all their endeavors, and give them a land flowing with milk and honey that would be their possession forever. That sounds like a pretty good deal to me – especially since every one of His laws were for their own good. In choosing to take things he knew were dedicated to God, Achan not only stole from God, he made those things more important to him than obeying God. This was idolatry! Indeed – Paul also tells us in Colossians 3 that greed is idolatry and we are to set our minds on things above – not on earthly things. He says in verse 5, “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature.” NIV. Then he lists those things and ends the list with “greed, which is idolatry.”

What does all this have to do with my rummage sale? I believe the Lord was impressing on me that all those “things” I had, although not stolen, were doing me just as much good sitting in my storeroom and my closets for years as Achan’s treasure did him buried under his tent. And what was the intention of the rummage sale? Wasn’t it to get rid of these things? So, whether they were taken by someone else or whether they were destroyed by rain was immaterial. And as it turned out, once I looked everything over, not nearly as much was” ruined” as I initially thought. The fact that that mattered to me indicated that I had still not let go of those things, and they were much more important to me than they should be. Again, I had worried over circumstances that should have just been given over to God. All those things are out of my life now at last and I will not take them back. What happens to them now is God’s business – not mine. I did what I was told to do, and I pray that I will remember this next time I’m tempted to worry about His business.

Jesus summed up the crux of the matter in Luke 12:15 when He said, “Take heed and beware of covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he  possesses.” NKJV. And then He told this parable. Beginning in verse 16 through 19. – “The ground of a certain rich man yielded plentifully. And he thought to himself, saying, “What shall I do? Since I have no room to store my crops?” So he said, “I will do this:  – I will pull down my barns and build greater, and there I will store all of my crops and my goods – and I will say to my soul, “Soul, You have many goods laid up for many years; Take your ease;  eat, drink, and be merry!” NKJV

But God said to him in verse 20, “Fool! This night your soul will be required of you;. Then whose will all those things be which you have provided?  21: “So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.” NKJV
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As I have been attempting to clean up after our rummage sale and begin the annual war with the weeds in the flower beds, I am more aware than ever of how my aging body protests and prevents me from doing the same limitations, and I see our medicine chest armory growing. Yet as Christians, we can rejoice even in this, because as our bodies age and increasingly malfunction, we become all the more anxious to leave them behind. The world charms us less and less, while the freedom of eternity becomes more and more inviting.

As I thought about this, I wondered how this physical experience fits in with Jesus’ analogy of the physical body as a picture of His body, the church. He is the head, and each and every one of us is a member of His body. We are His hands, His feet, His mouth, His eyes and ears in this world. If those who don’t know Him are ever going to see what He is like, they must see Him in us. What happens to this picture when a part of that body does not function as it should? Will not the world then see the church as flawed, weak and inefficient? Why would they want to be part of that?

Scripture also tells us we are His temple – both individually and corporately as His Holy Spirit lives within us. A tangible temple, like any building, must be cleaned, maintained and repaired when parts of it erode from age and effects of the weather and other influences that come from the outside. So it is with the human body. There are some things the keeper of that body can do to keep it clean and maintained and to stave off the erosion that comes from the outside. We control what we put into our mouths, we control how much exercise we get, and we have the power to make choices that prevent us from contracting diseases to an extent. By buckling our seatbelts and thinking before we act, we can protect our bodies from many potential injuries. Yet there are influences beyond our control that come from the outside just as a result of living in a fallen world, and sometimes parts of the body malfunction from the inside for no apparent reason, causing cancer and arthritis and other debilitating diseases. We have no power to hold back the hands of time either, and the fact is (unless Jesus returns first) each and every one of our bodies is going to die from something.

The brain is the control center of the physical body. It tells all the other parts what to do, and the majority of their functions is completely automatic. Our hearts don’t choose to beat and our lungs don’t choose to take in air – they just do – because the brain controls them. And all these parts work together. If the lungs malfunction, the blood cannot carry the oxygen to the cells of all the other parts, so they will be affected as well even though in themselves they are completely healthy. Conversely, if the heart fails to pump as it should, fluid builds up in the lungs and the breathing is affected and again all the other organs as well. What about the parts we control voluntarily? Those are based in the control center of the brain as well. If the “wires” are cut between the brain and the limbs, no amount of will-power is going to make those limbs function.

So it is with the body of Christ. He is the head (the control center) of this body. In order to function at all, each part of the body must have a connection to the head, and if this body is going to function as the Head intends, each member must do its own part as it is designed to do, in conjunction with every other part. If one part of this body fails to yield to the Head and perform its function, it will affect every other part. Paul tells us in Romans 12: 4-5, “Now as we have many parts in one body, and all the parts do not have the same function, in the same way, we who are many are one body in Christ and individually members of one another.” Remember God says, “For ye are bought with a price: therefore, glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s”. (I Corinthians 6:20 KJV) He is talking here about our individual physical body, but the same truth can again be applied to the body of Christ. We don’t have the right to just do our own thing. We belong to Christ because He has bought us with His blood, and as members of His body, we now belong also to each other. 

Paul makes this clear also in I Corinthians 12:12 – 22 when he tells us: ---“The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body.  Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body’, it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, ‘Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body’, it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact, God has arranged the parts of the body (every one of them) just as He wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you!’ And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’ On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable.” NIV         I Corinthians 12: 24 – 27 “God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it, and if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” NIV

So, what do we do then when a part of this body doesn’t function as it should? I like what Calvin Miller has to say on the matter. He says, “Never do our aches and pains – no matter how serious they get – tempt us to resent our bodies! Never do our heads hurt so badly we would do without them. Never are our eyes so red, we have them taken out. We have made a tacit agreement with our bodies – we will live with their weaknesses.”

The body of Christ is likewise prone to weakness. All the members of the church body that don’t work well are spared amputation because Christ, the Head, reasons that He wants His whole body to remain intact. Christ is the Head! We are His body! There!

Living in a church full of defective parts fills me with some uneasiness. I have a terrible fear of having to live in heaven right next door to people I now sit as far across the church from as I can. One day during my prayer time, I was feeling badly about having to love an unlovable brother. I could swear I heard Jesus whisper, “Love me – love My body.” God loves them all just like He loves me – imagine that. It’s His body!

Yes, Jesus says we are to love one another just as He loves us – there are no conditions to that command. We love because He first loved us, and it is that love that is the life-blood of His body. Without that love, the parts of the body cannot function – and it will die. Yet it is this body that does not have to die or even grow old – on the contrary, the body of Christ is to be increasingly perfected, made even stronger and ever more beautiful as she yields to the control of the head, as a bride, she makes herself ready. Jesus – our Head, our Bridegroom, says in Revelation 22:12, “Look, I am coming soon!” Will we be ready?
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This week of perfect weather for working outdoors has given me a chance to at last begin the war with the weeds. It would be so much easier if I had taken the time to patrol the trouble spots with “Round-up” before the flowers were up. Now everything is to the point where I can’t use my larger tools or “Round-up“ in most spots without damaging the flowers in the process, so I’m down on my hands and knees with my little weed digger getting out what I can and knowing most of the dandelions will be back because I didn’t get all of the roots.

Weeding in a large yard with many flower beds doesn’t end until the snow flies, and sometimes I get awfully tired of it. It’s like trying to remove the sin from our lives. If we don’t remain vigilant it comes right back and then just keeps on growing.

Jesus talked a lot about farming and seed and crops in His parables, teaching us what the Kingdom of heaven is like. In Matthew 13, we see two of His parables that also talk about weeds. The parable of the Sower tells us the Word of God is the good seed, but it is the soil that receives it that determines whether that seed will produce a crop or not. We are that soil, and some of us are good rich soil ready to receive the seed and go to work nourishing that seed so it grows and flourishes and bears fruit. But others are poor soil – some are hard and dry so when the plants come up, they quickly dry up and die, and some were good soil, but there are thorns growing there, so when the good seed sprouts and tries to grow the thorns choke it and rob it of the moisture and nutrients it needs, so the good seed never produces a crop. Now what are those thorns in the story? Jesus said these thorns are the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of riches. When these things become our first concern in life, they become sin. Jesus told us not to worry about these things – that when we seek God’s kingdom and His righteousness first, then God will take care of providing for our needs. And He said the true riches are not the tangible possessions we have, but they are the spiritual treasures we store up in heaven where nothing decays or grows old – those gifts God pours out abundantly and freely on all those who put Him first.

The second parable was about a field of wheat the sower had sown. This sower again is God, and the wheat is His people. In Matthew 13: 27 – 30  A worker comes and says, “…Didn’t you sow good seed in that field? Then where did the weeds come from?” “An enemy did this!” he told them. “So, do you want us to go out and pull them up?” the servants asked him. “No, he said, when you pull up the weeds you might also uproot the wheat with them. Let them both grow together until the harvest. At harvest time I’ll tell the reapers: Gather the weeds first, and tie them in bundles to burn them, but collect the wheat in the barn.” Jesus said the workers are the angels and the harvest is the end of the world. The wheat and the weeds here are good and evil people. Where did the weeds come from? “An enemy, He said.” It is this enemy who is responsible for bringing sin into this world and sowing weed seed in the wheat field.

Now the King James and some other older translations call these weeds “tares”. Tares were a certain kind of weed that could not be distinguished from wheat in its younger stages. This explains why they were not noticed when still small enough to just hoe them out. By the time the imposters were detected it was too late. Now when the weeds in my garden reach the stage where I can tell them from the flowers, if I want to get them all out, I will have to sacrifice any of the flowers whose roots are intermeshed with the weeds. I’m usually willing to do that – but God is not. He is not willing that any should perish, but that all will come to the knowledge of the truth. He will not pull up the good with the bad.

Now how can you tell the difference between a flower and a weed when they are small? It’s kind of like learning to tell the difference between a real five-dollar bill and a counterfeit. You learn by studying the genuine (not the counterfeits) until you know exactly what it’s supposed to look like. Then you can immediately recognize any bill that doesn’t fit that picture.

An experienced gardener can immediately tell which is which once the seedlings are past the two-leaf stage. We recognize the lies of the devil in the same way. He is a master of disguise and his greatest trapping method is to make sin look like something good. From that very first encounter with Eve in the garden, he has used good-sounding half-truths to deceive – to pull the wool over our eyes so we don’t see the danger until it’s too late. Genesis 3:1-NIV “What? Did God really say you must not eat from any tree in the garden?” he said to Eve. Verse 4 - NIV “You will not surely die!” verse 6 - NIV “when the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye,…she took some and ate it.”

He is still using those same tactics today, and we are still falling for it because we can’t tell the imposter from the genuine. In these last days the line between right and wrong is becoming ever more blurred. Things we automatically knew were wrong fifty years ago are now acceptable and, in some cases, even celebrated. We can no longer tell the difference for sure because so many of the things God warns us against look so good and feel so right. This insidious anomaly is even creeping into the church. Why? Because we either don’t know what God says about it or we don’t believe He means what He says. God is eternal – He does not change. What He said 2,000 years ago means the same today as it did then. He has a reason for every word and it is all intended for our good. He made us, and He wrote the user’s manual. Jesus said, “If you abide in My Word, you are My disciples indeed. And you shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.”(John 8:31-32 NKJV) What does it mean to be a disciple? It means we learn – He is our teacher. If we want to know this truth, then we must know what the teacher says and we must believe He means what He says. Only then will we know genuine truth so we can recognize the lies in time to weed them out before their roots are too deep. He says we are to continue in His Word. That doesn’t mean we read the Bible once like a novel and we’re done. God’s Word is alive – it is always new and full of treasures that are never exhausted. We are to continue studying and learning all the days of our lives so we can continually weed out those little weeds the enemy sows and so our faith can grow like that tiny mustard seed that grows until the birds can rest in its branches. Only then will we know what it means to be truly free as we are transformed from within by the renewing of our minds, growing more and more into the likeness of Christ Himself. Only then will we produce that good crop and hear our Savior say, “Well done, good and faithful servant – enter in to the joy of the Lord.” (Matthew 25:21 NKJV)
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Today is the celebration of Pentecost in the Christian Church. What is Pentecost? Most would probably answer “It’s the day the Holy Spirit came and filled those waiting all in one place in Jerusalem as Jesus had told them to do. It was the day of the birth of the Christian Church.” But why is it called “Pentecost” – a Greek word meaning “the fiftieth day”? This day was called “Pentecost” long before the event was associated with it. So why did God choose Pentecost as the day to pour out His Spirit? Just before He ascended into heaven, Jesus commanded His apostles not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait for the Father’s promise. “Which”, He said, “you have heard me speak about, for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit in a few days (Acts 1:4-5)…. You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8) So, they waited – for ten days, gathered together in one place praying. Now why couldn’t the Father have sent the Holy Spirit immediately as soon as Jesus appeared before His throne? He could have, but His plan from the foundation of the world was to send the Spirit on Pentecost!

God has given His plan of salvation through Jesus Christ in His Living Word clear back to the book of Genesis, and especially in the record of His dealings with His chosen people in their miraculous delivery from the bondage of Egypt and their journey to the Promised Land. The Passover lamb was chosen and brought into the house on the 10th day of the first month (the month of Nisan) – Jesus rode through the gates of Jerusalem on the 10th of Nisan. The Lamb was sacrificed and its blood smeared on the doorposts so the angel of death would “pass over” their houses when he slew all the firstborn of Egypt on the 14th of Nisan. Jesus (our Passover Lamb) was crucified on the 14th of Nisan, shedding His blood to redeem us from death, the penalty for our sins. On the 15th of Nisan began the week-long Feast of Unleavened Bread during which the first ripe sheaf (the first fruits) of the harvest was cut down at sundown. At sundown, the beginning of the 15th of Nisan, the pure sacrifice of our Lord’s body was laid in the tomb. In 1 Corinthians 15:23 Paul calls Christ the “first fruits” of all who will be resurrected from the dead. Seven weeks following the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread began the “Feast of Weeks”. In Deuteronomy 16:9-10, God tells His people You shall count seven weeks for yourself; begin to count the seven weeks from the time you begin to put the sickle to the corn (the 15th of Nisan). Then you shall keep the Feast of Weeks to the Lord your God…. NKJV. This day would be 50 days after Passover – thus it was called “Pentecost”. On this day the first fruits of the new grain were to be offered. Now what happened on that day to the children of Israel in the wilderness of Sinai that makes that day important that God would choose to send the Holy Spirit on the anniversary of that day? Pentecost would have been the 6th day of the third month after people left Egypt. A comparison study of references in several places in the book of Exodus reveals that on that 1st anniversary of that very day God made His covenant with His chosen people by giving them His law. Orthodox Jews to this day celebrate Pentecost as the day they received the law from God at Sinai. Exodus 24:6 - 8 tells us Moses built an altar at the foot of Mount Sinai where he offered burnt offerings and sacrificed young bulls. “And Moses took half the blood and put it in basins; and half he sprinkled on the altar. Then he took the book of the covenant and read in the hearing of the people. And they said, “All that the Lord has said we will do, and be obedient.” And Moses took the blood, sprinkled it on the people, and said, “This is the blood of the Covenant which the Lord has made with you in according to all these words”. NKJV. Verses 15 - 17 Then Moses went up into the mountain, and a cloud covered the mountain. Now the glory of the Lord rested on Mount Sanai… the sight of the glory of the Lord was like a consuming fire on the top of the mountain in the eyes of the children of Israel”. NKJV. This “Pentecost” – this 50th day after Passover, signifying coming out of bondage- was the day a covenant was made between God and man.  He would be their God and bless them and care for them – and they would obey His laws. The people were to keep this festival perpetually year after year just as they did the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread, and one thing of sacrifices to be made was very significant. The flour from this harvest of the new grain was to be made into leavened bread. Until this time all traces of leaven were to be purged from the whole land because leaven represented sin and the bondage of Egypt. But now a “new lump” of dough was to be started with new leaven – the leaven of obedience – and two loaves sacrificed as a wave offering to the Lord thus sealing this covenant between God and man and signifying the end of the “coming out” of bondage and the beginning of “entering in” to a new life of freedom through voluntary obedience.

The only thing is - we know it didn’t work, because within 40 short days, the people had broken the covenant. God knew they would. That’s why He had planned all along to one day make a new covenant – redemption through the blood of His Son. “… the same night in which He was betrayed, took bread and when He had given thanks, he brake it and said, ‘Take eat – this is My body which is broken for you –( unleavened bread because He was without sin) do this in remembrance of Me.’ In the same manner He also took the cup after supper, saying ‘This cup is the New Covenant in my blood, this do as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of Me.’” (I Corinthians 11:23-25 NKJV)

So, we read in the second chapter of Acts the day of Pentecost had come. Verses 1-6 –“…. They were all together in one place. Suddenly- a sound like that of a violent rushing wind came from Heaven and it filled the whole house where they were staying. They saw tongues like flames of fire that separated and rested on each one of them. Then  they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues as the Spirit enabled them.  Now there were Jews staying in Jerusalem, devout people from every nation under Heaven. When this sound occurred, a crowd came together and was confused because each one heard them speaking in their own language.”  Verse 12: They were all astounded and perplexed, saying to one another – “What does this mean?" 

Now Peter – impetuous bumbling Peter – now changed by the power of the Spirit of God within, began to boldly preach the gospel in Acts 2:38-39. “Repent, and be baptized - each one of you – in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and your children, and for all who are far off – as many as the Lord our God will call.” He’s talking about us here. That Pentecost day over three thousand people were added to the kingdom.

When I took my first communion at my church, it bothered me that they used a loaf of leavened bread. I had never seen that before and thought it should be unleavened, but I have come to the conclusion that they had it right. Jesus said in Luke 13:20-21, “To what shall I liken the Kingdom of God? It is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal till it was all leavened.” NKJV. We are under a New Covenant. The leaven is the Holy Spirit now living within each and every one of us who believe and ask Him in. This leaven grows and bears fruit (the “first fruits” from that first sheaf – My Lord and Savior). His body, the church, has been born, and His body is leavened.
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We’re going to talk about dads today – our relationships with our dads, our relationship as dads to our children, and the parallel relationship between God as our Father and us as His beloved sons and daughters.

Christian psychologist Paul Maeir says a child’s concept of God as our heavenly Father will be influenced by his perception of what a father is based on how that child relates to his or her own earthly father. If that human father is absent, either physically or emotionally, and not there to meet the child’s needs, it will be very hard for that child to learn to trust God, and go to Him believing that God will hear him and answer his prayers. The same is true when the child’s father is abusive in any way, or so harsh his children only fear him, or when he makes promises he doesn’t keep. But when a father brings up his children according to the guidelines given in God’s Word – showing them they are loved, spending time with them, teaching them what they need to know and molding their characters with loving discipline – then fathers become models to their children of what God is like. Those children are much more apt to go to God in times of trouble, to believe He loves them, and to trust that He is in control of our world and He cares about even the little things that concern us. Now if this theory is true, it puts fathers in a position of awesome responsibility.

God tells fathers to train up their children in the way they should go. He says they are to teach them His laws and talk about them with their children “when they rise”, “when they come in and when they go out”, and “when they walk along the way”. (Deuteronomy  6:7) Fathers are told that “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child” (Proverbs 22:15 KJV) and it is up to his father to discipline that child if he loves him, yet at the same time he is not to be so harsh that it makes it difficult for the child to obey the word. If a child obeys only out of fear of punishment, all he learns is to be sneakier in his disobedience or to rebel once he is big enough to stand up to his father. Wow! How can God expect any human man to live up to this?! And what can a father do if his children are grown and he’s already blown it? Then there are those boys who have grown up without anyone to model what a father should be. How can they pass on what they don’t have? If all we know about God is what He tells us we should be, we will live a perpetual guilt trip because our inadequacies and failures as parents would cause us only to despair. But He loves us – warts and all. He has redeemed us “while we were yet sinners”. He is the only perfect parent, and He tells us in Psalm 103: 11-14, “For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is His faithful love toward those who fear Him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us. As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him; for He knows what we are made of, remembering that we are dust.”

What about the responsibility of the children in this father – child relationship? Does God have anything to say to them? Indeed, He does. This responsibility is so important God included it in the “Big Ten”. He says in Exodus 20:12 NIV, “Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord your God is giving you.” This is called “the first commandment with a promise”. Notice it doesn’t say you are to honor your parents as long as they don’t make any mistakes. God has given them the right to be honored and respected by the mere position He has put them in as your parents. In the New Testament He says, children obey your parents “as unto the Lord”, for this is right. He’s saying here that even if we can’t honor or respect our parents for who they are or what they do, no matter how bad a job they do in that role, it is God who has put them there so we are to honor them for that reason alone. Remember if it weren’t for them, you wouldn’t even be here. I know – sometimes children have been so hurt by their parents that this is impossible. God doesn’t expect us to do what we can’t do – but He says in these cases we are to give our burdens to Him because nothing is impossible with God, and He can work in our hearts that which is impossible to us.

As I was growing up there were often times, I felt my dad was harsh and unfair. I obeyed him out of fear rather than love or respect, and when I dared ask “why” when he refused my requests, his answer was always, “Because I said so!” In my child’s mind I interpreted this to mean my needs and desires were not worth considering, and I was just a nuisance to him. This erroneous attitude blinded my eyes to the times he did loving things for me and I dwelled only on the bad, keeping a mental record of all the things he did wrong. And sure enough – I saw God the same way I saw my father. I thought He was a big bully sitting “up there” watching me with a big club ready to bop me on the head as soon as I stepped out of line. I tried with all my might to be a “good girl” and never sin. Although it seemed to those around me that I was succeeding at that (or so I thought), I knew I wasn’t, and I knew God knew it too. I couldn’t read my Bible without feeling condemned because I knew I wasn’t cutting it. I didn’t love God – I couldn’t, because I didn’t believe He cared one whit about me, and I was afraid of Him. Of course, then whenever anything at all went wrong in my life, that only served to reinforce the conviction that I was right, and I never saw His blessings.

I was almost 40 years old when God in His patient love brought me to the point where my eyes were opened and I saw that I not only resented God because my life wasn’t “fair” – I hated Him! This was a turning point in my life and the beginning of healing. My patient loving pastor helped me to see the roots of my misery that went way back to my relationship with my father, and I knew I had to deal with this. So, I wrote my dad a letter explaining my situation and asking if I could come and talk to him about it. Dad had accepted Christ through the 12 steps of AA well after I had left home, but still I was afraid of how he would take the letter. Through the grace of God, Dad heard me, and he allowed me to vent until it was all out. He didn’t argue or deny anything I said, nor did he try to vindicate himself. He just told me he loved me and always had. Our relationship was healed that day, and from that day forward he hugged me and told me he loved me every time we saw each other, and I knew it was true. Only after I was able to forgive and repent of my unforgiving attitude was I able to see all the good things in my dad. Memories came of loving things he had done – beautiful things that I had taken for granted, and I grieved for the lost years of things that might have been.

You see, I was expecting my dad to be something he could never be – I expected him to meet all the needs that only God can fulfill. I forgot that he was raised by imperfect people too, and most of the things he did or said that hurt me were things he wasn’t even aware of. Most of my pain was caused by my own unrealistic expectations and none of it was God’s fault. I had been blaming God for the very things He longed to deliver me from.

Is it hard for you to believe God loves you? We need only to look at Jesus to see how much He does. Jesus tells us, “Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me?.” (John 14:9 NKJV) It was the Father’s heart that was broken on that cross of Calvary for you and for me. It was the heart of the Father that mourned as Jesus wept over Jerusalem in Matthew 23:37 saying, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem – the one who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her. How often I have wanted to gather your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.” NKJV. Yes, dear ones, He longs to bless us and give us good things, but He wants us to come to Him and ask – not because He’s not willing to give unless we ask, but because by our asking we develop a relationship with Him as sons and daughters. He has made a way for us to boldly approach His throne now with no fear whatsoever. He wants to put His arms around us and have us crawl up into His lap and just drink in the warmth of that holy love. Paul tells us in Romans 8:15 that we have received the Spirit of sonship so we can cry “Abba, Father”. “Abba” – the word the children use that means “Daddy”. I John 3:1 says, “Behold what manner of love the Father hath bestowed on us, that we should be called the sons of God!” NKJV.  And that is what we are!

On this Father’s Day let us honor our earthy fathers whom God has given us, and let us praise and worship the Father of all fathers, our Lord and our God.
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This past week at our church has been a very busy one and also a very good one as seventy-five children from all around the area came once again for our Vacation Bible School. It was a joy to watch and be part of the smooth operation of teachers, helpers and others all working together, each doing their part, with a common goal – to make learning the Word of God fun! Jesus said to let the children come to Him, for such is the kingdom of God. They are so trusting and their minds are so open and ready to learn. I know some seeds were planted this week, and I could sense God’s pleasure.

Now this one great week out of each year does not just “happen” all by itself. Months of planning and many, many hours of work behind the scenes are put in by some very gifted people who respond to God’s call to this special ministry to children. A curriculum must be chosen and materials sent for; invitations are sent out and follow-up calls made; volunteers are recruited not only for that one special week, but for weeks beforehand to decorate the classrooms and the whole church to fit the theme; the music must be planned – and crafts – and the games – and the snacks. Every detail that makes this week so special must be done at a certain time so it all fits together and flows smoothly.

Yet most of the children who benefit from all this have no idea of everything that goes into making this week a success. Aren’t we a lot like that with God? I couldn’t help but think of this as the children were learning about the Hebrews in Egypt and Moses’ call from God to bring them out. God had chosen these people – the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – to be His people, a nation set apart, and a line to the promised Messiah who would be born “in the fulness of time” – a time already set by the creator of time before the world ever was. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob all died without ever seeing the fulfillment of the promise and I’m sure at times they wondered if it would ever come to be. The sons of Jacob had no idea that God had used their jealousy of their brother Joseph to bring about the preservation of the nation in the land of Egypt. And when they ended up as slaves to Pharaoh and cried out to God for deliverance, they must have thought He didn’t hear because He left them in that state for hundreds of years, yet out of the midst of the burning bush, in Exodus 3:7-8, God told Moses, “I have surely seen the oppression of My people who are in Egypt, and I have heard their cry because of their taskmasters, for I know their sorrows. So, I have come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring up from that.” NKJV. Moses, who forty years earlier might have believed he had been chosen as the deliverer of these people, now could not believe it. He was 80 years old, after all, and had been doing nothing but tending sheep for 40 years! But this was all part of God’s plan, you see. God doesn’t call those who think they can do the task in their own strength. Moses would have been of no use to Him when he was a robust 40-year-old who thought he could help these people by the force of his own strength and political clout. Now at last he had been molded into a humble vessel fit for God’s use. And who could possibly have been better qualified? Raised in the royal palace, Moses knew the workings of the Egyptian mind, he knew all their customs and all their laws and all about every one of their false Gods. And now he also knew every inch of the wilderness he would be required to take these people into. He knew where the paths were and where the oases were, and he knew the dangers and how to survive there. Most of all, he knew how to lead – he was a shepherd. So, in God’s perfect timing at the sound of the ram’s horn, the people moved out with Moses leading the way.

Thousands of years later another shepherd would lead the way to the ultimate promised land. Why did it take so long for Him to come? Because again all the pieces had to be in place and all the players waiting in the wings before the show could go on. Even once He was here, He had to wait for the right time. Several times He said the words, “My time has not yet come”, and twice John tells us the authorities “tried” to seize Him but they could not, for His time “had not come”. Yet when it came, He knew. John 13:1 says, “Jesus knew that His hour had come that He should depart from this world to the Father”, NKJV. and in John 17:1 He said, “Father, the hour has come.” The times had to be exactly right in order that Jesus Christ’s supreme sacrifice as the Lamb of God and His glorious resurrection would fulfill every Old Testament prophecy concerning Him to the letter.

His disciples had to wait for the right “time” for the Spirit to be poured out on Pentecost, and now in these last days we eagerly await Jesus’ return. He will be right on time – not a moment early and not a moment late. It may be another thousand years, or it may be tonight – no matter! He will come at exactly the time set by the Father and we are told to always be ready because it will be at an hour we do not expect. I think because we live in a society of “instant this” and “instant that” we get very impatient with God sometimes. We pray and when He doesn’t answer right away, we think He doesn’t hear. Yet when we look throughout His Word, we will not find one prayer He didn’t answer not one promise He didn’t keep. We forget that His thoughts are higher than ours and He is not limited by time as we are. To God a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. He sees the whole panorama from beginning to end all at one time and only He knows when the time is right for everything. When we think He doesn’t love us or hear our cries or see our tears, it’s because He knows something we don’t. God is love – it is His nature and He cannot be otherwise. It’s the timing that so often causes us to doubt.

The past several weeks at Community Covenant have been ones of some sorrow and heartaches as well as the joy of last week, because our pastor and his family are leaving. By the end of the month, they will be gone. This is part of God’s plan too, and we know in time we will see why God sent him here in the first place and why now the time has come for him to go. They will be missed, and our prayer is that God will go with them and His hand will be upon them to keep them safe and make very plain what He wants them to do next. On behalf of the congregation, I ask for your prayers for us as well – that we will be united as one body in seeking God’s will now for the future of our church.

I want to close today with God’s Word through the wisdom of Solomon from Ecclesiastes 3: 1-8 “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to uproot; a time to kill and a time to heal; a time to tear down and a time to build; a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance; a time to search and a time to give up; a time to keep and a time to throw away; a time to tear and a time to mend; a time to be silent and a time to speak; a time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and a time for peace. 3:11 – He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” NIV
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This is another one of those times when I’m finding it hard to put together this message. My heart just isn’t in it as my mind is on other things. Tuesday morning, we said our last goodbyes to our pastor and his family, and they left driving two vehicles, beginning a four-day journey back west. They’ll be driving through mountains with heavy loads, knowing the Lord has something new for them to do once they reach their destination, but not knowing what that will be. At home in Huntley there is a void. It’s just too quiet now on that street and sad for the children too who will miss their playmates.

Because God has created us with free will, we so often think we are in control of our lives. We have plans for the future and make our own choices accordingly, aiming for certain goals. We assume things will go the way we plan them, and usually they do. We go to church on Sunday where the worship leader says, “God is good!” and we respond, “All the time!” Then he says “and all the time”. And we respond, “God is good!”– and we believe that – most of the time. But what about those times when things don’t go the way we want them to and we suddenly are faced with the realization that we are not in control of our lives at all?

What do you do when you get eleven inches of rain in the space of a few hours and you’re forced to leave your home because the water is covering the main floor already and getting deeper by the minute? You see your new car sitting in the driveway with the water almost to the roof, and all you can do is watch. Or what do you do when you’re on your honeymoon and come home to find the home you just bought in Buffalo Lake is damaged beyond repair by a tornado, and your wedding gifts are just – gone!? Or what if you live in Arizona and must evacuate your home and leave everything you own behind because of a raging forest fire that just eats it all like some voracious beast? These things can happen in an instant, and so often do, changing completely the course of our lives. A night in July of 1976 is vividly etched in my mind when we got a phone call a 3 A.M. The church had been hit by lightning and was burning to the ground. The whole congregation of Dell church was gathered around together with the firefighters, who could do nothing, just watch in disbelief. It went so fast only a few things were saved, and by morning nothing was left but the chimney and the front steps leading to a red-hot hole in the ground.

Then there are the diseases and the accidents that take our loved ones or maim them for life. Maybe it was you who ended up in a wheelchair or a nursing home from a diving accident, or a car accident, or a stroke, or a brain tumor. So many things that change everything, and there’s not a thing we can do about it! Can we still believe that God is good then? When our precious 11-month-old son died suddenly one night, did I believe God was still good? No, I didn’t. I was very angry about it. I knew God could have stopped it if He’d wanted to – yet He chose not to. He may have been a God of love, but it sure didn’t seem like He loved me! Yet I know now He did. He was there all along, longing to comfort me and weep with me just as Jesus wept with Mary and Martha when He allowed their brother to die. They didn’t understand it, but He had a plan. God always has a plan – He’s the one in control you see – not I. It’s His job to do the pruning and molding necessary to make me into a vessel fit for His use, and it’s my job to trust Him in that, no matter what, because only He sees the whole picture. Oswald Chambers says, “We must always make a distinction between God’s perfect will and His permissive will, which He uses to accomplish His divine purpose in our lives. It is our reaction to these things allowed by His permissive will that enables us to come to the point of seeing His perfect will for us. “We know that all things work together for good to those who love God--- to those who remain true to God’s perfect will – His calling in Christ Jesus. God’s permissive will is the testing He uses to reveal His true sons and daughters.

Was there ever a man so severely tested as Job was? He had done nothing to deserve what happened to him. Yet God allowed everything he had in the world to be taken away and all his children to be killed in one day! On top of that he had to suffer painful boils all over his body, and his wife was no comfort at all as she urged him to curse God and die. But did Job give up on God? No – he said, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him.” KJV. He passed the test with flying colors, and God rewarded his faith by giving Job back twice as much as he had before. But while he was going through it all, Job had no guarantee that any good would come out of it. Just as we do, he did ask “Why?” – and God never told him why – God’s only answer to Job was that He is the creator and master of all things. Only He knows how all things work together, and only He has the right to all power and control. 

So, when God allows the floods and fires, the winds and the hail to wipe out the things we hold dear, or when He allows untimely deaths of those we love, remember they never were ours I the first place, for all things belong to Him. Oswald Chambers again tells us, “There are times when God cannot reveal Himself in any other way that we’ll hear, except in His majesty, and it is the awesomeness of His power which brings us to the delight of despair.” (“Delight?” you say, - “How can there be delight in despair?”) “But you can experience joy even in the midst of hopelessness and helplessness, because it is then that you realize if you are even to be raised up, it must be by the hand of God --- In the midst of the awesomeness, a touch comes, and you know it is the right hand of Jesus Christ --- and once His touch comes, nothing at all can ever throw you into fear again. Fill your mind with the thought that God is there with the inexpressible peace and comfort of those everlasting arms. And once your mind is truly filled with that thought, when you experience difficulty and even tragedy in your life, it will be as easy as breathing for you to remember, ‘My heavenly Father knows all about this.’”

Do you think you are in control of your life? If you believe you are the master of your fate and the captain of your soul, you are a fool, for God says otherwise. Proverbs 27:1 NKJV says, “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you don’t know what a day may bring forth.” And James 4:13-14 tells us, “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will travel to such and such a city and spend a year there and do business and make a profit.’ Yet, you do not  know what tomorrow will bring - What your life will be! For you are like a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes.”

You see, you don’t even belong to yourself! You are not your own for you have been bought with a price. God created you and then He bought you, so you are His twice over. He has a plan for your life that takes into account all the things you don’t know. He wants to be in charge of your life because only He knows what’s best for you. So, why don’t you just give it to Him and let Him handle it? He’ll do a good job and you’ll never regret it.

Pastor Marlan and his wife Ann are trusting the Lord now to show them His plan for their lives, one day at a time, and as a congregation we now must show that same trust for the future of Christ’s body at Huntley. He is the Lord our provider, and He promised not to leave us as orphans. We thank you for your prayers and our prayer for you is that He will bless and keep you as well.
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This week we celebrate our country’s independence from the tyrannical control of the government and king of Great Britain. We call July 4th “Independence Day” because it was the day the Declaration of Independence was drafted and signed by fifty-four leaders of the thirteen colonies seeking to be known from that day forth as the United States of America.

We celebrate this day every year with a day off from work, family picnics, parades, fireworks and flags flying. How many of us take the time on this holiday to really reflect on what it is that we are celebrating?

I was in the eighth grade when we learned about this famous document in school. I tried to recall what it said, and must confess I remember only a few sparse phrases. – So, I procured a copy of the Declaration from the internet and read it again. It surprised me because I didn’t remember that two-thirds of it consists of a list of 29 grievances against the king of Great Britain who was attempting to rule the new colonies from across the ocean with an iron hand. This had only resulted in intolerance, confusion, persecution and chaos as the leaders of these 13 colonies attempted to establish some order and were thwarted in their every effort.

The Declaration begins this way:

“When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one People to dissolve the Political Bands which have connected them to another, and to assume among the Power of the Earth, the separate and equal Station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent Respect to the Opinions of Mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to separation.”

“We hold these truths to be self-evident – that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights – That among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness – That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among men, deriving their powers from the Consent of the Governed – that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the People to alter or abolish it, and to institute new government, laying it’s foundation on such principles, and organizing its Powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to affect their safety and happiness.—When a long Train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a Design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such a government and to provide new guards for their future security.

A synopsis at the end of the 29 grievances listed states, “A prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns ad destroyed the lives of our people.”

We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America, in general congress assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the World for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the name, and by the authority of the good People of these colonies, solemnly publish and declare that these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states:

The declaration ends with the words: “for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the Protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.”

Now, as I read these words again I had to ask myself: Is “independence” really the right word here?  What does independence mean? And is it a good thing or a bad thing? Webster defines the word “independence” as “the state of being autonomous or self-governing: being or acting free of the influence of something else; not looking to others for one’s opinions or for guidance of one’s conduct; showing a desire for or love of freedom and absence of constraint (marked by impatience with or annoyance at restriction; refusing to look to others for help; disliking or refusing to accept assistance or to be under obligation to others.)

I propose to you that true independence as defined here does not exist. The closest we can come to independence as individuals is freedom of choice (which God indeed has given us), but even our free choices must fall within the boundaries of rules and standards set by government and society. Even in our freedom, we serve someone or something, and our rights as members of a free society end where the rights of others begin.  Anyone who truly believes he or she has the right to do whatever they please without regard to others has the mentality of a two-year-old.

We are told in Genesis 2 that God made man and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and that He made us in His own image, with power to choose. Do we belong to ourselves then, or do we belong to God? The thing is, you see, that we can choose which it will be. God didn’t want robots! He wanted children who would love Him as their father and honor Him, respect Him and obey Him by choice because they know He knows better than we do ourselves, what is best for us. He knows because He made us.

The first Independence Day didn’t occur on July 4th 1776. It happened in the Garden of Eden when the first woman listened to the lies of the father of lies. Eve declared her independence by choosing to cut herself off from the source of her life and be her own woman. She didn’t know she had tripped the trigger on Satan’s trap door and signed her own death warrant.

Just so the results of our choices last forever, and we can’t undo them. Do you want to be rich? You will serve money. Do you believe the lie, “If it feels good, do it!” You will serve self. And no matter what choices we make, we always serve a higher power – the God who made us and redeemed us, or the god of this world who comes to steal, kill and destroy. He always baits his traps with things that look good, and he prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. He has always been a liar and hasn’t changed his tactics one whit. Yet we continue to walk right into his traps. The result of independence is death, but the free gift of God is life through His Son. There is where freedom comes from. “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have from God? And you are not your own; For you have been bought at a price.” (I Corinthians 6:19 NKJV). Jesus told us in John 8:31-32, “If you continue in My Word, then you are really my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free!” Our founding fathers knew this – they never sought independence from God – or from each other.

Did you give any thought to exactly what you were celebrating on Independence Day? What does “independence” mean to you? What does “freedom” mean to you? Freedom from what?!
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We are starting a new adult Bible Study at our church during the Sunday School hour on the subject of Christian Ethics. I want to talk about that today, and I’m going to tell you some stories.

How important are ethics in the Christian life today? And can we always know what’s right and wrong in every situation, or are there some gray areas where deciding the right thing depends on circumstances? Our class was given a quiz with twelve questions from life situations that we were to answer true or false. Most of us had a real problem with being able to say any of the statements were always true or always false because each situation depended on more facts that could tip the scales either way. The fact is, our children are much more inundated with these types of questions from day to day than we are, and unless they have had solid Biblical teaching on right and wrong ingrained into them, they are going to be very confused and they will be prime candidates for the lies of the enemy of our souls. It is almost guaranteed that if your children or grand-children attend public school in our country today, they will be taught that there is no such thing as absolute truth, and that morality is a matter of individual choice. What is right or wrong for you may not be right or wrong for another – therefore, we must not judge. Things which were considered blatantly evil when I was young are accepted as “normal” now and must not be labeled as “wrong” – they are just “different”, and our children are being taught to accept and even embrace all kinds of diversity from kindergarten on up.

Abraham Lincoln enjoyed posing the trick question, “If a man were to call the tail of a dog a leg, how many legs would the dog have?” Of course, the answer is four – not five. “The dog still has four legs,” Lincoln would answer. “Calling a tail, a leg doesn’t make it one!”

God’s laws have not changed either. For someone to say, “This is the 21st century – those ideas are all out—dated”, doesn’t make it so. But when children hear 10 voices saying these things to every one saying otherwise, who do you think they’re going to believe? Author and Youth Minister Josh McDowell has written an excellent book called, “Right from Wrong” which tackles this problem head on. McDowell says, “A good track coach will tell you a relay race is often won or lost in the transfer of the baton. A miscalculated or hesitation at that point can cost the race. Just as in a relay race, we can transfer our values to the next generation, but a miscalculation or hesitation in passing the baton of truth can cost the race. If you want to pass on Biblical values to your children, you must model those values in your own life, for children learn most by example. If you wish your son or daughter to accept the idea that there are absolute standards of right and wrong – that some things are right for all people, for all time, for all places – you must let them see that you believe it yourself.” The following story illustrates this principle very well:

“A dog once wandered to a preacher’s home, and his three sons played with it, fed it, and soon became quite fond of it. It so happened that the dog had three white hairs in its tail. One day, the preacher and his sons spotted an ad in the newspaper about a lost dog. The stray they had taken in matched the description in the paper perfectly, right down to those 3 white hairs. The minister later said – ‘In the presence of my three boys, I carefully separated the three white hairs and removed them from the dog’s tail.”

The real owner of the dog eventually discovered where his stray pooch had gone and came to claim him.

The dog showed every sign of recognizing his owner, so the man was ready to take him away. At that point, the minister spoke up and asked, “Didn’t you say the dog would be known by three white hairs in its tail?” The owner, unable to find the identifying feature, was forced to admit this dog didn’t fully fit the description of his lost dog, and he left. Years passed and the minister noted with sadness, “We kept the dog, but I lost all three of my boys for Christ that day.” His sons no longer had confidence in what their father professed to be true.

Jesus said in Luke 17:1-3: “Things that cause people to sin are bound to come, but woe to anyone through whom they come. It would be better for them to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around their neck than to cause one of these little ones to stumble. So, watch yourselves.” NIV

Now let’s hear a story of a father who set a different example: “The day before bass season opened, Jimmy and his father were fishing early in the evening on a New England lake. After using worms to catch perch and sunfish, Jimmy decided to practice casting with a small silver lure. No sooner had his lure hit the water than his pole doubled over. Jimmy knew right away that he had something huge on the line. By the time he reeled in the fish, a giant moon had risen over the lake. In the moonlight, Jimmy saw the biggest fish he had ever seen – but it was a bass! Jimmy’s dad lit a match to look at his watch: Ten P.M. – Two hours before bass season opened. ‘You’ll have to put it back, son,’ he said. Jimmy protested, ‘There’ll never be another fish as big as this one!’ He looked and saw no other fishermen or boats. Still, he knew by the tone of his father’s voice that there would be no discussion. He carefully worked the hook from the lip of the bass and lowered it back into the water.

Jimmy was right. He now takes his own children to that same lake, and in the past thirty-four years, he never has seen a bass that big. But he readily admits that any time he faces a question of ethics, he sees that fish again and has to smile.”

In Luke 16: 10-11, Jesus tells us, “Whoever is faithful in very little is also faithful in much, and whoever is unrighteous in very little is also unrighteous in much. So, if you have not been faithful in with worldly wealth, who will trust you with what is genuine? ---verse 15, You are the ones who justify yourselves in the sight of others, but God knows your hearts.”

The heart – that’s where the real you is revealed, and that’s what God sees. At the same time, it is the heart that determines what we say and do. Yes, we are saved by grace – it is the gift of God, not of works. The penalty for our sin has been paid, but that does not give us permission then to sin again. John made this plain when he said in I John 2:1-3, “These things write to you, so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an advocate with the Father – Jesus Christ the righteous. And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins and not for ours only but also for the whole world. Now by this we know that we know Him – if we keep His commandments --- whoever keeps His Word, truly the love of God is perfected in Him. By this we know that we are in Him. He who says he abides in Him ought himself to walk just as He walked.”

Chuck Swindoll puts it well when he says, “Christianity is meant to spill over into our entire life – to fill a person to overflowing. Our faith is meant to spill over into every day of the week, every action we take, every word we speak, and every relationship we have. It’s meant to spill over from our hearts into the hearts of others.” Yes, this is that “living water” Jesus was talking about that would flow from within everyone who comes to Him to be filled.
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Our congregation is experiencing a period with no pastor once again and pulpit supply has been on a week-by-week basis. The worship commission is doing a good job of finding quality speakers each week and we are so grateful to those willing to come and do this for us. Last Sunday, however, no-one asked was available, and since my husband is chairman of the church council, he was elected to preach. He enlisted my help and together we filled the sermon time with our joint testimony of our forty-five-year marriage and what the grace of God has taught us through that. We testified to the truth that God is in the business of changing lives and saving even the most troubled of marriages. Today I want to expound on that truth and give you a word of encouragement to any of you who are struggling in your marriage or with the concept that God is good and He cares about you.

When our darling eleven-month-old son, Ricky, died suddenly in 1963, the pastor came as soon as he heard, and he read to us these words from Hebrews 12: 5-12: “Do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when He rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines the one He loves, and He chastens everyone He accepts as his son (or daughter). Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as His children. For what children are not disciplined by their father?  If you are not disciplined, (and everyone undergoes discipline) then you are illegitimate, not true sons and daughters at all. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us, and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of spirits – and live! They disciplined us for a little while as they thought best, but God disciplines us for our good, in order that we may share in His holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. Make level paths for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed.” NIV

Now I know that these words are true and I love them. Now I know that’s exactly what God was doing – I don’t believe He purposely took Ricky, but He knew it was going to happen, and He allowed it and used it in His process of molding and shaping us into vessels fit for His use. He turned it into good and gave us another precious son who may have never been born otherwise.

But at that time, I didn’t want to hear those words – in fact they made me angry! Our marriage at that time was on the verge of collapse – I had no love left for my husband at all, and I wanted out. But I felt trapped – I had two other children to care for, and I was pregnant again (and resenting it). I had no job and I had never learned to drive. The house we lived in belonged to my in-laws, so if either of us were to leave, it would have to be me. How could I do it? Where could I go? The brightest light in my life had just been snuffed out, and now my pastor was telling me it was because I needed discipline? I had no doubt that my husband certainly did, but I was the innocent victim here! Couldn’t God have found a way to discipline my husband without tearing my heart out as well?!!! Well, we got through this because our mutual grief brought us back together and I found I did still love my husband. I had asked God to teach me to love him again, and that prayer was answered, but in my mind I harbored the thought that God had answered that prayer by allowing my baby to die, and I resented Him for that – it wasn’t a fair trade!!

Romans 8:28-29 says, “We know all things work together for good of to those who love God, to those who have been called according to His purpose. For whom He foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren.” KJV. – God was working with me – molding and shaping and pruning and He was using my husband and painful situations in my life to do it – but I didn’t recognize it for that at all! All my life I had tried to obey Him and it seemed like the harder I tried the worse things got. Sure, I could claim this promise from Romans 8 for others – I knew the Bible was true, but underneath I also knew this promise wasn’t for me – because I didn’t love God. I feared Him, but I sure didn’t love Him. My marriage hung together by a thread and I felt like I was on a roller-coaster with no way to get off.

Oswald Chambers says: “A saint’s life is in the hands of God like a bow and arrow in the hands of an archer. God is aiming at something the saint cannot see, but our Lord continues to stretch and strain, and every once in a while the saint says, ‘I can’t take any more!’ Yet God pays no attention; He goes on stretching until His purpose is in sight, and then He lets the arrow fly.”

“At times God will appear like an unkind friend, but He is not! He will appear like and unnatural father, but He is not! He will appear like an unjust judge, but He is not! Keep the thought that the mind of God is behind all things strong and growing. Not even the smallest detail of life happens unless God’s will is behind it.”

God kept right on stretching that bowstring in my life until it was to the point of breaking and I despaired of life itself. It was twelve more hard years before my husband invited Jesus to be Lord of his life and he quit drinking – all in one night. But as the Lord began to change his heart and the focus was no longer on him as the cause of my pain, for the first time I was forced to take a good look at myself, and I didn’t like what I saw. God showed me that I had kept a running tab of all anyone had ever done that hurt me, and I had carried it around with me like a heavy back-pack. And the bottom line was that I blamed God for it all. As I counseled with our pastor, he helped me to see that I had choices, and he told me I could even choose not to be hurt! I didn’t believe it, but I’ve gradually come to see it is true. He suggested a book called The Strong-Willed Adult, by Dennis Gibson which finally opened my eyes. At first it made me angry because I saw it as “victim-blaming”, and I almost refused to read it. But I did read it, and it helped me to see that I was like a spoiled little girl stamping her feet at God because she didn’t get her way. I felt like all my life I had done the best I could do to live the way God says I should. Yet I had put up with things no-one should have to put up with, and it wasn’t fair!! Things were supposed to go my way and nothing bad was supposed to ever happen to me! Gibson says when we ask the question, “Why did this have to happen to me?” – It is not a question but a protest. We don’t want an answer – we want an apology from God. We make Him appear guilty of child abuse, and by our load of suffering we proclaim Him to the world as a cosmic bully. We claim special exemption from our afflictions and require that God must spare us from any pain, since He can!”

Chambers says, “God wants to make us into broken bread and poured-out wine. Stay right with God and let Him do as He likes, and you will find that He is producing the kind of bread and wine that will benefit His other children. ---Yet God can never make us into wine if we object to the fingers He uses to crush us.”
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Our last message we talked about how our loving Heavenly Father can work even the worst of life trials into good. Today I want to expound on that by focusing on a Biblical command that requires an even greater measure of faith.

The apostle Paul told the Philippians he had “learned to be content, whatever the circumstances.” Yet if there ever was a man who had reason to complain about his circumstances and question whether God really loved him, it was Paul. In II Corinthians 12:7 he had asked God to remove what he called “a messenger of Satan”, “a thorn in his flesh” that tormented him. God refused to do it. Did Paul then resent God and accuse Him of not loving him? No- he recognized this as allowed by God for a reason – to keep him from becoming conceited because of the great revelations he had received from God, and he says in II Corinthians 12:9-10, “Therefore – I will most gladly boast all the more about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. So I take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” Paul had suffered all of these things, which he lists in I Corinthians 11. God brought him through every test and trial, but He never removed them, and Paul never complained. In the end tradition says Paul was beheaded for his faith.  Yet he never wavered and he never feared death. He made it plain in all his writings that Christ was his reason for living, and dying was only an entrance into a life far better. It is because of this man’s obedience to Christ that we in Southern Minnesota even know about this God of love – and because of Paul’s letters to the churches he planted, inspired by the Holy Spirit Himself, we can know and have a personal relationship with this God-man, Jesus Christ. Now Paul certainly had earned every right to give advice to suffering people because he had been there, big-time!! Yet he told the Thessalonians and by God’s grace tells us today in I Thessalonians 5:18, “Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” NIV

Now it’s one thing to accept that God can work good out of evil, and that He allows bad things to happen to good people even though He loves us – but, Paul, - are you saying when horrendous and excruciating things happen to me because of evil in the world, I am supposed to say “Thank you!!!?? Yes – that’s exactly what Paul is saying here, and I want to balk at that with every fiber of my being, for the simple reason that logic tells me there is supposed to be justice in the world, and things that are not my own fault are not supposed to happen to me!!

When I was going through the most painful trial in my life, I read a classic book written many years ago by a woman named Hannah Whitall Smith. The book, called The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life, held me up during that time, and I decided that of all the books I’ve ever read, if I were to recommend one book to place along-side your Bible that would be the one. It helped me to trust in God even when my prayers seemed to bounce off the ceiling. Since then, I have acquired another of her books called The God of All Comfort which addresses the very topic we’re looking at today. She writes: “The soul that complains can find comfort in nothing. God’s command is, ‘in everything give thanks’, and the command is emphasized by the declaration, ‘for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.’ But a great many Christians have never realized this; and though they may be familiar with the command, they have always looked upon it as a sort of counsel of perfection to which mere flesh and blood could never be expected to attain. And they (perhaps unconsciously to themselves) change the wording of the passage to ‘be resigned’ instead of ‘give thanks’ and ‘in a few things’ instead of ‘in everything’, and they leave out altogether the words, ‘for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.’ --- Such Christians will say, ‘but most things come through human sources and often are the result of sin, and it would not be possible to give thanks in these!’ To this I answer that it is true we cannot always give thanks for the things themselves, but we can always give thanks for God’s love and care in the things. He may not have ordained them, but He is in them somewhere, and He is in them to compel even the most grievous, to work together for our good. None of these things can touch us except with His knowledge and permission. The thing itself that happens cannot perhaps be said to be the will of God, but by the time its effects reach us, they have become God’s will for us, and must be accepted as from His hand. – I’m afraid the greatest heights to which most Christians seem to be able to rise is to strive after resignation to things they cannot alter, and to seek for patience to endure them. And the result is that thanksgiving is almost an unknown exercise – instead of giving thanks for everything, many hardly give thanks in anything --- Once in my own life, when a trial was brought upon me by another person, I was filled with bitter rebellion and could not see in it from beginning to end anything to be thankful for. But that very trial worked out for me the richest blessings and the greatest triumphs of my whole life, and in the end I was filled with thanksgiving for the very things that had caused me such bitter rebellion before. If only I had had faith enough to give thanks first, how much sorrow would have been spared me.”

Now as I read these words I realize I had been in this same place, and I realized now what my patient pastor was trying to tell me when he said, “You can choose not to be hurt.” So much of my pain was self-inflicted because I never saw it as from God, and never expected any good to come from it – instead, I enclosed my heart in a pity-bag and shut God out, feeling nothing but hurt and resentment toward Him because He had allowed these things to happen to me.

In his book, Power in Praise, Merlin Carothers says, “Jesus told His disciples that our Father in heaven keeps an eye on every sparrow and counts every hair on your head; yet the fact remains that sparrows do fall. Tragedies do come to us. --- Most of us believe that God has the power to prevent such things if He wants to. We are left then to wrestle in our minds with the problem of why God permits what seems to us to be the triumph of evil over good. --- God did not create evil, because God is good, and God is love. But God created beings with free will and the capacity for evil. Evil came about as a result of man’s rebellion, and it remains in this world with God’s permission, but it is always subject to His will. Nothing evil can come near us without God’s permission. Now if we can believe this – that God is in control, but God is also love, then we must trust that He is allowing these painful things to come into our lives for a reason – and that reason is for our ultimate good. It doesn’t matter if we know that reason or not. His job is to mold and shape us into the image of His Son, and our job is to trust His wisdom in that – that He will allow what is necessary, no matter how much it hurts. – For that reason, we can praise and thank God for all circumstances in our lives. No matter what the evil one will try to throw at us to beat us down, if we praise God for it because we know He will turn it into good, that evil is immediately robbed of its power.

I close today with Paul’s words from Romans 8:31, 35 &37 “What shall we then say to these things? If God be for us, who can be against us? 35: Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril or sword? –37: -Nay – in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him that loved us.” KJV
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This past week was perfect weather for working outside. The other day, as I was again waging war on the weeds, I stopped to look around to just admire the beauty of God’s handiwork, and I thought about all the changes in the property around our house since we moved in eleven years ago. Four old buildings left from the days this was a flourishing farm are now gone, and there is no longer a hint that they were ever there. Some of the old trees are gone and some new ones growing, and the vines and flowers are flourishing. But there’s one thing gone that I miss. Eleven years ago, and for several years after, the meadow across the fence that is now all prairie grass looked like a mowed lawn – because a flock of 40 to 50 sheep grazed there every summer. They were fun to watch and made such a peaceful scene as they slowly made their way as one to every area of the pasture. I learned some things about sheep those years, and also about the relationship between those sheep and their shepherd. It helped me to understand why the Bible and especially Jesus, so often referred to us His people as sheep. Did you know the Bible refers to God’s people as sheep nearly two hundred times? Now of course the writers and their hearers at the time understood this analogy better than most of us because they were around sheep all the time. The children of Israel were shepherds – so was Moses and so was David who wrote the familiar 23rd Psalm. In Jesus’ day the common people could identify with these illustrations because they knew all about sheep.

Let me tell you some things I learned by watching these sheep in our pasture and by listening to the man who owned them:

Sheep are about the most defenseless and vulnerable animal there is. They have no claws or fangs – they can’t fly, jump, kick, bite or even run away if attacked. Instead, they will huddle together, making them easy prey. Oh, they will run as a group if chased, but they’ll only run a short distance and then stop, to only have to do it again; and if they do this enough times, the mere stress of it can kill them. Two dogs got into the pasture one day and it was a while before I noticed it. By the time I called the owner and chased off the dogs, two of the sheep had been badly bitten on the legs and one was already dead because she had fallen into a gully, landing on her back. If a full-woolen sheep falls on its back, it can’t get up and its circulation stops. Even if helped up, it will continue to fall again, so the shepherd must carry it to keep it upright until the circulation is restored, or it will die. Sheep easily develop infections, so the shepherd must regularly inspect each individual sheep for cuts and scratches and treat them immediately. The two sheep that were bitten soon died also from the combination of the wounds and the stress of the attack. A few days later a fourth one died, without a scratch on her.

Our advisary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Without our shepherd, we are just as vulnerable as these sheep. We need Him to protect us by His Holy Spirit within us who is greater than he who is in the world, for without Him, we can do nothing. Psalm 23: 4 “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me – your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” NKJV

Sheep don’t know what’s good for them and what’s not. They’ll eat anything that’s green. One day I found my favorite sheep lying sick by herself. When I called her owner, he knew immediately what was wrong. She had found some deadly nightshade and eaten it – he could not save her. Many times he had walked the perimeter of that pasture to remove every poisonous plant – but he had missed one. Without someone to tell us, we don’t know what’s good for us either. God has told us in His word what’s good for us and what isn’t., and when we ignore that it can cost us our lives, even when the Shepherd does His best to protect us. David tells us in Psalm 100:3 “Acknowledge that the Lord is God! He made us, and we are His people – the sheep of His pasture.”

Sheep also get lost. They have no sense of direction or finding their way back home. If pastured on familiar land every day, they will learn a pattern of movement as they graze in a group. This will be so ingrained that if left to themselves they will go over the same ground over and over until there is nothing left and they will starve to death rather than move to unfamiliar territory even if it’s accessible. But sometimes a sheep gets separated from the flock (usually because she’s so intent on eating she doesn’t notice when the rest of them move on). Then even though the flock may be a short distance away, the lone sheep can’t find them. She will walk around in endless circles in a state of confusion and unrest – even panic until she is re-united with the flock. Isn’t that just like us? We are such creatures of habit that anything new or unfamiliar encroaching on our lives makes us nervous. Even in church – we sit in the same pew every Sunday and we want the same type of music, the same order of service, all the same rituals as there has always been because that’s what’s familiar, and we don’t like to be taken out of our comfort zone. Lord help the preacher if his sermon goes over twenty minutes and we don’t get home in time to eat dinner at 12:00 sharp. The Pharisees of Jesus’ day were this way. This carpenter was teaching the people things they’d never heard before, and that would not do. Jesus looked at the crowds that surrounded Him and we’re told He had compassion on them because they were like sheep without a shepherd. They were in unfamiliar territory and they didn’t know what to do.

Lambs often wander off and get lost. This was the case more so in Bible times because there were no fences on the grazing land. During the course of a day the shepherd may lead the flock to several unfamiliar areas where the way was rocky and there were no paths to follow. A lamb on its own would quickly fall prey to predators, so the shepherd would count the sheep at least once a day and as soon as one was missing he would be off to find it. In Matthew 18:12-14, Jesus said, “What do you think? If someone has a hundred sheep and one of them goes astray, won’t he leave the ninety-nine on the hillside and go search for the stray? And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over that sheep more than over the ninety-nine that did not go astray. In the same way, it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones perish.” God loves you! He made you and He bought you – He is not going to give up on you! Some drastic measures may be needed though for lambs that don’t learn from their mistakes and continue to wander off over and over again. A shepherd would purposely break a leg of a lamb prone to wander. Then he would carry it on his shoulders everywhere he led the flock, until that lamb was so bonded to the shepherd he had no desire to wander again. Just as the shepherd broke the lamb’s leg to save his life, so our shepherd disciplines those He loves, for “what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world, but loses his own soul?” Isaiah 53:6 tells us “All we like sheep, have gone astray – we have turned every one to his own way, and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.” KJV. He loves us still! Hallelujah! 
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Last message I shared some of my own experiences with the sheep who once pastured behind our house. We talked about how the Bible compares us, God’s children, to sheep, almost two hundred times. This comparison is really not a compliment when you think about it, because in the animal kingdom, sheep are not very smart at all, and they are so helpless if it weren’t for the dedicated shepherds who care for them, sheep would probably be extinct by now. But we are like sheep: We are creatures of habit, we don’t know what’s good for us, we don’t know how to clean ourselves or protect ourselves from danger, we follow the crowd, we wander, and we get lost. We need a shepherd – and Jesus is that shepherd who leads and heals and protects. Last message we focused on the sheep. Today let’s take a closer look at this Shepherd.

Jesus tells us in John 10:11-15 that He is the “good shepherd”. He says, “The good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep. So, when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my sheep and my sheep know me – just as the Father knows Me and I know the Father – and I lay down My life for the sheep.” NIV.  Now who is the “hired hand” he talks about here, and who is the “wolf”?  A hired hand’s first priority is his wages – it doesn’t matter to him if the wolf gets one of the sheep as long as he can save his own skin and collect his pay. Jesus says these kinds of shepherds are not true shepherds at all but “false shepherds”. These “hired hands” were the scribes and Pharisees – the hypocrites of the day, and the wolf is the devil. The Good Shepherd is always there for us, but we must choose who we will follow. If we are really His, we will know His voice and we will not follow a false shepherd. Jesus says in John 10: 3-5 “He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When He has brought all His own outside, He goes ahead of them. The sheep follow Him because they know His voice. They will never follow a stranger; instead, they will run away from him because they don’t know the voice of strangers.”

It was always fun to watch the sheep at our house on the days their owner came. Invariably they would all be resting in their chosen shady place, the old barn on the hill. He would come to the gate and start calling, “Hup! Hup!”, and immediately they were up and running as one to the voice as fast as they could go. He usually brought them a pail of corn or sometimes a block of salt, and as they enjoyed their treat he would walk among them talking softly to each one in turn as he inspected her from nose to tail for any signs of injury or illness. He would treat any scratches or cuts with ointment and give any shots that were needed. Then as they calmly nibbled away he counted them. If any was missing he would not leave until he had found it. He always knew which sheep was which, and he has names for them all. Some of them he had had as long as ten years. I could tell he enjoyed those sheep as much as they did him, because they had a bond. He told me each one was unique and had her own personality. After a while it got so I could tell some of them apart too, and they were no longer afraid of me, but as hard as I would try to imitate the shepherd’s call, they always knew, and they would just ignore it. The grandchildren would try so hard to get them to come, but they never would.

Now the shepherd always leads the sheep. Sheep will follow, but they will not be driven. When their owner would walk around our pasture checking for any poisonous weeds the whole flock would be there too, right at his heels. In the same way, the good shepherd never forces his sheep to do anything. He has created us with the free will to choose. He has given us a “user’s manual” to live by because the shepherd knows what is best for the sheep, and the sheep don’t, but it is still their choice whether to follow or not. Will we listen for His voice and follow when He calls?

I have been blessed with a gift of working with my hands so have painted an oil painting for each of my children. Our oldest son is a Federal Correctional Officer and Baptist minister in Atlanta. When I asked him what he would like for a painting, he asked me to illustrate Isaiah 40: 4 & 5, which says: “Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain – the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” NIV. “Uffdah!” I thought – “how am I supposed to illustrate that?!!” But as I read just a little further in that same chapter I came to verse eleven, which says, “He tends His flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in His arms and carries them close to His heart; He gently leads those that have young.” NIV. “That’s it!” I thought. “It’s the shepherd that leads us through all those rocky rugged places and rough ground. He leads us up from the valleys to the higher ground, the table-land where the ground is level and smooth and covered with fresh green grass. He taps on the rocks as He leads through the narrow – winding paths. The sound of the staff tapping, comforts the sheep that can’t see Him as He rounds the bends. It assures them He’s still there and they don’t have to be afraid. He talks to them and gently leads them through until they come out on top. It signifies the life – walk of a child of God, following the Shepherd through the trials, the tests and the temptations, climbing higher and higher to those green pastures and still waters where His sheep will lie down in security and comfort – in the presence of the gentle Shepherd for ever after.  So, I painted, using a photo of the Grand Canyon as a reference for the background. The Shepherd, with the flock around Him and behind Him, coming up from the canyon floor through a cleft in the rocks and stepping out onto the flat green table-land. He’s reaching out to gather into His arms a lamb that has wandered from the flock and gotten himself stranded on top of a boulder. It was hard, and it took me a long time, but I still like that painting the most of any I’ve ever done.

I Corinthians 2: 9 says: “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard – nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him.” NKJV.  It will be more wonderful than the human mind can imagine, and Jesus promised He would prepare this for us. This One who became our substitute, the Passover lamb that takes away the sin of the world, is also our Shepherd. He knows the way because He has gone on ahead. Will you choose to follow? Will you be one of those robed in white that God revealed to John in his vision? In Revelation 7:13-17 he records it for us. “These in white robes --- who are they and where did they come from?  --- These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore, they are before the throne of God and serve Him day and night in His temple; and He who sits on the throne will spread His tent over them. Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them for any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; He will lead them to springs of living water – and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” NIV
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Have you ever noticed that the older you get; the faster time seems to fly? Or have you heard yourself say, “There just aren’t enough hours in a day – I work and work and it’s never done!”? I don’t know anyone who has reached adulthood who doesn’t feel this. Even with all the modern time saving conveniences we have today, we are more pressed for time than ever. All the piddly little urgent things we encounter in a day seem to eat up the time we wish we could use for things we consider important. If you think when you retire, you’ll have time for all those things you want to do that you can’t fit into your schedule now, think again – I’m there – and it just doesn’t happen. You slow down as you get older and you run out of energy quicker, so the extra time you now have doesn’t stretch as far. Someone has said that our all-wise God planned it to work this way on purpose. He created us with eternal souls, meant to live in the realm of eternity where time, as we know it, does not exist – so here in the dimension of time there is always that feeling of uneasiness and dissatisfaction with the number of minutes we have. During the bad times and periods of waiting, time drags, and when we experience pleasure or when we are hurrying to get somewhere or meet a dead-line, we wish we could somehow cause time to stand still and wait for us to catch up. But it never does – day in and day out, our allotment of time marches on at a steady pace, one second at a time, from the day we are conceived until the day we die.

Our congregation is presently studying together Rick Warren’s book, The Purpose-driven Life. In this excellent book, Warren points out how God in His written word to us often uses metaphors to help us understand His ways. There are three metaphors the Bible uses to show us why we are here. First of all, life in this physical body is a test. God uses all the circumstances and other people in our lives, even that which is the result of sin, to mold us and to prune us into what He wants us to be. This testing process develops our character and reveals who we really are inside. Who and what we become depends on the interaction between the circumstances of our lot in life and the choices we make in response to them.

Secondly, life is a trust. All that we have and all that we are comes from God. You don’t even belong to you. God created you, and God redeemed you, “For you were bought at a price; therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which is God’s” ( I Corinthians 6:20 NKJV) We are stewards of all He has given us, and we will all one day stand before that judgement seat to give an account of what we did with it. This trust we have been given includes the gift of time – the one thing that is the same amount in 24 hours as it is for every other person. He has given us the night to divide the days so that each morning may be a brand-new beginning – another chance to use that gift to His glory.

This brings us to the third metaphor for why we are here. Life is a temporary assignment. Compared with eternity, our life here is very brief – but it is necessary, as a proving ground to get us ready for the life to come. It is this life to come that we are told to focus on because it is the only thing that lasts. Jesus said we should store up for ourselves treasures in heaven rather than down here. We are not to worry about food or clothes or any of the tangible things we can hold in our hands – Jesus said His father knows what we need before we ever ask, but when we seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, all the other things we need will be there through no effort of ours at all because God delights in providing for His children who love Him and walk in His ways. In Psalm 37:4 He says when we delight in the Lord, He will give us the desires of our heart. How do we know this is true? Because when we delight in Him, we will never desire anything that is not according to His will, and Jesus has promised, “if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.” (I John 5:14 NKJV)

He also said when we are weary and burdened, we should come to Him and He will give us rest. The Old Testament also tells us this – Deuteronomy 33:12, says, “The Lord’s beloved rests securely on Him. He shields him all day long, and he rests on His shoulders.” Jeremiah 6:16 tells us to “stand in the ways and see, and ask for the old paths where the good way is, and walk in it. Then you will find rest for your souls.” KJV

I know – that’s all easy to say when you’re burning the candle at both ends and have to force your exhausted body to keep moving when every muscle and bone is screaming for relief and you still have to make supper, and do the laundry and dishes, and bathe the kids, and help them with their homework – and the hands on the clock are relentless. There was a time like that for me too. I worked full-time and still had a big garden and three teenagers at home. I wanted to put God first in my life – but I could not find the time anywhere in my busy day to fit Him in – so I made a commitment to get up every morning at 4:30 to be able to spend time in the Word and prayer and be ready for work before anyone else was up so I could attend to their needs as well. It worked too, until I found myself falling asleep the minute, I sat down at work for a coffee break, and twice I fell asleep at the wheel on my way home from work. Half the time in these morning hours, I ended up with my nose in my cereal as I struggled to wake up enough to pray. I thought “This is ridiculous!” Jesus said His yoke was easy and His burden light, but it sure didn’t feel that way to me! But our loving God is faithful, and one early morning as I read, a verse jumped off the page at me from Psalm 127:2. It said, “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat – for He grants sleep to those He loves.” NIV – I had been trying so hard to please God that I had placed a heavy burden on myself that He never required at all! I was doing neither God nor others any good at all – and certainly not myself – by going through my self-imposed duty like a zombie from living on 5 and 6 hours of sleep every night. What mattered to Him was that I had a desire to serve Him in my heart.

Over the years this God of Love has gradually freed me more and more from this bondage of legalistic perfectionism. He is still working on it and I am learning. This past week my husband and I took a 6-day vacation trip which I thoroughly enjoyed. A few years ago, I would have balked at that, worried about all the weeds that would get out of hand while we’re gone. And this is the first time ever I have left on a trip without cleaning my house first “just in case” I didn’t get back.

So, where is the balance between this desire to do it all and the need to rest in Him? We need only to go to Jesus own example to see the answer. He was God incarnate Himself – the Word made flesh – yet because He was also fully human, he had the same needs as you and me. When He was tired, He rested, and when He needed sleep, He slept. Did He always put the needs of others first before His own? Sometimes yes and sometimes no. He often rose while it was still dark and went off alone to pray. He knew He needed that to face the day ahead. In Mark 4:38 we read the story of the disciples in the boat on the sea during a fearful storm. They were afraid and thought they were going to drown – and where was Jesus? In the storm, on a cushion – fast asleep. They woke Him up saying, “Master, don’t you care that we’re going to die?” Rest was needed and it was important to Him to have some down time. On another occasion recorded in Mark 3 and Matthew 14, Jesus and the disciples had been teaching, healing and ministering to so many people coming and going they didn’t even have time to eat. On top of that they had just heard the news that John the Baptist had been executed, and they were full of grief. So, what did Jesus do? He took them aside and said, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” So, they got in the boat to go to a secluded area on the other side of the sea. The trouble was, word got around and the people ran on foot along the shore from all the towns surrounding the sea. When the boat arrived, there was this crowd already waiting. But was Jesus irritated by this? No – we’re told He had compassion on them because they were like sheep without a shepherd. There were about 5,000 men besides women and children. He ministered to them and healed people, and by the end of the day He had even miraculously fed them all. Only then did He tell His disciples to go ahead and take the boat again across the sea. He stayed by Himself and dismissed all those people – and then, when He was finally all alone, He took the time He needed to grieve and to pray far into the night, and then went to join the disciples, walking on the water.

So, you see He set priorities depending on what was most needed at the time. Sometimes He rested first and sometimes later. Sometimes time alone with His Father was more important than sleep, but sometimes His physical body required the sleep first in order to effectively do what He needed to do. He was obedient to His purpose – He went where He was called to go and did what He was called to do, never hurrying and never worrying about what He didn’t have time to do. He only lived 33 years – He didn’t teach everyone, and He didn’t heal everyone either, but He did die for everyone – and aren’t you glad He did?

When God provides a time of rest for you, can you take it without feeling guilty, and praise Him for it? And when He allows interruptions into your busy life, do you resent them, or do you see them as opportunities God sends your way so His love may be manifest to others through you? These are the treasures you can send on ahead into the kingdom – and remember, when you seek that kingdom and His righteousness first, He will provide everything else you need.
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On our vacation trip two weeks ago to the North Shore, my husband and I stopped at several famous landmarks including the Split Rock Lighthouse. On a sheer rock cliff that rises 130 feet straight above the water, this 40-foot tower with its 6 ½ ton beacon has sat majestically for 93 years (as of 2003 when this message was first delivered), from 1910 to 1969, she faithfully sent out a revolving beam that reached 22 miles across the largest body of fresh water on earth. On a clear night it could be seen as far away as Grand Marais, 60 miles up the coast. Until modern navigation equipment made it obsolete, she guided the ships that came to the parts of Lake Superior from all over the world, and warned them away from the dangerous rocks that lay hidden beneath the water at her base. The huge beacon itself was an incandescent oil vapor lamp with a bivalve lens surrounded by many prisms that concentrated the light into one narrow powerful beam. The whole mechanism floated on a bed of mercury and was calibrated to move at a precise steady rate of one revolution every ten seconds. We learned from our guide that each lighthouse on the lake was set at a different revolution rate so that ships many miles out could tell according to their charts and tables which lighthouse they were seeing by counting the seconds between the flashes.

As I thought about how the very lives of the men on those ships depended on their trust in the reliability of the lighthouses, I thought what a good illustration this is of how God is our lighthouse Who guides the course of our lives, showing us the way to go to reach the port, and warning us of the dangers along the way. God’s Word uses many metaphors, and the word “light” is one of the first in Genesis 1 and the last in Revelation 22.

The Word itself is called a lamp to our feet and a light to our path. Psalm 119: 30 also says, “The unfolding of your Word gives light; it gives understanding to the simple.” NKJV We are introduced to this light right at the beginning. Genesis 1: verses 2 & 3 says, “The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’, and there was light.” NKJV. Now where did this light come from, and what was it? We think of all light in our world as coming from the sun – yet we are told God created all the vegetation on earth on the third day, and the sun, the moon and the stars were not created until day 4!! Impossible, you say? This is one reason many discount the Biblical account of creation as a myth – it just doesn’t fit with what we know about the way things work. But I pose to you that it happened exactly as written, because the “light” the writer is talking about here is not physical light at all, and a further study of scripture supports this hypothesis. This light that was there in the beginning was a spiritual light that would one day enter in to our physical world. Isaiah predicted it in Chapter 9 verse 2: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a light has dawned.” NIV.  And in Isaiah 60:1-3, he says, “Arise – shine! For your light has come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon you. For behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and deep darkness the people, but the Lord will arise over you and His glory will be seen upon you! The Gentiles shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising.” Verse 19 says, “The sun shall no longer be your light by day, Nor for brightness shall the moon give light to you; But the Lord will be to you an everlasting light” NKJV

Then in the New Testament it is fulfilled. John spells it out in John 1 this way: 1: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the word was God. 4: In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5: The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness did not overcome it. –9-12: The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was created through Him, and yet, the world did not recognize Him. He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him. But to all who did receive Him (to those who believed in His name) He gave them the right to be children of God, ---. 14: The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. We observed His glory, the glory as the one and only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

You see – it was the Word of God that proceeded out of His mouth that brought all things into being, and we’re told here that this word was also the light, and that this light became flesh and came into the world. Who can this be? Jesus Himself says it in, the book of John. He says,  John 3:19 “This is the judgment! The Light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil ---, John 8:12,  I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.  NIV--- and John 12:44: The one who believes in Me, believes not in Me, but in the One who sent Me. And the one who sees Me sees the one who sent me. I have come as  light into the world, so that anyone who believes in Me would not remain in darkness.”

Then in Matthew 5:14 and 16, Jesus says to us, “You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. 16: Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father in heaven.” NKJV

Now how can it be that He is the light of the world, but He says so are we? Paul explains in II Corinthians 3:18, saying, “We all, with unveiled faces are looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord and are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, which comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” And in the next chapter verse 6, we are told that “For God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, has shone in our hearts, to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s Glory in the face of Jesus Christ.”

So, you see just as the moon has no light of its own but reflects the light of the sun, so we reflect the light of Christ. Yet at the same time because His Spirit lives within us if we have invited Him in, His light also shines through us and out to others just like the light of the lighthouse. It is the Word that does it. Jesus is the Word, and the Word of God is living and active – sharper than any double-edged sword. Like a laser beam, which is concentrated light, it cuts out all in us that is unholy and transforms us by the renewal of our minds until we have the very mind of Christ. Then that light shines like a beacon on a hill. It’s a gradual thing as we grow in Christ. Proverbs 4:8 says, “The path of the just is like the shining sun, that shines ever brighter unto the perfect day.” NKJV

I John 1:5 and 7 says, “This is the message we have heard from Him and declare to you: God is light; in Him there is no darkness at all --- if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, His Son, purifies us from all sin.” NIV

So, what is the end result? As we follow the true light, we make it safely into port, and we are home at last. Just as the true Word of God introduces the true Light in its very first words, so the Bible ends with that same light. Revelation 21 shows us the beautiful holy city, the New Jerusalem, where we will live forevermore. Verses 23-25 tell us, “The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, because the glory of God illuminates it, and its lamp is the Lamb. The nation’s will walk in its light --- Its gates will never close by day because it will never be night there.”

Hallelujah!
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Our last message focused on Jesus as the Word of God made flesh, who is the light of the world which the darkness cannot extinguish. That light is still here, and it shines in our hearts from the Holy Spirit within, who lights the path for our feet and serves as a beacon to all who see it and are drawn to that light. Today we will expand on this theme in a little different direction.

Have you ever watched an icicle form? Did you notice how the dripping water froze, one drop at a time, until the icicle was a foot long or more? If the water was clean, the icicle was clear as crystal and sparkled brightly in the sun; but if the water was slightly muddy, the icicle turned cloudy and grey, its beauty spoiled. Our character is formed like that. Each thought or feeling adds its influence. Each decision we make – both great and small – contribute its part. At all times, we must be aware of the “droplets” we allow to drip into our lives. Acts that develop habits of hate, falsehood, and evil intent mar and eventually destroy us – but habits born of love, truth, and goodness silently mold and fashion us into the image of God.

We tend to think of “evil” as something sinister or eerie – something that causes the hair to stand up on the back of our necks. But God says anything that is not in accordance with His user’s manual for our lives is evil – and He calls it “sin”. He says we are not to set our hearts on the things of this world, but we are to store up treasures in heaven. But how can we know for sure what is of the world and what is a blessing from God when there is no black and white anymore? We try to follow the path of light, but we often let little bits of darkness creep in like that muddy water – a little black to change that pure white to grey. And often we don’t even recognize it for what it is because “everybody’s doing it” or “there’s no harm in it” or “just this once won’t hurt.” We even go so far as to say, “We’re under grace now, so it doesn’t matter – God loves us anyway!” We try to fit in because we want to be accepted and loved, so we go along with the world’s little muddy droplets – so slow and subtle that we don’t even notice, and we never see the down-side until we’re sucked in and can’t get out.

Those of you my age and older may remember the old classic movie, “Citizen Kane”, which follows the life of one man from the age of nine to his death. Taken against his will as a child to live in a rich boarding school, Kane grows up with a silver spoon in his mouth. He has wholesome motives at first – he seems to know what is most important in life, and that it is not money. His only goals are to help those less fortunate than himself, and he does this through the venue of the newspaper business. In a short time, he is so successful and admired that he ends up with an empire of 37 world-wide newspapers, two syndicates and a radio-network. Over a period of years, he has amassed grocery stores, paper mills, apartment buildings, factories, forests and ocean liners. He marries the president’s niece, has a son and runs for governor. But slowly and steadily he has become influenced by greedy and unscrupulous contemporaries. His need for acclaim overshadows his generosity, and he compromises his moral standards. His political career is cut short by public scandal and he loses both his wife and son. He marries a second time and that marriage turns to ashes as well. When the depression hits and his newspapers begin to fold like dominoes, he decided to escape the world by building a 49,000-acre pleasure land called Xanadu with enough costly artifacts for 10 museums and the largest private zoo since Noah. He and his wife live there alone with their servants in the huge regal mansion until she can’t stand it anymore. She realizes he has become greedy and cruel – his only purpose in life is to control people and acquire things. So, she leaves him, and now he realizes the last thing in the world that he had control over is gone too.

All he ever wanted was to be loved and respected by people, and he made the mistake of thinking he could buy this. When people didn’t respond by loving him as he thought they should he was disappointed in the world, so he built one of his own. When he died alone in that huge mansion, only the butler heard the last word on his lips – “Rosebud”. 

This entire movie is done in flashbacks as a reporter interviews the people in the life of Charles Kane, hoping to solve the mystery of that name “Rosebud”. In the end the reporter says, “Mr. Kane got everything he ever wanted and then lost it. Maybe “Rosebud” was something he couldn’t get or something he lost. I guess it’s just a missing piece of a jigsaw puzzle.

Only the movie audience is let in on the answer as the mansion is being cleaned out and tons of unwanted “things” are burned in the incinerator. An old child’s sled is thrown into the fire, and as the flames lick at the old wood, a word once painted on its face becomes visible – “Rosebud”. This sled from the days before he was nine years old was the only thing in his whole life that had brought him any real happiness or contentment.

Now of course this story is fiction, and the saddest part of the whole tale is that no-one ever told Charles Kane where the real riches were. There is another man who lived a very similar life, but this man was real. His name is Solomon. He was the wisest and richest king in the world at his time, and he tells his story in a book called “Ecclesiastes”, where he says, 

Chapter 2:1: I thought in my heart, “Go ahead – I will test you with pleasure; enjoy what is good – but it turned out to be futile. 2: I said about laughter, It is madness, and about pleasure, ‘What does it accomplish?’ 3: I explored with my mind the pull of wine on my body -my mind still guiding me with wisdom – and how to grasp folly. 4: I increased my achievements. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself. 5: I made gardens and parks for myself---6:  I constructed reservoirs for myself from which to irrigate a grove of flourishing trees. 7: I acquired male and female servants and had slaves who were born in my house. I also owned livestock - large herds and flocks – more than all who were before me in Jerusalem. 8: I also amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I gathered male and female singers for myself and many concubines,– the delights of men.--- 10: All that my eyes desired, I did not deny them. I did not refuse myself any pleasure.  ---11:  When I considered all that I had accomplished and what I had labored to achieve, I found everything to be futile and a pursuit of the wind. There was nothing to be gained under the sun. --- 17: Therefore, I hated life because the work that was done under the sun was distressing to me. For everything is futile and a pursuit of wind. 18: I hated all my work that I labored at under the sun because I must leave it to the one who comes after me 19: and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? ---This too is futile. --- 5:15: As he came from his mother’s womb, so he will go again, naked as he came;  he will take nothing for his efforts that he can carry in his hands.”

Ecclesiastes 12:13 “The conclusion of the matter is this”, says Solomon. “Fear God and keep His commands because this is for all humanity. For God will bring every act to judgement including everything hidden whether good or evil.”

Centuries later Jesus asked His followers “What does it benefit someone if he gains the whole world, but loses his life? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?”(Matthew 16:26)

St. John tells us, “Do not love the world or the things in the world --- For all that is in the world – the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life- is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world is passing away, and the lust of it’ , but he who does the will of God abides forever!” ( I John 2:15-17)

John shows us that Solomon had it right; In I John 5: 3-5 he says, “This is love for God: to obey His commands – and His commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes the world.---- Who is it that overcomes the world? Only the who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” NIV. And Jesus says, to him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life which is in the paradise of God.

This is where that lighted path leads. Are you on it?
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Where Are We Now?

As I prepare the message for this week, we commemorate the second anniversary of the terrorist attacks of 9-11. In re-reading some of the messages we aired during the weeks following that fateful day, I noticed how hopeful we were that this could be a wake-up call to God’s people in our nation of affluence and apathy over the state of men’s souls. It seemed to be just that at first, as it became not only acceptable once again but also popular to invoke the name of God in public across our land. Church attendance rose and people searched their hearts for the meaning of life and the answer to the questions, “Is there a God who is in control?” and if so, “Why did this happen?” But now, two years later, the pain has lessened, the memory dulled, the zeal abated, and for most, the questions are still unanswered. According to polls of the churches by George Barna, church attendance has fallen off to its pre- 9/11 level, and despite the momentary detour, we continue again on that slippery slope to the status of a country without “God” as its god. “Political correctness” has become the god of many and we have allowed our adversary to entice us with sugar-coated half-truths, under the guise of tolerance, that spread undetected like a cancer until we no longer can discern light from darkness or good from evil.

This cancer is now spreading even into the churches, and they are dying. Why is this happening? Next to God’s chosen people, Israel, we have been the freest – and there is not a corner of our land where the true Word of God is not available for anyone who will seek it. Most of us probably have several Bibles in our house and live in areas where there are many churches with doors open for those who will walk in. Why don’t they come? Why aren’t those Bibles opened? There is food there, and living water, and the answer to every question. Why don’t we want it?

Paul tells us in II Corinthians 4:4 that “the god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers to keep them from seeing the illuminating light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”

Okay – what about those of us who claim to be believers? We think we know the truth, but where is the power? Paul says in II Corinthians 4:6-7 “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’ made His light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed  in the face of  Christ. But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.” NIV. – There it is! It comes from God – not from us. We have become so self-sufficient and self-confident that we think we already know all there is to know about living the Christian life. We think we know what God says so we have no need to read His Word unless we run into a problem we can’t handle by ourselves. Then we might holler, “help!”, or even open the book. And even then, we will pick and choose the parts we like and those that make us feel good, and discount the rest. Andrew Murray once said, “Little of the Word with little prayer is death to the spiritual life. Much of the Word with little prayer gives a sickly life, and much prayer with little of the Word gives some life, but without steadfastness. A full measure of the Word and prayer each day gives a healthy and powerful life. We need to come into the presence of God with a Bible in our hands and praise in our hearts. As we wait quietly before the Lord, heaven will open.”

Satan is alive and well on planet earth. His greatest strategy is to convince us first of all that he does not exist. Then he will lie to us and make evil look good and make God out to be a liar. He’ll convince us that we don’t need God – that we are in control of our own lives and have the right to make our own choices. He’ll tell us God’s laws are His agenda to keep us under His thumb and take away our freedom. In other words, He is a real “spoil-sport”. You see, the trouble is, when we don’t know what God’s Word says about the way the devil works, we won’t recognize him any more than Eve did, and we will never suspect we’re being lied to until the trap door springs. As a Christian, you think you are immune from Satan’s tricks, but that’s not what God’s Word tells us. He says the devil prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. He says we are already in the days when Satan is working overtime to defeat the body of Christ because “he knows his time is short.”

Charles Stanley says, “Once you are God’s, Satan cannot have your spirit, soul or your eternal life – but his goal is to thwart the Lord’s plan for you. He is out to steal your peace and joy, cause confusion and anger, and encourage wrong relationships in your life. He will do anything he can to cheat you out of the blessings the Lord has promised, and then when you fall on your face, he’ll tell you it’s God’s fault! The holier you attempt to live before God, the stronger the devil’s attacks are likely to be, and if you think you can live a holier life in your own strength, you will fail. Then Satan will have achieved his objective of ruining your witness and making you ineffective for the kingdom of God.”

He works on individuals within a church body and in this way, he can infiltrate the whole body. A body can only be as healthy as the sum of its parts. Is there conflict in your church? Are there hurt feelings and anger and unforgiveness among those who are supposed to be brothers and sisters? Is there a “What’s the use” attitude? Ask yourself where this is coming from! No – it is not all “John’s” fault or “Nellie’s” fault, or the pastor’s, or that stubborn bunch over there. An enemy has done this! Paul says in Ephesians 6:12, “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places KJV.” So, what can we do about it? First of all, we need to get our focus off the faults of one another. (We are all sinners saved by grace – none of us deserve any of the promises of God) We must confess our faults to one another and pray for one another so that we may be healed – and then we must band together as a united front to do better against the real enemy.

Paul tells us in II Corinthians 10:3-4 “though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. For the weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds!  NIV. And in Ephesians 6:13,  Put on the full armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. NKJV

What is this armor, and what are these weapons? A few years ago, we did a series of messages on this armor listed in Ephesians 6. I hope you remember it. Our belt is God’s truth, our breastplate is the righteousness we have through the blood of Christ, our shoes are readiness to spread the gospel of peace, our shield is faith and our helmet is our salvation. That is our defensive armor and we are told to put it on daily. Then we must take up our weapons. There are two of them, but we usually only hear about one. The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God – it is living, and sharper than any double-edged sword. We are to have this sword in our hand at all times. It is to be so much a part of us that we are ready to use it at a moment’s notice. And the second offensive weapon is prayer. An army will never defeat the enemy if all the soldiers each do their own thing. We must be in touch with our Captain, and that communication is to be two-way. Each of these weapons is just as important as the other, and it would seem that neither of them is being used to full advantage in the church today. We may have our armor on. We may even be able to stand our ground. But unless we are ready to advance, the day will come when we can no longer stand, and we must either retreat or die.
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The offensive weapons of the spirit are essential components of the armor of God if we are to be victorious overcomers in our Christian walk. Our life in Christ is to be exactly that – a walk – that means we are to move forward with a destination in mind. When we are standing still, we are not walking. We have been commissioned as soldiers in a spiritual army in a war against an enemy that is very real, and our battle plan is not meant to be only one of defense. A soldier may be equipped with all the pieces of the armor fastened securely in place. He may hold in his hand the best shield for deflecting all the arrows and sword blows that come his way, and by diligent perseverance he may even be able to stand his ground and survive the battle. Indeed, this is what we are told to do in Ephesians 6. Paul says in verse 13 that we are to”-- take up the whole armor of God that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand!” NKJV.  He says if we take up the shield of faith we will then be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Yet that shield is even only a defensive part of our armor. If we keep the armor on and shield in hand at all times, we are protected so although we may have made it through that last battle unscathed thanks to this wonderful armor, what about the next time? – And the next – and the next? Will we always be battle ready? I Peter5:8-9 tells us we must be alert, “your adversary the devil is prowling around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” We are told to “resist him, firm in the faith.” But how are we to do that? We are human beings! We get tired, and we get discouraged when we must keep on fending off attacks that come over and over and never seem to be conquered. How can our strength hold out when there seems to be no end to this war? If all we can do is “stand our ground”, we are eventually going to run out of steam because although the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak. We will reach a point when we can no longer stand and we must retreat, allow ourselves to be captured, or die. An army of such men cannot possibly win in a war against an enemy with weapons, no matter how good their armor is or how good their intentions are.

What is the secret to victory then? We are flesh and blood, but Paul says our enemy is not. Rulers, authorities and powers of this dark world and spiritual forces of evil are what we are up against. How can we fight against that?

Our commander-in-chief in this army is God our Father, and He has given us the answer again through the apostle Paul. In II Corinthians 10: 3-5 he says, “Though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ.” NKJV. You see Satan is an expert at building strongholds and setting them up in our minds. Doubts, fears, bad habits, addiction, resentments, self-pity – and I could go on and on. These things don’t come from God! They are things we have allowed into our minds through the weakness of our sinful flesh. Satan will eagerly latch on to these things and use them to build his strongholds, and as long as we are standing still in this battle and using all our energy to just fend off the arrows aimed at us from these strongholds, we have no way to get rid of them.

I believe our biggest problem is that we read Ephesians 6 through verse 16 and then we stop. The victory is found in verses 17-18. We have our armor on and our shield in hand, but we haven’t put our helmet on yet, and we have no weapons.  ---Well, actually we do, but we don’t know it. Our commander-in-chief has already given us all the weapons we need and we aren’t using them. Read Ephesians 6: 17-18 with me. It says this: “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God. Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for the saints-“ NKJV. There you have it! God has already given us what we need for a mighty victory. First of all, we have an impenetrable helmet. The enemy cannot get in there to fill our minds with his lies and half-truths, and he cannot build any new strongholds. Through the blood of Christ, we are saved already. We need to get that truth solid in our minds. Yes, the flesh is weak and we still fail, but there is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus, for the blood of Jesus Christ, His Son, cleanses us from all sin. God is love, and perfect love casts out fear. We can now come boldly to God’s throne of grace to receive help in time of need, and He will never refuse us! This truth is our helmet, and it not only protects our minds – the helmet is proudly worn as a unique symbol of the team a player is on, a soldier’s helmet has a shape and adornment unique to the army he represents, and provides a striking symbol of military victory. You see the war has already been won! Jesus Christ accomplished that on Calvary. The devil is a defeated foe and he already knows what his end will be. He also knows he doesn’t have much time left – and he’s hopping mad about it! He is bound and determined to take as many of God’s human souls down with him, and if he can’t do that he will build those strongholds wherever he can in the lives of Christians to render their service to God ineffective.

We have been given everything we need to hold the position we have already been given. Ephesians 2:6 says “God has raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.“ NIV. Through Christ, the kingdom of heaven is not something we are going to inherit someday. We already have it – we are already there! Why then aren’t we living lives of victory? We sit in church and sing, “Victory in Jesus” and “There’s power in the blood”, but how many of us have really experienced either of those things? There’s something wrong here!

We need to tighten our belt of truth and put on that helmet of salvation so we won’t be vulnerable to Satan’s lies that put doubts and fears in our minds. And then we need to pick up those weapons! Our commander-in-chief has already provided us with the two most essential needs of a mighty victorious army – a razor-sharp double-edged sword and a state-of-the-art communication system. Yet they are of no value at all if we leave our sword in its scabbard and neglect to turn on our “receiver-transmitter”. Are you ready to get serious in this battle? 
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We continue our series of talks on the offensive weapons of soldiers in the army of God. In Ephesians 6 we are told to put on the full armor of God so that when the day of evil comes, we may be able to stand our ground. We have buckled the belt of truth around our waist; our heart is protected by the righteousness of our Redeemer as a breastplate fastened securely in place; we have our shoes on – shoes with sturdy soles and straps that will keep our feet from slipping and enable us to run with confidence to carry the message of the gospel of peace; we have taken up the shield of faith to quench all the flaming arrows and deflect all the blows aimed toward us; and lastely we have fastened on that helmet of the assurance of salvation to protect our mind from the lies of the enemy and his attempts to set up strongholds there. Our helmet bears the identifying crest that notifies the enemy that we belong to the army of the Living God.

This is the armor we are told to “put on” every day of our lives. When we consciously mentally put on each piece as soon as we awaken each day, we are protected from anything the devil and his troops can throw our way, and we will not be moved no matter what the circumstances around us may be. But this is not enough. Through lies, and deceit, and intimidation, this enemy has taken territory that is not rightfully his. It is not enough to stand our ground. We have been commissioned to drive this enemy back and to recover the territory that has been promised to us through the shed blood of Jesus Christ. He not only made it in first place – He has also bought it. It is up to us now to make it ours, and we don’t do that by standing still. Peter says Satan is like a roaring lion that prowls around seeking someone to devour. His roar is bone-chilling at times and very intimidating. He is not about to let us know that he is really as powerful against God’s armored soldiers as a declawed pussy-cat whose teeth have all been pulled. You see he is already defeated. Jesus did that for us by His death and resurrection. The territory is already ours, but Satan is a liar, and has been from the beginning – he comes to steal, kill and destroy. He knows he’s defeated, but he doesn’t want us to know it. If he can convince us that he is still in control and he is stronger than we are, he can hold on to that ground that is rightfully ours, prevent us from advancing, and make our Christian witness completely ineffective.

Jesus promised us that if we would continue in His Word, we would be His disciples (that means we would keep on learning), and then we will come to know the truth – and that truth will set us free. His Word – that’s where the power is – and that is our first offensive weapon against every onslaught of the enemy of our souls. Ephesians 6:17 tells us to “take the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God.” II Corinthians 10:5 says the offensive weapons of the Spirit have divine power for the pulling down of strongholds and demolishing of every argument and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and Hebrews 4:12 says, “The Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart”. NIV

Dividing of the soul and spirit:

Let’s analyze this a bit. What does it mean that “it penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit?” Each of us is a trinity of body, soul and spirit. I am a “soul” – that is the part of me that is the “command center” of my personality, my self-consciousness – how I think, how I feel, and what I choose. What I choose is the product of what I think and feel, and that in turn has been shaped in part by my heredity, my environment and my five physical senses. This soul has a spirit, and the spirit is either alive or dead. Scripture says the soul that sins shall die – the wages of sin is death – so since we have all sinned, we all died. But the wonderful thing about this for Christians is that we know Jesus Christ took this penalty for sin upon Himself  “---For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him”. (II Corinthians 5:21 NKJV)  This is called “the great exchange”. Now if He had remained dead, so would we, but He rose again – and it is in His resurrection that Satan and death are defeated. We whose sinful nature was crucified with Him have also been raised with Him to new life if we know this and believe it. This is what it means to be born again. We were spiritually dead; we were buried with Him and now we are raised with Him as brand-new creatures. Baptism visibly joins us to Christ’s death and resurrection and bears witness to the new life we have in Him. You see Jesus not only set us free from the penalty of sin – He also set us free from the power of it, and yet we so often still choose to live as though He hasn’t.

The spirit of man is where the life is, and it is the spirit that gives life to the soul. The spirit itself has no emotions. The spirit is fed by feeding on the Word of God and it is nourished whether the soul “feels” it or not. It is the Holy Spirit of God that gives life to our spirit as the two become one when we accept Jesus Christ as our Savior and ask Him to be Lord of our lives. That is the point at which we are born again and inherit eternal life. When the body dies is of no consequence, for the body is only the “house” of the soul and spirit. When the body of a Christian dies, it is only a passing from this life to a better one. Death has already been defeated. So, you see when this sword of God’s Word penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit, it is penetrating to the very deepest part of who you are and makes a distinction between the spirit that is alive and the one that is dead. In the same way this sword penetrates to the very deepest part of where the life of the body is. It is your joints that enable your body to move, but deeper still, it is the hidden marrow inside your bones where the life is, for it is the marrow that manufactures the blood, and the life of the body is in the blood. The Word of God – the only source of absolute truth – by which all other “truth” can be measured – is the only place there is to find eternal life – all other roads lead only to death. Without this sword in our hand, we cannot prevail against the enemy of our souls. We must read it, study it, digest it and memorize it so that we can wield it just as Jesus did when tempted in the wilderness. For every temptation to sin or to doubt, we should have our sword ready to strike immediately with the words, “It is written”!!

Later we will look at the second offensive weapon of the spirit – prayer. We close today’s lesson with excerpts from Revelation 1 -3. “1:13----One like the Son of Man, dressed in a robe  and with a golden sash wrapped around His chest ---1:16  a sharp double-edged sword came from His mouth. ------1: 17 When I saw Him, I fell at His feet like a dead man. He laid His right hand on me and said, “Don’t be afraid! I am the first and the last, 1:18 and the Living One. I was dead but look – I am alive forever and ever. 2:11 Let anyone who has ears to hear listen to what the Spirit says----  3:20--- Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and dine with him, and he with Me.” NKJV
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Lately we have been talking about the analogy from Ephesians 6 of God’s people as an army of soldiers in a spiritual war against the forces of evil. We put on our spiritual armor and took up the shield of faith as our defense against this unseen but very real enemy, and we talked about our first offensive weapon of this warfare – the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God. Today we begin to examine another crucial part of our battle gear – our communication system with which we keep in contact with our commanding officer. This system is called “prayer”.

An army unit which has lost contact with its commander and is left to its own devices will be in much greater danger of being defeated or even wiped out. Each of the soldiers has already gone through basic training in which he learned both offensive and defensive strategies for battle, but the two most important things he learned were: #1 – How to work together as a unit, and #2 – to follow orders. There must be a captain who has the final say – one who lays out the battle plan which all the others must follow, and there will be a chain-of-command set up so that if the captain falls, the next man in line will take over his position. Much as in a football game, each man has his assigned position so that the men work together to achieve their directive and they are all answerable to the coach. Before a football game, a game-plan is set up which takes into account the strengths and weaknesses of the opposing team. The plan is reviewed in the locker room before the game begins, and if revisions are necessary during the game, a time out is called and the coach gathers the players in a huddle to give further secret orders. A football player or a soldier in a battle has a responsibility to follow orders and to hold the position given to him. If he decides he has a better idea and he’s going to do his own thing, he not only puts his own life at risk, but also the lives of everyone else. In Bible times the commander of a unit often rode a horse and carried a banner so he could be easily singled out from the rest of the men. He probably had a different helmet as well, and the men knew to keep their eyes on their captain and watch for his signals. If there was a problem the commander was not aware of, a message was sent to the front via a runner so the commander could decide what to do and everyone else waited for his order. Today’s modern armies have a much more effective means of communication. The front lines can communicate instantly with those in the rear electronically, and all are in constant contact with the captain. This communication must be two-way, because the captain must know what is going on with his men, and the men depend on the captain to lead them. This is what prayer is. God is our captain – we are to keep our eyes on Him at all times, and we are to follow His orders. At the same time, He is concerned about every man and woman in his army and he wants us to keep in contact with Him. Without this connection, the army and its captain are not a unit.

It is only through prayer that our mind and spirit can discern what the natural person cannot detect. Remember we are in a spiritual battle. It is through prayer that the Lord releases His energy, divine power and protection, enabling us to live a godly, holy, and peaceful life regardless of our circumstances. Charles Stanley says “Through prayer we can sense forewarnings of Satan’s attacks, which can be aimed anywhere – finances, family, relationships or health, etc.” The one thing Satan hates above all else is the believer who knows how to persist in prayer and claim the promises of God. The enemy has no defense against persevering prayer, which crushes his might and sends him running.

Our heavenly Father sees the whole “combat zone” that you and I live in daily. He knows where we are in the battlefield and He knows the nature of our weakness. He is also aware of what Satan is doing in our life – every cunning device, exactly where he will attack, and what he will use to defeat us if he can. If you are without prayer, if you don’t cry out for God’s guidance and divine direction, and if you don’t put on His armor by faith every day, the enemy can easily influence you. Your understanding of Scripture also will be in direct proportion to your prayers. Likewise, the holiness of your life and your usefulness to God are proportional to your communication with Him.

Paul says in Ephesians 6:18, “Pray at all times in the Spirit with every prayer and request.” and in I Thessalonians 5:17, he tells us to “pray without ceasing”. KJV How can we “pray at all times”? Charles Stanley says this means we are to live in “God-consciousness.” Think in terms of a telephone. If you hang up, the call is disconnected. “Praying without ceasing” means you do not hang up – you continually stay on the line with God. In the battle, we as God’s soldiers are always in contact with our commander on the “walkie-talkie” – the line is always open both ways.

In his book, The Prayer Factor, Sammy Tippit, says: “Prayer can take the deepest thought and feelings of man before his creator. At the same time prayer brings the nature, character and purpose of God into the heart of man. It is the heart of man in communion with the heart of the Father. It is the heart of the Father bestowing grace and mercy upon the heart of man, and it is the whole heart of man seeking to know the whole heart of God. Prayer is the communication of hearts.

“Prayer is not merely a time in which we come to receive something from God. Prayer is an encounter with a holy God. It is coming into His presence – entering into a fellowship and a relationship with Him. It is the means by which we get to know Him. Out of the personal, intimate knowledge of God, the victory of Jesus flows through us and into the world around us.”

Remember even Jesus saw the necessity to be in communication with His Father although He himself was God incarnate. He had come to do the will of the Father, and His prayer for us was that we would be one with Him just as He is one with the Father – when we are in Christ, that now makes us also one with the Father, and we will know what His will is for us.

Do you find something lacking in your prayer life? Is there little power in your Christian walk? The one will follow the other. We need to get back on the line with the captain of our souls. We need to keep our spiritual armor on and that sharp double-edged sword drawn and we must always remember the battle is the Lord’s – and it is already won.
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“Our Father”

Today’s message focuses on the heavenly ‘communication system” we have been given as soldiers in God’s army here on earth. We have seen how this system is like a set of walkie-talkies – it is always two-way. Our commanding officer keeps in contact with us at all times to give us the battle-plan and on-going orders as we advance toward our objective to defeat the enemy. Each individual soldier receives his or her orders through the chain of command from the top down, and each as a specific assignment. But as each man follows the directive he has been given; the army will work as a unit – at least that’s the way it’s supposed to work! What happens when that line of communication is broken? Or what if the enemy discovers the radio frequency and intercepts the messages with bogus instructions from an imposter? During World War II this happened often until someone realized Americans had access to a language none of the enemy could understand. Navajo Indians were employed for radio communications in their native language which was then interpreted for the men, giving them assurance that any radio messages were genuine and could be trusted.

We can have that same assurance in our spiritual battle as we follow the orders of our commanding officer through His interpreter – the Holy Spirit who now lives within us. Satan will attempt to deceive us – you can count on it, for he was a liar from the beginning and he is called the “father of lies”. He will always disguise himself as something good, and mix his lies with truth. Any of us is vulnerable to his ploys if we are not in constant communication with our leader so that we will recognize the lies when they come. God speaks to us first of all through His written Word which is absolute truth. If we don’t know what that Word says we will be easily deceived when we hear something that sounds scriptural that the enemy has twisted just enough to change its meaning. If we can’t fire the truth right back at him, we have no sword! This is why we must continue in that living Word daily to make it such a part of us that we can wield that sword skillfully. God also will speak to us through other Christians and through such things as Christian books and radio and television ministries; He will speak to us in our day-to-day circumstances if we listen; and He will speak to us in that still small voice of His Spirit to our spirit. Some may even hear an audible voice although this is rare. But it is in these areas where Satan is most likely to intercept and deceive, so when you think God is speaking to you, ask yourself – “Does what I’m hearing here agree with the written Word? If it does not, it is not from God, and if you don’t know what the written Word says, you’d better find out!

Now we will change our focus from the one end of the communication system to the other. We not only listen to our leader – we are also to talk to Him. He works through us – He is our head and we are His body. Just as the head controls all parts of the body, the members of the body are in constant contact with the head, and in Christ’s body, that is done through prayer.

Stormie Omartian says, “God has chosen to do certain things in partnership with us – that’s what He wants. He has invited us to be joint heirs with Christ. Without Him, we cannot change anything of value in our world, and without our prayers, He will not!!”

Jesus Himself has given us instructions as to how this is done in Matthew 6: 5 - 13. He says, “Whenever you pray you must not be like the hypocrites, because they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by people. Truly I tell you, they have their reward. But when you pray, go into your private room, shut the door, and pray to your Father who is sees in secret. And  your Father, who sees in secret, will reward you. When you pray, don’t babble like the Gentiles,  since they imagine they’ll be heard for their many words. Don’t be like them, because your Father knows the things you need before you ask Him. – Therefore, you should pray like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, your name be honored as holy– Your kingdom come – Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven – Give us today our daily bread –And forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors – and do not bring us into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.” 

You see God is not impressed with the loudness of our voice when we pray (or the softness of it either). We can pray in our mind without uttering a sound and He will hear. He is not impressed with the beauty or the simplicity of our words or our skill in using proper grammar. He is impressed with the sincerity of our hearts. We are to talk to Him just like we talk to one another – there’s no special trick to it. When Jesus says we are to go into our room and shut the door, the point He’s making is that in prayer we are communicating one to one with God – not trying to impress other people. It should be a heart-to-heart talk with God alone.

Do you feel inadequate? Do you wonder how the Holy, All-powerful, All – knowing God of the entire universe could possibly care what a little insignificant sinner like you has to say about anything? Well, don’t we all! Even the great Psalmist, David, wondered this when he says, “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars which you have ordained; what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you visit him?” (Psalm 8:3-4 NKJV) He knew what he was – yet that didn’t stop him from praying. In Psalm 103:13-14, David tells us, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him; for He knows what we are made of, remembering that we are dust.”

If Jesus had not paid the price for our sins and opened the way to that Holy of Holies for us, there is no way we could ever approach a holy God. But God tore that curtain that kept us out in two from top to bottom the moment Jesus died. Hebrews 4:16 tells us now we can approach boldly God’s throne of grace to receive mercy and grace to help us in our time of need. You see He no longer sees our sin, because we come to Him now clothed in that white robe of righteousness Jesus bought with His blood.  In John 16:26-27 Jesus tells us, “I am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf – no – the Father Himself loves you because you have loved Me and believed that I came from God.” NIV. Paul says in Ephesians 1:4-5, “He chose us in Him, before the creation of the world, to be holy and blameless in His sight. In love, He predestined us for adoption to sonship through Jesus Christ, in accordance with His pleasure and will.” NIV. You see – He wants us to come to Him and talk to Him, because it gives Him pleasure – that’s what He created us for!

Romans 8:14-17 says, “For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God! For you did not receive the spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption  by whom we cry out ‘Abba, Father”. NKJV The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children. Now if we are His children, then we are heirs – heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ.

That word “Abba” is an Aramaic term that describes an intimate, warm, loving, tender and caring father. Some have likened it to our words “Papa” or “Daddy”. All true prayer begins with the recognition that God is a loving Father who wants an intimate relationship with you and me. This is the foundation of communication with God, and this is why Jesus opened His model prayer with the words, “Our Father”.
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We have been talking about the offensive weapons of the Spirit which we have at our disposal for driving off the enemy of our souls and tearing down his strongholds. These weapons are the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God, and out two-way communication system with our Commanding Officer, which we call “prayer”. Now we will focus once again on the blueprint for prayer given to us by Jesus Himself, which we call the “Lord’s Prayer.”

This model prayer opens with the words, “Our Father who art in heaven.” Now just in the previous verses in Matthew 6, where this prayer is found, Jesus had told his disciples not to pray in public so others can see how pious they are, but to go into a private room and pray to God in “secret”. So why now does he tell them to say, “Our” Father? If we search the scriptures we find many examples of Godly people who prayed to God secretly, one to one, and He heard them. We can pray secretly no matter where we are because God knows even our thoughts, and He hears us even when we don’t say a word out loud. But we find many examples also – especially in the book of Acts and in Paul’s letters – where the disciples prayed together with each other and with the whole body of believers wherever they were gathered together. Acts 1:14 says, “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers”. NIV So, when Jesus said we are not to be like the hypocrites, He was not putting a limit on where we pray or with whom, but rather on “how”. Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart – it all comes down to a matter of attitude. Jesus’ own brother, James, tells us in chapter 4 verse 6: “God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble.” NKJV. He also said, “The prayer of a righteous person is very powerful in its effect.” (James 5:16) , but we must remember that we have no righteousness of our own – we are only righteous through the blood of Christ. What about those who don’t know Christ then? Will God hear their prayers? Remember the story Jesus told of the Pharisee and the publican? He said it was the publican who went home that day justified before God, not because he was a “good man”, but because he knew he wasn’t. He knew he was a sinner and not worthy to even lift up his eyes as he prayed and all he asked for was mercy. God has promised in John 6:37, “The one who comes to Me I will in by no means cast out.” NKJV.  Oswald Chambers says, “God nowhere holds a person responsible for having the heredity of sin, and does not condemn anyone because of it. Condemnation comes when I realize that Jesus Christ came to deliver me from this heredity of sin, and yet I refuse to let Him do so.” God is Love – it is His very nature – He longs for you to come to Him and let Him be your Father. Yet how often because of our guilt we run from Him instead. We can’t believe His love is unconditional, so we try to earn it – or when life doesn’t go the way we want it to, we blame Him for the very things He longs to deliver us from if we would just come.

It is not true that all people are God’s children. This is a nice sounding politically correct belief, but Jesus told us, “No-one comes to the Father except through Me”. (John 14:6 NKJV) and He says no-one will see the kingdom of God unless he’s born “again”. It’s true we are all God’s creatures, for He made us, but we become His children only by identifying with Christ in His death and His resurrection. He became sin for us in order that we might become the righteousness of God. Sin died on that cross that day, and now we must choose to die to sin and be raised again with Christ a new creature – born again into the family of God. As God’s children now we receive the same inheritance as Jesus does because we are one with Him. We abide in Him as members of His body, the church, and He now lives in us by the indwelling of His Holy Spirit. “But as many as received Him (to those that believed on His name) to them He gave the right to become children of God – who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, not of the will of a man, but of God.” (John 1:12-13 NKJV) Paul says in Ephesians 1:3-4 “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms” with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight”, NIV. and in Colossians 1:13 we read, “He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves.” NIV. You see, our birth into God’s family is a spiritual birth, and His kingdom is a spiritual kingdom.

When we say, “Our Father who art in heaven”, where do you think He is? Where is this heaven in which He dwells? Is it somewhere in an unseen place up in the sky? Well, the Bible does call the sky with all its galaxies “heavens”, and we know Jesus did ascend upward when He went to heaven because the disciples testify that they saw Him go. Do you think of heaven as a beautiful “place” where all our saved loved ones who’ve gone on ahead are now living in bliss and seeing Jesus face to face? Yes – Jesus promised He was going to prepare a “place” for us, and He told us His Father’s house has many rooms. Heaven is all these things and so much more. Our God and Father is not restricted by time or space. When we say He sits on His throne we acknowledge that He is sovereign. All things – all people – all creation is subject to Him, and yet we are told that as God’s children we are in Christ, and Christ is seated on His throne at the right hand of God the Father. This is not something we will have some day. We already have it – We are already there! When Jesus prayed in John 17:20-21 for all those who would one day believe through the message of His apostles, He was praying for us – and what was His prayer? He said, “I pray not only for these, but also for those who believe in Me through their word. May they all be one, as you, Father, are in Me and I am in You. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent Me.” God is on His throne and that throne is a spiritual one.

Have you ever realized, dear one, that if you have invited Jesus Christ to be Lord of your life, the creator of all things – the God who is perfect love – lives inside of you! His kingdom has no limits – heaven is not only “up there” – it is everywhere God is.

Now to me it is such a comfort and joy to know that God is not some stern unapproachable potentate sitting “up there” on His throne watching my every move and ready to pop me one as soon as I step out of line. He is My Father – He loves me – He carries me when I can’t go on, He helps me up when I stumble. When I stray, He looks for me and waits patiently for me to come home – and when I do He welcomes me with joy. He walks with me and longs for fellowship and conversation with me – and yes, He disciplines me too when I need it. He loves me just as I am, warts and all, but He loves me too much to leave me that way. He wants to transform me – to make me into the daughter He always intended I should be. He is my protector – my shield, my helmet, my breastplate, my stronghold and my sword. He is the way beneath my feet, He is my captain and He is my rear guard. He is the voice behind me saying, “This is the way – walk ye in it.” (Isaiah 30:21 KJV)

This is the Father I can go to for anything, and I know He hears me. This is the Father Jesus says I am to pray to, the Father who has set me with Christ at His right hand, the Father who lives inside of me. Can anybody get any closer than that?
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We continue to focus on the model that Jesus Himself gave us to show us how we should pray to His Father. This prayer, recorded in Matthew 6, has come to be called “The Lord’s Prayer”. Yet He made it clear that the petitions offered here are to be our prayer, for because of His atoning blood shed for us, we have been given the right to become God’s children, and we have been granted the privilege of calling the God of the universe “Our Father”. Jesus said we have no need for Him to pray for us, although He does. He said the Father Himself loves us. We are wearing the robes of righteousness which Jesus bought for us, so we can now dare to approach the throne of God and He will welcome us and hear our prayers. So, when we pray we are to begin by acknowledging that we are His children by calling Him “our Father.” We previously talked about what it means to us to have this all-powerful, all-knowing and all-loving being, who inhabits eternity, as our Father. Isaiah 57:15 tells us, “This is what the high and exalted One says – He who lives forever, whose Name is Holy: ‘I live in a high and holy place, but also with the one who is contrite and lowly in spirit.’” NIV. To experience our creator as our Father who now lives in us through His Holy Spirit, we must recognize who we are – sinners, with no righteousness of our own at all – but sinners saved by grace alone, and washed as white as snow – forgiven by the suffering and death of the sacrificial lamb God provided for us Himself – His own beloved Son, God incarnate, slain to set us free from the penalty and the power of sin. By His resurrection from the dead, He has gained the victory over the wages of sin – death itself – for us, so that we can now be born again, holy and blameless in God’s eyes – now truly His children. Through no merit of our own at all, we have been given the free gift of eternal life in His kingdom. All we have to do is take it. When we realize the gravity of this we will be “contrite and lowly in spirit”, for we will know that without Him, we are nothing. We begin to see now the magnitude of who He is – and we fall down at His feet.

What are we really saying when we say those words, “Hallowed be Thy Name?” Something or someone that is “hallowed” is regarded as holy, sacred, pure, without flaw or defect, and set apart. There is only one who can meet these criteria – that is the one whose name is above every name. We call Him God, for that is what He is, the only true living God – but what is His name?

When God appeared to Moses on the mountain from the burning bush in Exodus 3:13-14, calling him to return to Egypt to bring His people out of bondage, Moses asked, “…What is His name? What shall I say to them? And God said to Moses, “I Am who I Am” – Thus you shall say to the children of Israel,  “I Am” has sent me to  you.” NKJV. In the Hebrew this name is spelled YAWH and pronounced “Yahweh”, also translated “Jehovah”. “What a strange name”, you say. But think about it. What does this name encompass? Or maybe better to ask “What does it not?” It means, “the god who “is” and who causes to be. He is not a god who was, or who will be, but a God who is! He exists always in the present tense because His existence transcends time. This is what makes Him eternal, with no beginning and no end. And what is it that He “is”? A man’s name is tied to his character. The whole of His Word from Genesis to Revelation reveals God’s character to us so that we don’t have to wonder. We have heard that God is Love, that He is light and in Him is no darkness at all. We know from scripture that He is all-powerful, all knowing, and present everywhere at once; He is our provider, our healer, our peace, our strength, our deliverer, our rock, our shield, our stronghold, our Counselor, our Redeemer, and our Father. He is called the God of heaven and earth, the Holy One, The Ancient of Days, Almighty God, the Living God, and the Lord our righteousness. This list is only a small portion of all the scripture says He is, so we can see that the name, “I Am” is perfect because it covers it all. We can know what God is like if we can just believe He is what He says He is, and we can know Him even more by looking at Jesus who Himself is God in human form. We are told that Jesus Christ is the exact representation of the Father. Jesus told us in John 8:58, “Before Abraham was, I Am”, KJV. and He also said, “Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me?” (John 14:10 NKJV) He is our Savior and He is our Lord. We are His, twice over – for He made us and then He bought us. You are not your own – you have been bought with a price. If it weren’t for that price He paid there would be no way we could ever dare to approach a Holy God or ask Him for anything. When Moses came near that burning bush, God told him, “Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place where you are standing is Holy ground.”( Exodus 3:5 NKJV) And we’re told that during the time of Israel’s wandering that no-one could ever touch the Ark of the Covenant where God came down to dwell between the cherubim or they would die. Indeed, only the high priest could ever even approach this ark which was hidden behind the curtain in the Holy of Holies, and even he could enter only one a year with the blood of atonement. But that was all changed the day the symbolism of this ritual was fulfilled by the sacrifice of the blood of the Lamb of God, the Lord our righteousness, and that curtain in the temple was torn in two from top to bottom by the hand of God Himself, forever opening the way for us all to approach His mercy seat. Philippians 2:9-10 says, “For this reason God highly exalted Him and gave Him the name that is above every name, so  at the name of ‘Jesus’ every knee will bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth,--- to the glory of God the Father.”

In his book “The Prayer Factor”, Sammy Tippet tells us: “When we encounter a holy God, we must bow before Him. His fire will consume the sin that stains our hearts and separates us from Him. Our hearts will no longer belong to the world; they will belong to God!  It is impossible to hold on to a Holy God with one hand and the world with the other. When we let go of the world and cling to God with both hands, we will not only be on holy ground, but we will be on praying ground.”

The apostle John was privileged to see Jesus in all His glory, and he relays this vision to us in Chapter 19:11 of the book of Revelation. He says, “I saw heaven standing open, and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called “Faithful” and “True” 13 He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and His name is the Word of God. ---16  On His robe and on His thigh He has the name written; ‘KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS’”. NIV

This is the same Jesus who says in John 14:6, “I Am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.” NKJV. When we pray, “Hallowed be Thy Name” (Matthew 6:9KJV), we acknowledge God’s majesty and all He is, and we pray that this precious name will be hallowed everywhere. Let us shout with the Psalmist, David – “Proclaim the Lord’s greatness with me, let us exalt His name together!” (Psalm 34:3)
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We Continue our series on the model Jesus gave His disciples in Matthew 6 when they asked Him, “Lord – teach us to pray.” We call this the “Lord’s Prayer”, but His purpose was that these words would be an example to us of how we are to pray to Our Father in heaven. We will now focus on the words, “Thy kingdom come.”( Matthew 6:10 KJV)

Exactly what is the kingdom of God, and how does a kingdom come? That expression, “the kingdom of God” is found in the Bible over a hundred times in the four gospels alone. When John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness, he told the people he had come to prepare the way for one who was coming whose shoes he was not even worthy to untie. He told them in Matthew 3:2 – KJV,  to “repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand”.   And when Jesus Himself began His ministry, He repeated those same words from  Matthew 4:17 – “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!” KJV. By saying this, Jesus was proclaiming that the rule of God in the lives and circumstances of man which was present before the fall was about to become available to man once again. In both Matthew 12:28 and Luke 11:20, when Jesus healed people and drove out demons, He told those who saw it, “If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.”

A king is a sovereign ruler. The realm or territory under his jurisdiction is his kingdom, and the people who live in it are his subjects. They belong to his kingdom. They recognize the king’s authority over them and they serve him. If he is a good king, they will serve him willingly because the king takes care of them and provides for their needs. They know that yielding to his rule is in their best interest. Before sin came into the world, this is the kind of relationship God had with man whom He had made. This was His purpose for creating man – to have one to One interaction and fellowship with him. Man loved and served God, and God loved and cared for man. We are told He walked with them in the garden, and they talked, face to face. But God is pure and holy – He cannot even look upon sin, and when man chose to listen to the deceiver rather than to the King, he unwittingly chose to cut himself off from that intimacy with God he had enjoyed. They were driven out of the garden and they lost their place in the Kingdom of God. From that day forward sinful man could no longer approach a holy God. God grieved over that, but He knew this would happen when He created man with a free will. Yet He didn’t want robots – He wanted children who would love and obey Him willingly, so He set into motion His perfect plan already in place on that fateful day when Eve took the first bite of that forbidden fruit. He would pay the penalty that He Himself required for the sin of mankind, by becoming a man and offering Himself as the pure and spotless sacrificial lamb to take away the sin of the world once and for all. So, He entered our world from the outside and was born a baby – sent for the sole purpose of restoring that perfect relationship between God and man that He had intended before the dawn of time. When that curtain in the temple was torn in two from top to bottom the moment Jesus died, that way to the throne of God was once again open to all, and it would never again be barred. The King now holds out His golden scepter to us and bids us “come”.

But how do we do that when we still live in mortal sinful bodies that die? In John 18:36, Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world”! KJV. and Paul tells us in I Corinthians 15:50, “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable ---53-56: for the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality --- then the saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory!’ Where, O death is your victory? Where, o death is your sting? The sting of death is sin, and the power of death is the law. But thanks be to God – He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” NIV. The kingdom of God is a spiritual kingdom, so how do we enter it?

Oswald Chambers says the doorway to the kingdom is the realization, the admission that without Christ I am lost – any righteousness of my own is as filthy rags. Without Him I have such a sense of absolute futility that I finally admit, “Lord, I cannot even begin to do it!!” Then Jesus says, “Blessed are you!” This is the getting on place. You see the purity God demands is impossible unless it can be remade within – and that is exactly what Jesus Christ came to do. Jesus said, “Unless one is ‘born again’, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” ( John 3:3 NKJV) The new birth gives me a new power of vision by which I begin to discern God’s control. His sovereignty was there all the time, but I could not see it until I received the very nature of God myself. I must experience a spiritual birth if I am to enter a spiritual kingdom, and I can be born of the Spirit only by receiving the Holy Spirit of God as He knocks at the door of my heart.

Chambers says we have to realize that we cannot earn or win anything from God through our own efforts. We must either receive the kingdom as a gift or do without it. The greatest spiritual blessing we receive is when we come to the knowledge that we are destitute. Until we get there, God cannot work. It is only when we get hungry spiritually that we can receive the Holy Spirit. He imparts to us the quickening life of Jesus, making us truly alive. (We have passed from death into life) He takes that which was “beyond” us and places it “within” us – and immediately, once the “beyond” has come “within”, it rises up to the “above” and we are lifted into the kingdom where Jesus lives and reigns. Ephesians 2:6 says, “He also raised us up with Him and seated us with him in the heavens in Christ  Jesus.” If we have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, we are already there! In Luke 17:20-21 Jesus tells us “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; of laws, nor will people say, ‘See here!’ or ‘See there!’ For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.” NKJV.  You see the kingdom is present in the person of its king, so when the king of Kings is king of me and lives in my heart, so does His kingdom.

And where is He? He is seated at the right hand of God the Father. As believers, Christ is in us and we are in Him. He is the head and we are His body – so if He is seated at God’s right hand, where is His body?

The kingdom of God has already come to those of us who believe – we already have eternal life. Yet because our mortal bodies limit what we can experience of the spiritual realm, we only know the kingdom in part. Our finite minds cannot comprehend it. St Paul expressed this when he said in I Corinthians 13:12 “Now we only a reflection, as in a mirror, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I will know fully, as I am fully known.” We are told we will have new eternal imperishable bodies – like His glorious body – perfect, immortal and not limited by time or space. Only then will we experience the kingdom of God in full. Then the King will say to those on His right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.” (Matthew 25:34 NIV)

So, when we pray the petition, “Thy Kingdom Come” (Matthew 6:10 KJV), what we are asking is twofold. We ask first that the good news of this kingdom will reach to the farthest corners of the world and all people will come to know and yield to the Lordship of our Heavenly King. Secondly, we are asking the King Himself to come again as He has promised to do, to claim His body, His bride – His church – and take us into that eternal realm where we will at last know fully the height, the length and the breadth of all His glorious Kingdom entails. ‘Even so – come, Lord Jesus.”
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The Lord’s Prayer encompasses every area of our lives over which we as the body of Christ are told to pray. He has spelled out here how we are to do it, and yet we manage to make it so difficult. The petition we will focus on now is one we often struggle with – at least I do, and I know I’m not alone. Jesus says we are to pray, “They will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” (Matthew 6:10-11)

Now we know of course His perfect will already is done in heaven, for nothing impure or imperfect is allowed there, but what about here? Is God all-knowing and all-powerful or not? And if He is, then we must ask, “Isn’t everything then already being done according to His will? He causes what He wants to cause and He stops what He wants to stop, doesn’t He? What possible difference does it make then whether I pray or not if He’s going to do what He wants anyway?

There was a time when I couldn’t ask God in faith for anything. It seemed to me that more often than not when I asked Him for something He said “No”, and it had been this way most of my life. The first years of our marriage were hard. I often would walk in the grove at night after the children were asleep and cry out, “Oh Lord – how long?” Yet often it seemed like the more I prayed the worse things got. I had been a believer all my life. I believed the Bible was true and I knew it said I should pray, but I also knew it said in James 1 that if I doubt when I pray I am like a wave of the sea, tossed to and fro, and I shouldn’t expect to receive anything from the Lord. So, I didn’t expect anything, and sure enough – I didn’t get it. The only conclusion I could come to then was that I must need discipline or else these things wouldn’t happen in my life. Was I really such a terrible person that I needed that much discipline? How could I trust that God would grant my requests when it seemed like He didn’t want to?

What I had failed to take into consideration in developing my theory was that God has created man with a free will, and man is a sinner. Without the transforming power of the Holy Spirit, mortals are depraved, and they are going to hurt one another. God will not interfere with our right to choose to obey His statutes or reject them. He gave us that freedom in the first place. Not only is mankind now fallen – so is the way the world works. We no longer live in Eden. There are thorns and thistles and natural disasters, famine and war, pain, disease and death. None of these were God’s original intention for man, yet He knew they would come if He gave us a free will, and He gave it anyway. We are reaping the wages of what we have sown and He must allow it because He is a God of justice. He did not – and does not- cause the pain in the world – we did, and we do. He must permit it, but at the same time He has promised to use it for our good – to teach us and to prune us and mold us as He transforms us into the image of His Son by the renewing of our minds. And because He is also a God of love and mercy, He planned from the beginning that He would provide for us a way to restore His perfect world and His perfect relationship with mankind by paying the penalty He required for our sin Himself in the person of His only begotten Son – the God-man, Jesus Christ. In His humanity, Jesus suffered more than any of us ever have. He knew ahead of time the agony that was ahead and asked His Father if there wasn’t another way, but the Father said “No” – This was the only way. And Jesus reply was, “nevertheless not My will, but Yours be done.” Luke 22:42 NKJV) We are told in Isaiah 50:7  He “set My face like a flint”, and went willingly to the cross like a lamb to the slaughter. He could have called 10,000 angels to rescue Him, but He didn’t, because from before the world began it was in God’s perfect plan that He would be “The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”. (John 1:29 NKJV) Who can ever comprehend such love – and still we think when things don’t go our way that God must not love us.

It never was God that caused my pain. Some of it was caused by the choices of other people which He allowed, much of it was the natural result of living life in this fallen world, but most of it was because of my own self-pity – the negative “poor me” attitude that caused me to doubt God’s love for me. All the time I thought I was the innocent righteous victim of people and circumstances; I was blaming God for the very things He longed to deliver me from.

God is not a man that He should lie. His promises are sure and we can bank on them. Through Christ He welcomes us now to come boldly to His throne of grace to receive help in time of need. I John 5:14-15 promises us: “Now this is the confidence that we have in Him: That if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us – whatever we ask – we know that we have the petitions that we have asked of Him.” NKJV

But how can we know for sure what His will for us is in light of the circumstances in which we live in these bodies? How can we be sure we are asking according to his will?  We can know because He tells us in His written word, and because as we grow in Christ the Holy Spirit will change the way we think, so we will no longer desire anything contrary to His will. James tells us when we do not receive it’s because we ask with wrong motives, that we may spend what we get on our own pleasures, but Jesus said in John 15:7, “If you abide in Me and my words abide in you, ask what you desire and it shall be done for you.” NKJV. There is the answer, and it is a big “if”. Paul says in Romans 12:2, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good pleasing and perfect will.” NIV. We know from I Thessalonians 4:3 that it is God’s will that we be sanctified; we know from John 3 that we must be born again; we know from I Thessalonians 5:18 that God wants us to pray continually with joy, giving thanks in all circumstances, “for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you”, NKJV. and we are told that God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to the knowledge of the truth. When we pray according to these truths, we can pray with confidence knowing without a doubt that He will hear. “It is God who works in you both to will and to do for His good pleasure.” (Philippians 2:13 NKJV) When we pray, “Thy will be done on earth”, (Matthew 6:10-11) these are the things we ask for, and we are praying that His Kingdom will come to all people and His will be done in all hearts.

In his book, “The Prayer Factor”, Sammy Tippet says, “Our problems need to be dealt with in the light of God’s eternal purpose. True prayer is submission to the will of God. One cannot effectively enter in to the secret chamber of prayer with any strings attached to his own will. And prayer is not merely a religious exercise that Christians perform. Neither is it seeking a handout from God. Prayer is seeking to know God. It is seeking Him with our whole hearts. The ‘heart’ includes the emotions, the reason and the will. To find God, one must pray with all three. The man or woman who is broken and bent in His will becomes mighty with God. And the one who finds God will have a keen sense of God’s purpose because his life has been transformed.”

This is my prayer for you today, dear ones. God does love you.
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“Give us This Day Our Daily Bread”

There once was a good man who lived right on the edge of poverty – by his own choice. He distributed all the money he earned equally between himself and the poor. But the man’s adult son was among those who found it extremely difficult to make ends meet. His father gave him just enough to keep him from bankruptcy and continued to help others as he always had. Some who knew this began to criticize, and one man even dared to confront the benefactor, saying, “You could help your own son much more if you would help strangers less!” “Ah”, the man replied wisely, “but if I were to meet all my son’s needs, would he perhaps forget the necessity of relying on the Lord? Would he begin to see me as the source of all his supply, rather than his heavenly Father? If that became the case, I would not be helping my son at all!”

This was a very wise father! In Proverbs 30:8-9, another very wise man also knew this same truth. He prayed, “Give me neither poverty nor wealth, Feed me with the food I need. Otherwise, I might have too much and deny you saying, ‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I might have nothing and steal, profaning the name of my God.”

Remember how our all-wise God fed the children of Israel in the wilderness with “manna”? Deuteronomy 8, 2-3 says, “And you shall remember that the Lord your God led you all the way these 40 years in the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not. So, He humbled you, allowed you to hunger and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you to know that man shall not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord.” NKJV.

These people had to learn to depend on the Lord to feed them. They had to learn to trust Him from day to day, for they were given each day just enough manna to last that one day – no more, no less – and He never missed a day in forty years.

God knows how self-centered we are and how easily we forget that all we have and all we are comes from Him. This is why Jesus told us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” (Matthew 6:11) Whether we are fed tomorrow or not is not to be our concern, because we are to trust Him to provide one day at a time. In His sermon on the mount recorded in Matthew 6 – shortly after teaching His disciples this special prayer, Jesus said these words in verses 25-27: “I tell you: Don’t worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Isn’t life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Consider the birds of the sky;  they don’t sow or reap or gather into barns, yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Aren’t you worth more than they? Can any of you add one moment to his life span by worrying? 31-34: So don’t worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or “What Will we wear?’ For the Gentiles eagerly seek all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be provided for you. Therefore, don’t worry about tomorrow, because tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.”

Are you a worrier? Do you lie awake at night wondering how you are going to come up with this month’s rent, or if you will have to choose between buying medicine or food this week? Do you worry about your children and what will become of them when they are so influenced by their peers and the media and all the other “stuff” out there in the world, and you don’t know what to do about it? Do you find the “worst case scenarios” being played over in your mind until your stomach is tied up in knots and you live with constant anxiety and fear over what “might” happen?

Philippians 4:19 tells us, “But, My God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” KJV. – Not just food and water and clothes, but all our needs! Yet we have such a hard time believing this. Oswald Chambers says, “It is not only wrong to worry – it is unbelief! Worrying means we do not believe that God can look after the practical details of our lives. Have you ever noticed what Jesus said would choke out the Word He put in us? Is it the devil? No – He said it would be ‘the cares of this world.’ We don’t trust what we can’t see – and that is where unbelief begins.”

Our Lord says to be careful only about one thing – our relationship to Him. But our common-sense shouts loudly and says, “That is absurd! I must consider how I’m going to live! I must make a certain amount of money; I must be clothed; I must eat! I must take care of my family! “The great concern of our lives is not the kingdom of God, but how we are going to “take care of ourselves.”

Jesus reversed this order by telling us to get the right relationship with God first, maintaining it as the primary concern for our lives. He did not say the person who takes no thought for anything in his life is blessed – no, that person is a fool, for the Bible also tells us in I Timothy 5:8 that “But if anyone does not provide for his own family, especially for his own household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” But Jesus did teach that His disciple must make his relationship with God the dominating focus of his life, and to be cautionary carefree about everything else in comparison to that.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn was a man who suffered decades of horrendous hardship in the Siberia prison system known as the “gulag”. But he survived, and he learned from it what is really important in life and what is not. Writing in “The Prison Chronicles”, he said: “Don’t be afraid of misfortunes, and do not yearn after ‘happiness’. It is after all, all the same. The bitter doesn’t last forever, and the sweet never fills the cup to overflowing. It is enough if you don’t freeze in the cold and if hunger and thirst don’t claw at your sides; if your back isn’t broken, if your feet can walk, if both arms work, if both eyes can see, and if both ears can hear – then whom should you envy?  And why?”

St. Paul would concur, for he said in I Timothy 6:6-8, “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and it is for sure we can carry nothing out. And having food and raiment , let us be therewith content.” KJV.

We are to desire a relationship with our Lord and Savior above all else, and trust Him to provide the rest. In John 6:32-33, Jesus tells us, “Truly I tell you, Moses didn’t give you the bread from heaven, but My Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world ---35: I am the bread of life,’ Jesus told them. No one who comes to Me will ever be hungry, and no one who believes in Me will never be thirsty again. 63:The Spirit is the one who gives life. The flesh doesn’t help at all. The words I have spoken to you are Spirit, and are life.” 

So, you see, once again our prayer today is two-fold. When we ask our Father to give us this day our daily bread, we are asking Him to teach us to trust Him to provide what we need as we need it and not worry about tomorrow, but we are also asking Him to give us that spiritual bread which is the only food that can really satisfy – Jesus Christ Himself. Ask Him for that bread today.
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“Forgive us Our Trespasses”

We continue our series on the Lord’s Prayer which Jesus Himself had given us as a pattern for prayer through His Holy Word in Matthew 6. When writing his small catechism, Martin Luther divided this prayer into nine parts – an introduction, seven petitions and a conclusion. Today we will focus on the fifth petition – the only one of the seven which contains and “if” clause. When we say those words: “And forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matthew 6:12), we acknowledge that the answer to this petition is conditional. Lest we misunderstand it, Jesus even adds a footnote in Matthew 6:14-15 – “For if you forgive others their offenses, your heavenly Father will forgive you as well. But if you don’t forgive others, your Father will not forgive your offenses.” Eugene Peterson’s new contemporary translation says it this way – “In prayer, there is a connection between what God does and what you do. You can’t get forgiveness from God without also forgiving others. If you refuse to do your part, you cut yourself off from God’s part.” This is serious business! We are not given a choice in this if we expect to be forgiven – neither are we allowed any exceptions to the rule depending on the severity of the offense. It is Jesus Himself here – the One who made it possible for God to forgive us – who now commands us to forgive one another.

A short time after He taught this truth it became obvious that His disciples still didn’t understand it, for Peter came to Him in Matthew 18:21-22 and asked Him, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? As many as seven times?” Jesus answered, “I tell you, not as many as seven times but seventy times seven.” And then He told a story to illustrate the principle so they could understand it. Verses 23-25 read this way in “The Message” Translation: “The kingdom of God is like a king who decided to square accounts with his servants. ---One servant was brought before him who had run up a debt of a hundred thousand dollars. He couldn’t pay up, so the king ordered the man, along with his wife, children and goods to be auctioned off at the slave market. The poor wretch threw himself at the king’s feet and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I’ll pay it all back!’ Touched by his plea, the king let him off, erasing the whole debt. But the servant was no sooner out of the room when he came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him ten dollars. He seized him by the throat and demanded ‘Pay up! Now!’ That poor man threw himself down and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I’ll pay it back!’ But he wouldn’t do it. He had the man arrested and put in jail until the debt was paid. When the other servants saw this going on they were outraged and brought a detailed report to the king. The king summoned the man and said, ‘You evil servant – I forgave your entire debt when you begged me for mercy. Shouldn’t you be compelled to be merciful to your fellow servant when he asked for mercy? The king was furious and turned him over to the jailers to be tortured until he paid back the entire debt. This is how My heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”

James 2:13 tells us, “For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment, “ NKJV. Are there other Bible references that back this up? Yes – in Mark 11:25 Jesus says, “When you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive your sins.” NIV. And in Luke 6:37-38, He says, “Do not judge and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven--- for with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you.” Paul tells us in Ephesians 4:32 to “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving one another, just as in God also forgave you in Christ.” Again, in Colossians 3:13, he says, “Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” NIV

Now – we have a problem here – because this is all easy to say, and not so easy to do. You may be thinking, “Wait a minute! Haven’t you been telling us that salvation is by grace and that it’s not what we do or don’t do that determines whether we go to heaven or not, but rather what we believe? If I believe Jesus died for me to pay the price for my sins and He rose again to prepare a place for me, isn’t that what saves me? What if I have been hurt so badly by someone else that I just can’t forgive them? I can’t change how I feel – how can God hold me responsible for an emotion I have no control over?” Well --- based on everything else we know about God as a God of love; we know He wouldn’t --- but how do we then reconcile this apparent discrepancy? And most of all – how can I have assurance of my salvation?

Remember when Jesus said it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven? (Matthew 19:24) The incredulous disciples then asked Him in Matthew 19:25, “Then Who can be saved?” And what was Jesus’ reply in verse 26? ---“With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” Remember who lives inside you – it is God Himself who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure. You may be so deeply wounded that you find it impossible to forgive, but do you believe that God is willing to do in you what you cannot do? Are you willing to be made willing?

You see, whether we want to admit it or not, when we say we cannot forgive someone, the truth is that we will not. We have this idea from the time we’re born that life is supposed to be “fair”. When we see that it’s not, and we seem to be on the losing end more than our share, resentments build up and anger grows. Then we will often do one of two things – either we will lash out in an effort to “get back at” those who have wronged us, or we suffer in silence and develop a martyr complex while keeping a mental “running tab” of all those things that weren’t “fair”. We don’t recognize where the real problem lies. We forget that in our own efforts man is depraved, for we are all sinners. We should not be surprised when people are selfish and hateful, for that is our natural state, and we are going to hurt one another. Oswald Chambers says, “If I put my trust in human beings first, the end result will be my despair and hopelessness toward everyone. I will become bitter because I have insisted that people be what no person can ever be – absolutely perfect and right.”

When you say the one who hurt you doesn’t deserve to be forgiven, you are right. But who gets hurt the most by your refusal to forgive? It will not change the consequences of their wrong, nor will it change their heart. The only one it changes is you – it makes you bitter and holds you in bondage. Why should you allow any other person to hold that much power over your life? When you make a conscious choice to forgive the wrongs done to you, you perform spiritual surgery inside your soul, then you can see that other person for what he really is – a weak, needy, and fallible human being, just like you. Detach that person from the hurt and let God handle it – then let it go. When we finally grasp the agony it took our Lord for God to forgive us, how can we do otherwise?
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“Lead us Not into Temptation”

We are going to talk about temptation today: There is not and never has been – a human being on this earth who has not been tempted to say and do things we know we shouldn’t do or say. 

Is it a sin to be tempted? Anyone with a working conscience knows the guilt we feel when we are made aware of our own vulnerability to sinful thoughts and deeds – the depravity we have inherited as a member of the human race. Yet we know that to be tempted is by itself not sin, for Jesus Himself was sorely tempted. Hebrews 3:18 says, “Because He Himself suffered when He was tempted, He is able to help those who are being tempted.” NIV. And in Hebrews 4:15, we read, “We do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are – yet without sin.” NKJV

Some of us have been Christians for many years, and yet we find ourselves tempted as much as we ever were, and we wonder why that is. Sometimes it can be so discouraging it can lead us to wonder if we have really grown in our Christian walk at all. Yet we should not be surprised when these temptations come, For Peter tells us our enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. He isn’t looking to devour those who are already his – he purposely hones in on those who aren’t – those who belong to his arch-enemy, Christ Jesus. He wants to draw us away from God and to the enticing things of the world. If he can’t destroy our faith altogether he will attempt to make any Christian witness we have ineffective by preventing us from walking it like we talk it. This is why Peter says we must be self-controlled and alert. We must resist the devil, standing firm in the faith. James 4:7 says if we resist him he must flee, and yet so often we don’t do that – because we don’t want to!

St. Paul, the greatest example there is of the power of Jesus Christ to change lives, tells us in I Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow you be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation, He will also make a way of escape, that you may be able to bear it.” NKJV

Yet it is this same Paul who says in Romans 7:15, “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do, I do not do, but what I hate, I do.” NIV. Verses 14-25 from the “Message” translation will help us better understand what Paul is saying here. He says, “I know that all God’s commands are spiritual, but I am not! Isn’t this also your experience? Yes – I’m ‘full of myself’ – after all, I’ve spent a long time in sin’s prison. What I don’t understand about myself is that I decide one way but then I act another, doing things I absolutely despise. … If I can’t be trusted to figure out what is best for myself and then do it, it becomes obvious that God’s command is necessary.

But I need something more. For if I know the law but still can’t keep it, and if the power of sin within me keeps sabotaging my best intentions, I obviously need help! I realize that I don’t have what it takes – I can will to do good, but I can’t do it. I decide to do good, but I don’t really do it; I decide not to do bad, but then I do it anyway. My decisions (such as they are) don’t result in actions. Something has gone wrong deep within me and gets the better of me every time.

It happens so regularly that it’s predictable. The moment I decide to do good, sin is there to trip me up. I do truly delight in God’s command, but it’s pretty obvious that not all of me joins in that delight. Parts of me covertly rebel and just when I least expect it, they take charge! I’ve tried everything and nothing helps. I’m at the end of my rope! Is there no-one who can do anything for me?

The answer, thank God, is that Jesus Christ can and does. He acted to set things right in this life of contradictions where I want to serve God with all my heart and mind, but am pulled by the influence of sin to do something totally different.”

So you see, even Paul admits that we have the heredity of sin ingrained so deeply within us that even when we know the truth, when we know God gave His laws for our good, and we know He has promised us a way out when we are tempted – we don’t take that way out, because, in our flesh, we still would rather sin.

Jesus understood this because He lived in a mortal body too. The night He was betrayed He told His disciples to watch and pray so they wouldn’t fall into temptation. How disappointed He must have been when He came back from His agonizing prayers in the garden only to find them all asleep. Yet He knew their hearts, for He said in Matthew 26:41, “The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” NKJV And sure enough, when the soldiers came to take Him away, fear took over and they all forsook Him and fled. Peter, who swore he would never forsake Him – would even die with Him – in the end denied he even knew Jesus in order to save his own skin. Jesus knew that was coming. He told Peter so – but also told him, “Satan has asked to sift you as wheat, but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail.”( Luke 22:31-32) He is still interceding for us today. In I John 2:1, John says, “My little children, these things I write  to you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an advocate with the Father– Jesus Christ, the righteous. “ NKJV

You are going to experience temptation, but you don’t have to give in to it. If we know scripture, we should know how Satan works and be able to instantly recognize his tricks. He hasn’t changed his methods one whit from that day in the garden. He still asks, “Did God really say…?” implying either that God is a spoil-sport that doesn’t want us to have any pleasure in this life, or that He doesn’t mean what He says. “If you do this, you will not surely die!” he says. And initially it always looks like he was right. So, we believe the lies of the world that say, “If it feels good, do it!” and “Anything that feels so wonderful and right can’t possibly be wrong!” But the law of sowing and reaping is always there, and the consequences will come. 

It’s human nature to want what we want when we want it. Satan capitalizes on this. He never tempts a Christian with what is obviously sinful, but rather with what looks good. And then he says, “Don’t be a spoil-sport – Everybody’s doing it – even Christians. How can the whole world be wrong?” Well yes – it can and usually is. The world, the flesh and the devil offer instant gratification, while God tells us the real treasures are worth waiting for. “His commandments are not burdensome”, (I John 5:3 NKJV) but every one of them is for our good – to protect us, to prosper us, to bless us, and to guide us in our walk, and John tells us that everything in the world – the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boosting of what he has and does comes not from the Father, but from the world. It is the ability of man to foresee the consequences of his actions and to delay gratification that sets him apart from the animals. One of the fruits of the Spirit is self-control, and when we have that Holy Spirit within us, we are given that ability, and God expects us to use it. He will give us the strength to do it if we ask. And that’s exactly what Christ is telling us to do in the Lord’s Prayer when we say, “Lead us not into temptation.”(Matthew 6:13 KJV) He never will lead us into it, and we can be sure He will protect us from it if we ask Him to. James 1:13 -15 says “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone; but each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their own evil desire and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full- grown, gives birth to death.” NIV.  But Paul tells us in Romans 8:1-2, “There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus who do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit.” NKJV

Remember, “Though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty. They have divine power to demolish strongholds. Keep you armor on – keep your sword drawn, and pray. “Greater is he that is in you than he that is in the world.”  ( I John 4:4 KJV)  Hallelujah!
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Deliver us From Evil

We continue with our series of talks on the Lord’s Prayer which Jesus gave us as a pattern when his disciples asked Him in Luke:11-1, “Lord – teach us to pray.” Our focus now will be on the seventh and final petition, “Deliver us from evil.” (Matthew 6:13 KJV)

What exactly so these words mean? What all does that word “evil” entail? And what does it mean to be delivered from it? Let’s explore the concept a bit.

It’s not always as easy as it seems to recognize when something is evil. We tend to think of “evil” as something obviously satanic or horrendous – something that causes the hair to stand up on the back of our necks. This type of evil is easy to recognize, but evil is so much more than that, and in this modern so-called “progressive” society, the dividing line between good and evil is becoming more and more blurred.

Webster defines the word “evil” as “the totality of undesirable, harmful, wicked acts, experiences and things”; “The antithesis of good” – a quality, trait, condition, practice, cause or desire for “ill”. Also “A cosmic force “producing evil actions.” Synonyms are “wickedness” or “sin”. So, I looked up the word “wicked” and found something interesting. The root of the word “wicked” has to do with change – a perverting, warping, or twisting. Something wicked is broken and inferior in quality; altered from its original meaning or purpose. My “Strong’s Bible Concordance” backed this up as I looked up the original meaning of the Hebrew word translated “wicked” in most English translations. In the New Testament also, the Greek word translated “wicked” meant “Altered, twisted – any bad, negative moral, quality opposed to God and His goodness.” The word “evil” similarly meant, “disagreeable to God, ethically wicked, harmful or morally wrong.

Yet a second definition of “evil” has to do with things that cause pain, suffering and grief. Webster lists misfortune, calamity, disaster, poverty, disease, political corruption and war as “evils”. Where the words “evil” or evils” are used in Scripture in this context they refer to difficult or hard circumstances, pain, affliction or sorrow – evils that come from outside us and have nothing to do with attitude.

In God’s original plan for mankind, evil or wickedness was not a part of the equation. It was not His intention that we should grow old and die, or be sick or in pain, or victims of disasters or of war or the sinful acts of other people. But man wanted to be in charge of his own life – he chose to sin and brought the curse on us all. Individually and collectively, we reap what we sow. As long as we remain in the world, there is no escaping it, for we live in enemy territory. Satan is the god of this world and we are sinners. We are constantly under attack from temptation within and evils from without. On our own we have no power to stand up against this cosmic force. Yet there is a power available to us that is greater than the god of this world, which we can “put on” like a garment. It is called the armor of God, and that armor includes a shield, a sword and a captain to follow. Why is it then that we so often fall and find our fellow soldiers falling all around us? We succumb first to temptation and then to condemnation. Satan is not only the master liar – he is also the accuser. He knows he is already defeated and his time is short, but he’s not about to let us know he knows it. As long as he can divert out attention from our captain to the battle around us, our courage will melt every time, and as we stand there trembling with our knees turning to rubber. Oh, he loves to play mind games. This is why it is so absolutely essential that we keep the helmet of salvation securely in place to protect our mind from his onslaughts and his attempts to set up strongholds there. This is why we must keep that breastplate of righteousness on to protect our heart from his accusations. That breastplate is the righteousness of the Lamb of God which He has given to us in that great exchange for our sin which He has washed away with His own precious blood. This is why we must keep that belt of truth fastened around our waist so we won’t be deceived by the lies on every side. Jesus is the way, the truth and the life. The only place to find truth we can depend on is in His Word, and it is that Word that is our sword. It’s interesting that a definition for the word “wicked” is “a perverting, warping or twisting.”

The Bible prophesied that the day would come when evil will be called good and good would be called evil. Well, open your eyes – that day is here! Do you recognize it when you see it? In these days of relative truth and situational ethics, how is anyone to know what is really true or what is really right or wrong if we have no absolute standard to measure these things by? Consensus does not equal truth – Nazi Germany proved that! So how can we know for sure? There is only one way and there is only one source of absolute truth, and its name is Jesus – this same Jesus who is also called “The Word” made flesh. If you don’t believe the Bible really is the infallible Word of God, and if you don’t know what it says, you have no measuring standard, and you have no weapon at all in the spiritual war with evil.

In Psalm 18:1-3, David says, “I love you, O Lord, my strength. The Lord is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer. My God, my rock where I seek refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation – my stronghold. I call to the Lord, who is worthy of praise, and I was saved from my enemies.”

This is what “deliverance means. Webster defines it as “a setting free from restraint; release or liberation from control; and rescue from actual or feared evil.”

In Luke 4:18 Jesus tells us, “He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind.” NKJV. How does He do that? In John 8:31-32 and 36, He says, “If you abide in My Word, you are My disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” ---36: “Therefore, if the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed.” NKJV.  He is our deliverer, and He has already done it. He not only set us free from the penalty for sin, He also set us free from the power of it. The victory through His death and resurrection reached both forward and backward in the time to cover the sins of all people ever born, so that we can approach a holy God without fear because we know He is also “love”. David knew this long before that babe in the manger was ever born. In Psalm 50:15 he speaks for God saying, “Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honor Me.” NIV

Hear these other encouraging words from the pen of David in Psalm 34:19: “One who is righteous has many adversities, but the Lord rescues him from them all.” Psalm 23: 4 “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff – they comfort me.” NKJV. Now we all know from experience that God’s deliverance from evil doesn’t always come right away, but remember Jesus never promised us a rose garden. On the contrary, He said in John 16:33  NKJV “In the world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer – I have overcome the world. In Romans 5:3 – NKJV, “---we also glory in tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces  perseverance;  James 1:4 NKJV says: but let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.” God uses hardship and sorrow and trouble to mold us into vessels fit for His use. Sometimes it seems like He’s not even there, and sometimes He chooses not to deliver us from evil choices of other people, or from disaster or war or horrible accidents. But this doesn’t mean He doesn’t see or doesn’t care. His goal for us is more long-range than ours, and He knows the evil that is most dangerous is in the battle of the mind, where He is always willing to deliver – for “what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world, and lose his own soul?”(Mark 8:26 NKJV)

Often God does deliver miraculously even today just as he did for the men in the fiery furnace and Daniel in the lion’s den, but more often He allows us to go through a period of waiting first – Why? Paul had it right when he told the Corinthians in II Corinthians 1:8-11, “we were completely overwhelmed -beyond our strength –Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death so that we would not trust in ourselves but in God, who raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a terrible death, and He will deliver us. We have put our hope in Him that He will deliver us again while you join in helping us by your prayers.”

I close with David’s words from Psalm 40:1-3 & 17. “I waited patiently for the Lord; He turned to me and heard my cry. He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; He set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand. He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God. ---17: You are my help and my deliverer – You are my God.” NIV
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Last of Series

This is the last in our series on the Lord’s Prayer, and on prayer itself as an offensive operation in the war we must wage everyday as soldiers in the army of God.

Jesus gave us this prayer as a pattern to follow for every prayer we pray. If our prayers follow the pattern set down here we can be assured that we are praying according to God’s will, and we are promised in I John 5:14, “If we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.” NKJV.  We must recognize first of all that through the sacrifice of the blood of His Son, we are His children. He is our Father and He loves us and wants us to come to Him. He takes delight in giving us what we ask for if our desires are for the things He knows are good for us. And all those good things are covered in the seven petitions we are given here to say. All these requests are for our good and the good of the entire body of Christ. Notice the words – give “us” forgive “us” as “we” forgive, lead “us” deliver “us”. As Christians pray this way all over the world, we are united – One in Christ – of one mind and one Spirit. As we abide in Him as one, we tap into His power so that we will bear good fruit, and we will stand fast against the enemy of our souls, shield and sword in hand, and with our eyes and ears focused on our captain, we boldly advance in this battle our captain has already won.

Now the conclusion of this prayer our Lord teaches us gives us the reason why we can pray with confidence in the sure knowledge that our God not only hears us, and wants to give us good things, but there is no doubt whatsoever that He can!

The conclusion of the Lord’s Prayer begins with the preposition, “FOR”. He could just as well have used the word, “because”. As we pray, we ask all these petitions and then we say, “For thine is the kingdom, and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”(Matthew6”:13 KJV) We are acknowledging that this God we pray to is the God that has the supreme authority to answer our prayers because He is the king who reigns over the kingdom of which we are a part, He is the holder and author of all the power in the universe and His being is filled with the brightness of glory so magnificent and awesome that our finite minds can’t even grasp the wonder of it.

Webster defines the word, “glory” as; “something that merits lofty praise, honor, and admiration; a source of intense joy, great beauty or splendor; magnificence; a condition of supreme exaltation.” A second definition is “radiance, luminous glow, emanation of light or dazzling illumination.” The glory of our God is aptly described by all of these. From the day the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle in the wilderness to John’s vision of the glorified Christ, God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all. Each time we read of an instance where God the Father or the Son allowed Himself to be seen as He really is, men fell down as though they were dead. It is too much for a mortal being to endure or even comprehend. Yet we are told that one day we will actually be like Him when we see Him as He is. Indeed, it’s true that “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, Nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him.”(I Corinthians 2:9 NKJV)

This is our King who is also our Father. He reigns over all the universe and all of eternity. Sinful man cannot approach Him and live! Yet because He longs for us to be His children, He provided a way for us to enter His world by entering ours through the humblest of doors – the body of a baby, born of a human woman and laid in a manger in an obscure little village called Bethlehem. Because His reason for coming was to fulfill the law given to us which we could not keep and then to become sin for us and pay the supreme penalty in our place for breaking that law; because He poured out His precious Holy blood to wash those sins away as far as the east is from the west; and because He conquered the curse of death by taking His life back again – because of all this we can now approach His throne boldly, and He holds out the scepter to us saying, “Don’t be afraid, My child – I am your Father – you can ask Me anything.”

John 1:14 and 18 says, “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth ---18:  No-one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father’s, He has declared Him.” NKJV.

So now we are told in Hebrews 12:28 “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear.” NKJV. Let us say with the Psalmist from Psalm 66:1-3,“Let the whole earth shout joyfully to God! Sing about the glory of His Name; make His praise glorious. Say to God, ‘How awe-inspiring are your works! Your enemies will cringe before you because of your great strength! ---Psalm 100:1-4, Let the whole earth shout triumphantly to God!---come before Him with joyful songs. Acknowledge that the Lord is God. He made us and we are His people the sheep of His pasture. Enter His gates with thanksgiving and His courts with praise. Give thanks to Him and bless His name!”

Yes – David was a man God called “after My own heart.” David knew how to worship. In his old age he held a huge celebration after he had spent many years gathering the materials that would become the first permanent temple in Jerusalem. He commissioned his son Solomon to build it as God had instructed, and then we read in I Chronicles 29:10-13, “David blessed the Lord before all the assembly; and David said: ‘Blessed are you Lord, God of Israel, our Father, forever and ever. Thine, O Lord is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty:  for all that is in heaven and in the earth is thine; Thine is the kingdom  O Lord and thou art exalted as head above all --- And thou reignest over all: --Now therefore, our God, we thank thee, and praise thy glorious name!’” NKJV.

God Himself says through the prophet Isaiah in chapter 57 verse 15, “For the High and Exalted One, who lives forever, whose name is Holy says this: ‘I live in a high and holy place, and with  the oppressed and lowly of spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the oppressed.’” You see when you open that door to your heart and ask His Holy Spirit to come in, He will. He will live in you and transform you by the renewal of your mind into a vessel fit for His use. Then you too can say with John in Revelation 1:5-6: “To Him who loves us and has washed us from our sins in His own blood, and has made us kings and priests to His God and Father – to Him be glory and dominion forever and ever.” NKJV.

We will be there on that day in John’s vision when all the redeemed shout, (Revelation 19:1) “Alleluia! Salvation and glory and honor, and power belong to the Lord our God, for true and righteous are His judgments --- 6: Alleluia! For our Lord God Omnipotent reigns. Let us be glad and rejoice and give Him glory!” NKJV

In Revelation 22:12-14 and 16, the very last chapter of God’s Holy Word, our glorified Savior sits at His Father’s right hand and encourages us with these words: “Behold, I am coming quickly!  I am the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end the first and the last,  Blessed are those who do His commandments, that they may have the right to the tree of life, and may enter through the gates into the city. –16:  I, Jesus, have sent my angel to testify to you these things in the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the Bright and Morning Star.” NKJV
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My husband and I had an occasion to rejoice last week when we attended the funeral of his aunt, Ruth. Although there were some tears because she will be missed, this was not a sad occasion. Ruth had a long and fruitful life, leaving many grandchildren and many wonderful memories. Her greatest legacy was her faith in God and in His Son as her personal Savior. She trusted Him to sustain her through many hard times, including the loss of most of her core family—her husband and all three of her children. We can only imagine the joy she was now experiencing in sweet reunion with those she loved, and best of all, at last to see her Savior face to face. How could we grieve over that? The Bible tells us in I Thessalonians 4:13, “We grieve not as those who have no hope.” No—on the contrary—this was a time of celebration.

But I often wonder how those who do not know Christ and have no hope of life after death manage to make it through and carry on when a loved one dies. And what is their purpose for this life if they think this is all there is? What does it all mean? Paul tells us in his 1st letter to the Corinthians, “If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.” (or – another translation says, “We are of all men most miserable.”) All the evidence of history testifies that there has been programmed into man a need for someone or something outside of himself which is greater than himself with which he can interact and give meaning to his life. Those who don’t know the true God will invent one; whether it be an actual graven image, the sun, the moon, the stars or any other of God’s creation – including humanity itself. Those who claim there is no God believe they are self-sufficient and have no need of one. They don’t realize they do have a god, it is the god of “self”. But God made us for companionship with Himself. When the knowledge of God is not there, man will try to fill that empty spot with other things. Nothing else will ever fill that God-shaped empty spot and you can’t fill it yourself. Trying to will only lead to despair.

The popular movie, “Cast Away”, with Tom Hanks, is a wonderful study illustrating this principle. Hanks’s character, alone for 4 years on a remote island has only his memories to give him hope. He has no- one to talk to, so he invents one by painting a face on a volleyball and naming it “Wilson”. He knows it’s only a volleyball, but he talks to it and keeps it where he can see it and it can “see” him at all times. When he finally leaves the island on a makeshift raft, “Wilson” is fastened to a pole to watch over the craft, and when a storm tears the ball loose and it drifts beyond reach, Hanks grieves just as one would over the death of an only friend. The loss of Wilson symbolizes the loss of all hope and reason for staying alive.

When rescue comes and our hero returns to the civilization he left, he can’t adjust. He’s not the same person he was. He is famous now, but his wife has married another man and the “things” he once had no longer give him any pleasure. He finally reaches the conclusion that his only lot in life is just to carry on – to survive from day to day as he did on the island, because that’s all there is.

The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes paints a vivid picture of the deceitfulness of fame, riches and pleasure and the despair that eventually comes from serving self instead of God. Solomon was the son of David, whom God had called “a man after My own heart”. Solomon was on the right track too, at first – but he got derailed. Toward the end of his life he saw the futility of all these “things” of the world without God. I Kings 10 and 11 tell of the riches and accomplishments of King Solomon. It says, “King Solomon was greater in riches and wisdom than all the other kings of the earth.” He also had 700 wives of noble birth and 300 concubines, and we’re told “his wives led him astray.” Because he wanted to be politically correct and an equal opportunity husband, Solomon set up temples and worship areas making the false gods of his foreign wives equal with the true God of his father. – And what was the result? He said, “I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless – a chasing after wind.”

In Ecclesiastes 2, Solomon tells of his search for meaning in life. He says: “I thought in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good: I tried cheering myself with wine --- I undertook great projects --- I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasures of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well – all the delights of the heart of man. I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. --- Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after wind; nothing was gained under the sun --- so I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. – I hated all things I had toiled for, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool?”

Now, is this a picture of despair or what?!! After all this soul-searching, what did Solomon conclude? He answers this way – “A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This, I see, is from the hand of God, for without Him, who can find enjoyment? To the man who pleases Him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness --- Here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

Jesus asked the question in Mark 8:36-37, “What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?” In Matthew 7:13-14, He warns us to “enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”

An unbeliever once asked his Christian co-worker, “Do you think you’re better than me?” “No,” the Christian replied, “but I know I’m better off, because if you’re right (that there is no God and no life after death), when I die, I’ll never know the difference. Until then my life has meaning and purpose because of what I believe and whom I serve. But if I’m right and you’re wrong – when you die – then what?!!”
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How many Bibles do you have in your home? I got to thinking about this the other day when I went to look something up in several different translations, so I started counting. Unless I missed some, we have fourteen Bibles in seven different translations. These have accumulated over the years and some we don’t use anymore. Some are coming apart at the spine – yet I hesitate to throw them. They have markings and notes that tell where I was in my spiritual walk at the time I used them, and when I look back at them, I am amazed at how much I know now that I didn’t know then.

I would venture to guess that the majority of our country’s population (unbelievers included) have at least one Bible in their home, even if they never open it. All U.S. libraries have at least one copy, and most motels have one in every room. This one book is the “user’s manual” written by the maker of men. It is the only source of absolute truth by which all other “truth” can be measured, and there is no-one in our whole country who does not have access to it if he wants to. We don’t have to hide them in fear that they’ll be confiscated and we’ll be arrested. We don’t have to take one Bible apart to distribute a few pages each among those of a whole community. Yet it is those who must do so who have the strongest faith. There are thousands in this world who would give anything to have a Bible of their own – yet here, where it is everywhere, our country is slipping faster and faster down that slippery slope to moral and cultural suicide. What is wrong with this picture?

This past week Jack Hayford, on his radio program, has been teaching on Jesus’ parable of the sower. I learned something I hadn’t seen before, and I’d like to share it with you.

The parable of the sower is recorded in three of the four gospels. It is the first parable Jesus told and the only one not preceded by the words, “The kingdom of God is like…” It’s one where Jesus explained to His disciples exactly what it meant – because even they didn’t understand it.

As recorded in Mark 4, the story goes like this: “Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew, and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times.”

Then Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” This phrase, “He who has ears to hear” was repeated many times by Jesus both in the gospels and in the book of Revelation. He is not talking about physical ears here. He’s talking about hearing with “spiritual ears,” and you can be sure that every time He uses this phrase, there is a hidden treasure there for those able to hear it. The scribes and Pharisees couldn’t hear it, and even the disciples had to be taught how to hear. In Luke 8, He told them, “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you.” Then He explained to the disciples the meaning of the parable.

“The farmer is God. The seed is the Word of God. Those along the path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes and takes away the Word from their hearts so that they may not believe and be saved. Those on the rock are the ones who receive the Word with joy when they hear it, but they have no root. They believe for a while, but in time of testing they fall away. The seed that fell among the thorns stands for those who hear, but as they go their way they are choked by life’s worries, riches and pleasure. But the seed on good soil stands for those with a noble and good heart, who hear the Word, retain it, and by persevering, produce a crop.”

In Mark’s account, Jesus asks the disciples, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?” And in both Matthew and Luke, He adds, “No-one lights a lamp and hides it in a jar or puts it under a bed. Instead, he puts it on a stand, so that those who come in can see the light. For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open. Therefore, consider carefully how you listen. Whoever has will be given more – but whoever does not have – even what he thinks he has will be taken from him.”

What is He saying here? And what does this have to do with the parable? The truth that I hadn’t seen before is that this one parable is the key to understanding all the other parables. It doesn’t have to do with evangelism or preaching. It has to do with receptiveness of hearts to the Word of God. In the time when Jesus taught this truth, there was no written New Testament yet, and the only place the written Old Testament was read was in the synagogues.

The “teachers of the law” who taught in the synagogues could teach what the Word said, but they were “blind guides,” and Jesus said when the blind lead the blind, they will both fall into the ditch. To most of the people, the Word of God was unfamiliar and full of mystery. When Jesus came preaching the kingdom of heaven and the way to eternal life, people from everywhere flocked to hear Him, but His words were like that seed, and only a few had hearts that could really hear and be receptive so that seed could take root and flourish.

Today that miraculous seed is found in the pages of one book – a book readily available to anyone in our land. So why is it not producing an abundant crop? Because the soil in our land is so trodden down and shallow and full of thorns that our eyes and ears are shut. Those hearts along the path can’t see at all in the first place. They are so hard the seed can’t even make a dent. The evil one is so in control of those lives he gobbles up the seed as soon as it is sown and it has no effect at all. Most of these hearts in this condition got that way through no fault of their own. They have been beaten down by life circumstances and even other people. They are blind and don’t know it. These are those Jesus said are like “sheep without a shepherd”. – those of whom He mourned, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem – how I have longed to gather you in My arms as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings – but you would not.”

Those who are rocky ground are those forever seeking for something but never finding it because they’re looking in the wrong place. They go from church to church to church seeking to maintain that emotional high, looking for miracles and spiritual experiences but never producing any fruit because they have no root. As soon as they come down from the mountain into the valley, they wither. They need constant watering to even stay alive.

Those among thorns have their priorities out of whack. They want to sit on the fence and have the best of both worlds. They have roots but never grow or produce fruit.

From Jack Hayford’s teaching, I took four things we need in order to “hear” with our spiritual ears:


	A reverence for the Word – submission to it as the true Word of God.


	A hunger for more.


	A dependence on the Word as absolute truth.


	A yielding to the teaching of the Holy Spirit.




Only then will we grow and flourish and produce fruit. The Word of God is living and active and sharper than a two-edged sword. God will speak to those who want to hear. The Psalmist says, “The unfolding of Your Word gives light – it gives understanding to the simple.” Proverbs 4:18 tells us, “The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter till the full light of day.” Get into the Word today and search for the treasures it holds. If we do not, the day may soon come when our freedom of worship is taken away and we will long for a Word from the Lord, but it will not be found.
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If you heard our stories before Easter you heard how Jesus’ suffering and death was the fulfillment of the Passover sacrifice – He was indeed the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Then we saw how the crossing of the Red Sea, with the accompanying destruction of the entire Egyptian army, was a foreshadow of Christ’s victory over death and the birth of a brand-new life of freedom, as our Savior rose from the dead on the very same day of the year.

Today we will look at one more parallel in this analogy – the annual Feast of Unleavened Bread which begins on the fifteenth of the Jewish month of Nisan right after the Passover meal, and lasts for seven days. In Deuteronomy 16:3, God tells the children of Israel, “Do not eat the Passover with bread made with yeast, but for seven days eat unleavened bread, the ‘bread of affliction’, because you left Egypt in haste – so that all the days of your life you may remember the time of your departure from Egypt.”

That fateful night when all the first-born of Egypt died, God’s people were spared because of the blood of the lambs on the doorposts. As the plague “passed over” their houses, they ate the Passover meal in haste with their sandals on their feet and their staffs in their hands. They were to be ready to “move out” on a moment’s notice. There was no time to prepare leavened bread that took time to rise, so they made it without leavening. Not only did they eat unleavened bread at the Passover meal, but we’re told they bundled up their dough for the next day’s bread in their kneading troughs and took it along leaving all leaven behind. Now God told the people through Moses that His Passover was to be observed as a perpetual memorial of their deliverance every year, beginning the 14th of Nisan when the lambs are to be slain and the meal eaten after sundown at the beginning of the 15th of Nisan which is to be the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.

Paul tells us in First Corinthians 11 that Jesus took this unleavened bread in His hands on the night before His death. When He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, given for you – do this in remembrance of Me.” He told His disciples, and also us, “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.” Now, what does that mean – “to proclaim the Lord’s death”?

Christians have understood the mystery of the Lord’s Supper in different ways. Some emphasize Christ’s real presence in the sacrament, while others emphasize remembrance and the spiritual significance of the bread and cup. In my own understanding, when we receive Communion we proclaim Christ’s death, identify ourselves with the body He gave and the blood He shed for us, and remember that our worthiness comes from Him alone.

Jesus’ body was holy – perfect – pure – and absolutely without sin – and so must be the bread which represents His body. To the children of Israel, leaven represented the bondage to the sin of Egypt. Their bread was leavened with yeast just as ours is, only they couldn’t just go to the supermarket and buy a package of yeast. Their leavening was the same as what our pioneers called “starter”. Each time a batch of leavened bread was baked, a small amount of the dough was saved out and kept in a warm place where it would continue to ferment. They would “feed” it a little honey and a little water if needed to keep it alive until it was added to the dough for the next batch of bread. The leaven would rapidly permeate the whole lump of dough, souring it, fermenting it and swelling it to many times its original size without increasing its weight. You see, yeast is alive, and unless it is killed it continues to grow. My mother always made the bread for our family and she always “punched the dough down” twice before making it into loaves and letting it rise a third time before baking. One day after setting her bowl of dough to rise, she was called away for most of the day. When she returned, her dough had crawled out of its bowl and completely covered the table.

Do you see why God used leavening as an example to represent sin? It starts out as just a few spores carried on the wind which happen to land on just the right medium to allow it to multiply, and once that process begins, the only way to stop it is to kill it.

Sin starts out little too and works just like leaven in our lives. James 1:14-15 says, “Each one is tempted when by his own evil desires, he is dragged away and enticed. Then after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” It’s so easy for us to think the “little” sins don’t matter and it’s no big deal – but any sin, no matter how small, grows if it is not dealt with and will keep on growing until it can infect everything and everyone around it. Usually by the time we realize that is happening, permanent damage is already done. Paul said in I Corinthians 5, “Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of that old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast – as you really are. For Christ, our Passover Lamb, has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us keep the Festival – not with old yeast – the yeast of malice and wickedness – but with bread without yeast – the bread of sincerity and truth.” He is telling us here that we are to “come out of Egypt” and to remove all traces of Egypt from our midst. God has no tolerance for sin in our lives, and Egypt was the personification of bondage to sin. To be free from that bondage, all traces of Egypt and what she stood for were to be left behind, including this fermenting leaven. Any Jew then who had leaven in his possession during the memorial feast was to be banished from the company – it was a sin that serious! The old leaven of Egypt was a symbol of corruption and death, but God’s people were to be a “new lump,” and none of Egypt’s leaven was to pervade it.

Jesus called this unleavened bread His body. Just as unleavened bread is pure and undefiled, so Jesus was pure and without sin. He also now calls us as His church, His body. We are to be as that unleavened bread – without corruption or any trace of sin. We are now living the Feast of Unleavened Bread where purity and separation from the leaven of sin is required. Paul tells us in Romans 6: “We know that our old self was crucified with Him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin, … The death He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life He lives, He lives to God. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Jesus Christ. Therefore, do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life. … For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under the law, but under grace.” So, let us not take lightly Jesus’ precious gift of His body, given for us that we now may be made members of this same body – pure, and free!
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This past week I’ve been “un-decorating” my house and putting all the Christmas things away. It always seems to take longer to take these things down than it does to put them up, and then everything looks so bare again for a while – but this is a part of life – things just don’t stay the same.

“Variety is the spice of life”, they say, and I guess that’s true for me too or I wouldn’t live in Minnesota. Each season has its own beauty, just as each day does. Some changes are very good and they are welcome. I wouldn’t like it at all if there were no nights to separate the days – to refresh me and enable me to start each new day as a fresh beginning. The weeks, the months, the seasons, the years – all have this built-in dynamic that gives us incentive to try again. And then there are those changes we call “progress”. There are some days I wonder how I ever managed in the “olden days” with no TV- or if we had one, it had only two channels in black and white, and we had to actually get up out of our chair to change the channel! Every day I use many things, for every purpose, made out of plastic – and paper towels are indispensable. Yet when I was a child plastic and paper towels didn’t even exist! These kinds of changes I like.

But there are other changes not so welcome. I am a creature of routine. When I get up in the morning and when I go to bed at night I have regimens that I go through in the same order every day. If this routine is rearranged for any reason I start feeling anxious and I don’t like it. I’m no good at “multi-tasking” and I don’t like interruptions when I’m in the middle of something. My husband travels a lot as a crop insurance adjuster, and sometimes he’s gone for weeks at a time. When he leaves it takes me about two days to readjust my way of doing things, and I feel depressed. Then when he comes home again I have the same problem in reverse. I just don’t adapt well to these kinds of changes. Now I realize this is not good, and it probably comes from a need to feel “in control” of my life. I have to keep reminding myself that God is in control, and it’s not about me. If I didn’t believe He loves me, and that Romans 8:28 is true, I would probably be a basket case. But I know that He knows even how many hairs I have on my head, because Jesus said so. And I must believe that God will bring some good out of even the very worst of circumstances, if I just trust Him to do so. He usually has to allow some very painful things into our lives before we learn this. He is disciplining us as His children because He loves us, and it’s often very hard for us to see that when we are in the middle of a trial. Sometimes He will allow us to see His reason in retrospect, but other times He never does tell us why. These are the times the song “Trust His Heart,” by Babbie Mason and Eddie Carswell, talks about – “When you can’t trace His hand – trust His heart.”

When I read the newspaper or watch the news on TV, I know how very blessed I am. Yes, my husband and I have lived through some very hard trials and deep valleys over the years and God has carried us through. But we have never lost our entire family and all we have to a tsunami or a flood or a mud slide. How can those people carry on when their entire lives are turned upside down and all they ever lived for is just gone? Most of all, how can they endure without a God they can trust and lean on?

We wonder why God allows these terrible disasters which seem to be no respecter of persons. And whether these terrible things happen to 220,000 all at one time or to one person at a time, for each person it is just as terrible. Jesus said God sends the rain on the just and on the unjust. Good happens to both, and so does evil. It just doesn’t seem right to us, but we tend to forget that we live in a fallen world. The wages of sin is death, and whether it is a sudden or a gradual dying, we must all face it someday. Genesis tells us this same curse that came upon mankind when he chose to disobey God has also come upon the earth itself. When God made this earth, Genesis 1:31 says, “God saw all that He had made, and it was very good!” It could have stayed that way, but we botched it. God told Adam in Genesis 3:17, “Cursed is the ground because of you. Through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life and it will produce thorns and thistles for you.” Isaiah 24:5-6 tells us, “The earth is defiled by its people; they have disobeyed God’s laws, violated His statutes and broken the everlasting covenant. Therefore a curse consumes the earth; its people will bear their guilt.”

Some scientists say the earth is like a living organism. It is constantly moving and changing, and pressure is constantly building up in its molten core that must find an outlet somewhere. Paul affirms this in Romans 8 where he says, “The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed… in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought to the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time”. This agrees with what Jesus Himself said in Matthew 24. “You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. Nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places, but all these are the beginning of birth pains.”

All of you women who are mothers know all about birth pains. They start out pretty mild as a rule, but then grow in both frequency and intensity until the child is finally brought forth. This is what our earth is doing. These “birth pains” will also grow – they will become more frequent and more terrible and broaden in scope as the time of the end nears. But we are not to fear. Rather we should “look up in anticipation, for our redemption is near.” Even if the mountains should fall into the sea, we are told to trust Him – the only thing in the entire universe that does not change. Jesus Christ is the same – yesterday, today and forever – He is solid rock! Maybe we will die tomorrow – no matter. For those who stand on that solid rock, death is only a door.

“Yes – tough, ugly things do happen to those that God loves. That love does not insulate us from the consequences of living in a fallen world. Our circumstances are not a barometer of God’s love for us.” Read all of Romans 8 for that assurance that there is nothing that can separate us from that perfect Love. When we are in Christ and He is in us, we are already seated with Him in the heavenly places. He is faithful and His love is boundless. There is no reason to fear!
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Growing in Christ

Here we are again on the brink of a new year. We celebrate that moment when the clock ticks down to the last seconds before midnight New Year’s Eve, and we cross over that time line into a new year. That night is really no different from any other night – that minute before 12:00 no different from the minute after. What is it then about this moment in time that makes it special? Isn’t it because we see it as a new beginning – another chance to start over with a clean slate?

Do you remember this time a year ago? Did you make some resolutions to change some things in your life for the good? How many of those things were actually done? We always have good intentions – we know it would be for our own good if we could lose some weight or stop smoking, get a handle on our temper, or manage our money better. Maybe we resolved to spend time in prayer every day or study the Word more. It can be really discouraging and hard on the self-esteem to discover that we aren’t able to keep these good intentions. It’s always so much easier to slip back into the old behavior patterns.

I thank God for the nights that separate the days. We can always tell ourselves when we go to bed at night, “Tomorrow’s another day – tomorrow will be better”, and after a night of restorative sleep, it seems like it is better, because it’s a chance to start over fresh. The start of a new year does the same thing, only more so.

Are there things in your past you regret – things you wish you could go back and undo? Of course there are. Everyone has these things, because we are sinners! We have all said and done things that have hurt ourselves and others, and that have broken the heart of our loving heavenly Father. Yet He still loved us enough “while we were yet sinners” to pay the penalty for our sin Himself so He can accept us just as we are. “He remembers that we are dust.”

Even the most righteous of God’s servants struggled with their memories of the past. Jeremiah said in Lamentations 3, “I remember my affliction and my wandering – the bitterness and the gall – I well remember them, and my soul is downcast within me. Yet this I call to mind (and therefore I have hope) – Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for His compassions never fail – they are new every morning.”

St. Paul, the single person most responsible for bringing the gospel to the gentiles (and indirectly to you and to me) was also haunted from time to time by his past. Although what he did was out of ignorance, he persecuted, imprisoned and even killed followers of Jesus Christ until that same Jesus Christ confronted him face to face on the Damascus road. Although his life and his life’s purpose were completely turned around, Paul still called himself the “chief” of sinners. He had to keep reminding himself that he was forgiven, he was a new creature in Christ and he had to fix his eyes on Jesus – looking forward and not back. In Philippians 3, he said, “One thing I do – Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”

We must remember that in our flesh dwells no good thing – without Jesus, we can do nothing. Yet we try, over and over again to do right in our own strength – and over and over again we fall flat on our face. You see, if it were possible to live a life pleasing to God in our own strength, Jesus Christ would never have had to die. He knew we couldn’t do it – when are we going to learn that? Jesus said we must be born again – we must identify with His death, dying to sin and being raised again a brand new creature, filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. “I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me,” said Paul. In Romans 6:3-4, Paul asks, “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” And in Ephesians 4 he says, “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires – to be made new in the attitude of your minds, and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”

It’s all a matter of yielding the mind and the will to the Lordship of Jesus Christ who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world,” says Paul, “but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.” Notice he didn’t say “transform yourself,” but “be transformed.” We don’t do this transforming – the Holy Spirit who now lives in us does the transforming, and it is a process. We will never reach the goal of perfect obedience as long as we live in these imperfect bodies, but like Paul, we “press on” toward the goal with our eyes fixed on Jesus, “the author and finisher of our faith.” He is the Way, the Truth and the Life, and He not only goes ahead of us to show us the way, but He is the voice behind us saying, “This is the way – walk ye in it.” Isaiah 52:12 says, “The Lord will go before you and the God of Israel will be your rear guard.”

Yes, we will still fall from time to time, but as we grow in our Christian walk those times should become fewer and fewer. The important thing is to remember through the blood of Christ we can boldly approach the throne of God to receive help in time of need. How He grieves when we run and hide from Him when we fall, rather than reach out to Him to set us back on our feet. Take His hand, let Him lift you up and continue your walk. In Luke 9:62, Jesus tells us, “No-one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” Those of you familiar with farming know what will happen if you’re pulling a plow and decide to look back and watch the soil turn over. It’s fascinating, but you will end up with a furrow that wanders all over the place. To plow a straight furrow you must set your eyes on a fixed point ahead of you and aim straight for it. Jesus is saying that what is behind us is not what counts. Our past is done and gone – we can’t change it. But if we pay attention to now, doing what needs to be done now with our eyes on the goal, in another year we won’t have to look back on this one with regrets. Maybe you have some fallow ground that needs to be broken up and cultivated. Is the Holy Spirit nudging you to step out in faith in some area of your life, but you’re afraid? Let Him take the reins then. All you’ll need to do is yield and trust, and reap the harvest. He will produce the crop.

Oswald Chambers says, “Our yesterdays hold broken and irreversible things for us. It’s true that we have lost opportunities that will never return, but God can transform your destructive anxiety into a constructive thoughtfulness for the future. Let the past rest in the sweet embrace of Christ.” Now give Him your present and your future as well!!

I remember the chorus of my dad’s favorite song, “One Day at a Time,” by Marijohn Wilkin and Kris Kristofferson: “One day at a time, Sweet Jesus – that’s all I’m asking from you. Just give me the strength to do every day what I have to do – Yesterday’s gone, Sweet Jesus, and tomorrow may never be mine, Lord help me today – show me the way, One day at a time.”
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Have you made any New Year’s resolutions? Or are you reluctant to do so because you know every one you’ve made in past years has just been broken, leaving you with feelings of guilt and failure? I think most of us (if not all) know we have areas of our life that could use some improvement – but we are creatures of habit, and breaking bad habits takes determination and willpower. In order for us to conquer negative behaviors, we must replace them with positive ones, and that means breaking our routines and daring to step outside the box that has been our comfort zone. It takes weeks or sometimes months to establish a new habit, so that requires patience as well – and we need to be patient with ourselves when we have setbacks that are so discouraging we just want to give up. The enemy of our souls loves it when that happens, and he’ll whisper in our ear, “I knew you couldn’t do it – why do you even bother to try? You are pitiful! You never could get it right and you never will. What a poor excuse for a Christian you are!” Satan is called “the accuser of the brethren, who accuses them before God day and night.” But we are told we have an “advocate” (that is a defense attorney) who is eternally interceding for us before His Father. He alone has the right, the authority, to do that, because it is His blood that has washed us white as snow and covered us with His robe of righteousness. You see it’s true that without Him, we can do nothing. When we try to give up a habit we know is not good for us and one we know God would not approve of, if we attempt to do this by sheer willpower in our own strength, we are going to fail, and then those accusations against us become true. We become like that washed pig that goes back to wallowing in the mud or the dog that returns to his vomit. We think there’s no use in even trying so we might as well just do what comes naturally and accept the fact that we are a hopeless cause.

But Paul assures us “There is now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus” and he also said, “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.” The same is true for every one of us, dear friends. When we keep our eyes on Him and our heart’s desire is to live a life pleasing to Him, Paul says even when our own hearts condemn us, God does not. He is greater than our hearts and knows us better than we know ourselves. He tells us He will work in our hearts both to will and to do of His good pleasure. That’s part of His process of sanctification. He changes the way we think and that in turn changes our will. When our will is in agreement with what we know His will is, all His promises become activated on our behalf. Then not only is He our Savior – He is also our Rock, our Lamp, our Shepherd, our Road-map, our Counselor and our Peace. When we know this and stand on it, in time we find that living as we should becomes as easy as breathing. All we have to do is yield to His hand.

Now I need to hear these words as much as anyone. Too often I take my eyes off of Jesus and my growth in Christ becomes a pattern of three steps forward and two back. For perfectionists it’s especially hard because they tend to be “all or nothing” people who think any task worth doing at all is worth doing right, and when they fall off the horse it’s doubly hard to get back on.

Paul said all of us have a perpetual battle going on within between the flesh and the spirit. As long as we live in these physical bodies that remain under the curse, we must fight this battle daily. God has given us armor and weapons for the spiritual warfare to fight this battle. These are resources available to everyone, so why don’t we avail ourselves of them? Because in order to make these resources ours and make use of them we must “take them up” and “put them on”. This involves a conscious choice – a commitment that must be continual. Every one involves a yielding of our will to His will – and because of the independent creatures that we are; we don’t like to do that.

No-one has to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do – I already know that. So what’s the problem? I don’t even like to tell myself I need to change because I don’t like change. What I like is my daily routines and my physical comfort. Yet there is an enemy stronghold on the territory God says is rightfully mine, and even though my captain has given me all the equipment I need to demolish the stronghold, it has stood for over 50 years. I’ve become accustomed to it being part of the landscape – so much so that most of the time I forget it’s even there. But every once in a while it causes me problems. There are things I want to do and places I want to go, but I can’t because this stronghold is smack dab in the middle of the road. It looks harmless enough – yet I know if I am to move ahead in my Christian walk this roadblock has got to come down. So why don’t I just go ahead and smash it to bits? I can if I want to, so why don’t I want to? Well my spirit does want to – it’s my flesh that’s the problem – because it would require me to change my way of living, and that’s not only uncomfortable – it’s hard work – and I’m just too tired. The thing is, I know if I just accept the status quo, it’s not going to even keep a holding pattern – it’s going to get worse, and I’m not going to get any more energy by passively waiting for it. If I put it off long enough there will come a point where I won’t even try anymore, and then it will kill me.

This scenario is the way it works with any besetting sin. It begins slowly and seems harmless at first, so we allow it to build until it has control over our lives. The media tells us the United States is now experiencing an epidemic of obesity even among our children. Overeating is encouraged in our society and we don’t even think of it as a sin. But just like any other good gift God has given, eating can be abused, and when we eat more than our body needs to function the way God intended, we have crossed that line between eating to live and living to eat. Because the consequence is not immediate, we don’t mentally associate the extra cookie with the image we see in the mirror. It’s no different than the denial of a person with lung cancer who still smokes, or the alcoholic who sees no connection between that one drink in his hand and the disintegration of his home and his marriage.

We all have a tendency when judging our own character to compare ourselves to other people, and then we judge those other people because we see them caught in destructive habits and behaviors that we are not naturally inclined to do. We think that makes us better than they are. Charles Stanley says, “Don’t be fooled – the Father refuses to settle for humanity’s meager vision of “good enough”. God sees each believer as the person he or she will be when fully yielded to Jesus Christ. He then sets about achieving that complete renovation by transforming the individual’s present self into the image of His Son. We could say God is our “interior designer.” An essential step in remodeling involves removing whatever is unnecessary, damaged or outmoded. In our case, what must go are those areas of self-will. Being under construction is uncomfortable! God targets habits, attitudes and even relationships wherein we act independently of His purposes. Conforming our will to God’s changes who we are, and sometimes in the midst of our transformation, pain from His tools may temporarily obscure the beauty of His design. But nothing is more splendid to God than committed, obey-at-all-costs followers. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled.” That’s what I want more than anything. How about you my friend? This new year are you willing to yield to His hand and “be transformed by the renewing of your mind”?
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This Tuesday will be the 12th day after Christmas. This is called “Epiphany”. We don’t hear much about Epiphany anymore in America – there are probably many church-goers even who have no idea what it’s about, if they have ever even heard the word. But if your ancestors came from Europe – especially from the British Isles, they could have told you all about this special day. They celebrated the twelve days of Christmas which began with Christmas Day and ended January 6th with Epiphany, the day tradition says the Magi came from the East to worship the Christ child. Now no-one knows for sure if they did not come on Christmas Eve on the heels of the shepherds as so often portrayed in contemporary manger scenes and Christmas pageants. Jesus could have been a year old, or even two, when they came, based on the information they gave to Herod. Luke’s gospel is the only one to tell the account of Jesus’ birth and the visitation of shepherds, and it makes no mention of the miraculous star that appeared in the East or of the men who followed it. You will find that story in the 2nd chapter of Matthew. You won’t find the word “Epiphany” there, but Epiphany means “revelation” or “enlightenment”, and that is certainly what it was – first to these “men of the East” as they were called, and then to the entire Gentile world, which includes you and me.

Who were these “Magi”? Where did they come from and how is it that they knew of a prophecy given to Israel seven centuries earlier? Some Bible translations call them “wise men”, which they certainly were, but they were more than that. “Magi” were an ancient tribe from Media or Persia, which is modern-day Iran. They were priests who studied the stars – astronomers and maybe astrologers as well who may have known nothing at all about the true God, but they did know about the prophecies that a king would arise in Israel – perhaps from stories handed down from when the Jews were captives in Babylon. When they saw this unusual star that “moved,” they knew it was an omen – a “sign” that heralded the birth of this king, and it was headed toward Israel. So, they set out by caravan to follow it, for hundreds of miles over rocks and desert. Jerusalem was their destination, for what more logical city to find a king (or perhaps at least find out about Him). Matthew says, “Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him.’ Now when King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. ‘In Bethlehem in Judea!’ they replied, ‘for this is what the prophet has written: “But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.” Then Herod called the Magi (secretly) and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, ‘Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.’ After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming into the house, they saw the child with His mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped Him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.”

We know Herod had no intention of worshiping that child he thought was a threat to his throne, and of course God knew it and knew also what Herod was about to do. So, He warned the Magi not to go back, and He warned Joseph that Herod had a contract out on that child, and they must flee to Egypt that very night. Every baby boy in Bethlehem under 2 years old was slaughtered and Herod was no doubt satisfied he had nipped that problem in the bud.

Now as those wise men returned to their own country, they would have been overjoyed that they could report back the success of their quest – they had indeed found the king. Here is another place I think it’s safe to read between the lines and surmise the conversation that would have taken place in that house in Bethlehem between these visitors from afar and their hosts, Mary and Joseph. Certainly, the couple knew this was no ordinary visit, but these men had been sent by God just as the shepherds were that night. Would they have let them see Jesus and accepted their generous gifts and then just sent them on their way? I don’t think so. Surely, they must have talked at length – the magi telling of this supernatural star that had guided them there – how and when they had first seen it and how they remembered the prophecies they had heard and decided it was well worth checking out. Now that they had seen Him with their own eyes, they believed He was indeed the one they had been seeking. Would Mary and Joseph let them go then without filling them in on the rest of the story? I believe by the time the caravan saddled up and were on their way, all of them had experienced an epiphany – a brand new revelation never heard in Israel before – that the Messiah who came through the Jews was not sent just for the Jews – He was sent to be the Savior of everyone – both Jew and Gentile – carpenters and shepherds, wise men and kings, fishermen and tax collectors, lepers and Samaritans, scribes and pharisees, robbers and prostitutes and even the hated Romans. How many people were there back in that eastern land who became believers because of the testimony of some wise star-gazers who believed a prophecy? And as Mary and Joseph embarked on another journey of their own to fulfill yet another prophecy (“Out of Egypt have I called My Son”) I have no doubt that again Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart.

How often do we hear, especially in our time, of political correctness that there are many paths to God and no one religion has a monopoly on the truth? Yet Christianity is unique – it is different from every other religion in the world, for it is the only one that says salvation cannot be earned. It is the only one that teaches that God loves every one of His creation so much that He was willing to enter Himself into the constraints of a human body in order to take upon Himself the penalty for sin we committed. He has paid the price for us! There is not a thing we can do to make ourselves more acceptable to God than we already are through the blood of Christ. And neither is there anything we can do that will make Him love us any less. Salvation is a free gift of equal opportunity to everyone (no exceptions). So, if we are saved or not depends not on what we do but on what we believe. It is already done. And it is an insult to God for us to try to enter into His presence by any door other than the one He has already opened. Peter tells us “there is no other name given among men by which we must be saved”, and Jesus Himself said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father but by Me.” Could it be any plainer than that? How it must grieve our loving Father when we reject such a gift. Have you opened your arms and your heart’s door to Him yet? What better way to begin a new year? He’s still standing there knocking, but you have to open that door from the inside. Is today the day for your Epiphany?
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A few weeks ago, my husband and I finally did something we had been putting off. We had our attorney draw up our wills. As I looked over my copy and read the title of the document, “Last Will and Testament”, I thought about the terms used to describe the two parts of my Bible – the Old Testament and the New Testament – and asked myself, “Just what does the word ‘testament’ mean, and how is my Bible like a will?” Let’s talk about that.

First, let’s look at the definitions of these two words. “Will” and “testament”. The word “will” when used as a noun means a declaration of intent, or the way you want things to be. It can be verbal or written. When God says, “This is My will for you”, He means His intention for your life, how He would have you function in order to experience the blessings He wants to give you and to experience fellowship with Him.

A “testament” is similar but more focused, and it has a promise tied to it. In the case of my will and testament, I am “testifying”, in writing, that my estate is to be distributed to the party or parties named in the will according to the terms I have spelled out. This is a legal document stating my intentions for those who follow me, and no-one can change it but me.

Now when God first created man, both male and female lived within the parameters of His perfect will. Their lives were full of nothing but perfect beauty and bliss. God Himself actually walked with them and talked with them in the cool of the day – everything was perfect and just as He intended it to be. But you see, His will for them was that they would love Him and live according to His guidelines for living because they knew it was all for their own good and they knew only He was all-knowing and all-wise and knew what was best for them. In order for them to relate to Him this way, they could not be programmed like robots. They had to have free will to choose. When man used that gift of free will to rebel against God’s authority and take over the reins of their own lives, that wonderful fellowship with their Creator was broken. A perfect Holy God could not be approached by anything not perfect. For the first time, man was ashamed and afraid of God, so they hid. They began to grow old and found life outside of that perfect garden to be hard and cruel. And when men began to multiply on earth, hate entered in, and they hurt one another and killed one another.

Now God knew all along this would happen, but He had a marvelous plan to use all those negative things in the world for His purpose. Man no longer knew how to obey or serve God. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes, and the result was chaos. So, God set into motion His plan to make things right again. He began by choosing one man from a nation and family of idol-worshipers and called him to come out from among them and go to a place where he had never been. The man’s name was Abram, but God changed his name to Abraham, “because”, God said, he was to be the father of many nations and the patriarch of a special chosen people. Through Abraham’s miracle son Isaac, born to a 100-year-old father and a 90-year-old mother, this nation would grow to so many they could not be counted, and through that line would come one through whom all the nations of the whole world would be blessed. This was God’s promise to Abraham and He called it a “covenant”. Now the Hebrew and Greek words for “covenant” can also be translated “testament”. It was a promise sealed with an oath, the miracle of Isaac’s birth was the sign that it was true and Abraham’s part in this covenant was to believe it.

God named Abraham’s grandson Jacob “Israel”. The descendants of Jacob’s 12 sons became the nation of Israel. These people, singled out from all others were chosen to receive another covenant – an agreement between them and God that they would be His people, they would serve and worship Him alone and in return He would be their God and be with them wherever they went. Through another special man prepared by God for a special task, God brought these chosen people out of 400 years of slavery and promised to lead them to a beautiful land flowing with milk and honey. Through this man Moses, He gave them written rules to live by and called them “the law”. The part of His people in this wonderful covenant was to follow and obey this law, part of which was a pattern for a temple where He would dwell and a system of animal sacrifice which He would accept as payment for the sins of the people. You see, sin is a serious thing with God. The wages of sin is death and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness. The animals to be used for these sacrifices were to be absolutely perfect with not a single flaw. And they had to be sacrificed continually – every single day. On top of that, one day of the year was singled out in which a special perfect lamb was to be chosen as the sacrifice whose blood would atone for the whole nation. This blood was called “the blood of the covenant.” It signified both a memorial and a prophecy – to commemorate the Passover when the people were freed from the bondage of Egypt, and to represent one who was to come – the Lamb of God who would take away the sins of the whole world. This “blood of the covenant” was brought behind the heavy curtain that separated the temple sanctuary from the Holy of Holies where God dwelt between the cherubim of the Ark of the Covenant. Only the High Priest could enter there, only once a year, and never without the blood, for it was the only thing that would allow a sinful man to approach a Holy God.

Now what we call the “Old Testament” is the story of these chosen people and their relationship with God. It tells us that these people He Himself chose, broke that covenant He made, so they never received the blessing. They lived under a law they could never keep. But God knew they couldn’t, and He wanted them to realize that, so He left them to reap the harvest of what they sowed. At the same time, all along He was orchestrating things to put into place His “Plan B” which He had waiting in the wings.

This “Plan B” is the story of the “New Testament”. When a new will is made, previous wills are revoked. And the same is true with God’s will and testament. Paul says in Hebrews 8: “The covenant of which Jesus is a mediator is superior to the old one --- it is founded on better promises.” --- By calling this covenant “new”, He has made the first one obsolete. When Jesus instituted His Lord’s Supper, He took the cup and said, “This cup is the New Testament in My blood.” He was the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. God Himself had entered into history to take onto Himself the penalty He Himself had imposed. And no longer was God available only to a select few. This New Testament was for everyone, and the seal of this promise was when two giant unseen hands took hold of that curtain in the temple that separated sinful man from a Holy God, and tore it in two, from top to bottom!
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As I write this message it is actually three weeks ago, because we are preparing for another trip. Our oldest son, who lives in Atlanta, says he was trying to think of something to give us for Christmas that wouldn’t clutter up our apartment. He and his wife decided it was time we come and see where they live since we have never been there, so they are giving us plane tickets to come to Atlanta for two weeks. We are excited about it – they say the temperature there is in the 50’s during the day, which is just right for me.

I decided I should probably “un-decorate” our windows and door before we leave since the Christmas season will be over by the time we get back, and I was surprised to find dust on the furniture. (Well – not really – I had noticed it before, but I ignored it because I just didn’t want to believe it.) We had a lot of that stuff at the house we moved out of, but I reasoned that since we are no longer living on a gravel road, dirt is not tracked in, there’s no forced-air furnace and no more cat hair to contend with, I wouldn’t have to be at constant war with dust here – silly me!! Much to my chagrin, I see I am still going to have to clean house and wash clothes and wash dishes. It doesn’t work to wiggle my nose either – they just don’t go away.

Thinking about this brought to mind a message you heard two years ago, if you were listening then to our program. It was about how our houses are much like our lives when it comes to dirt. Let’s re-visit that analogy:

A house that is clean from top to bottom, spotless and shiny, will never stay that way – not even if no-one lives there – and certainly not if someone does. If maintenance is neglected, the dirt returns and becomes increasingly worse – all by itself. You don’t have to actually do a thing to produce a dirty house, but you must work to produce and keep a clean one. So, it is when it comes to living a clean life. As we grow in Christ, no matter how good we attempt to be, there is always still some area that needs work. As we work at cleaning up that little corner, we must at the same time actively maintain the parts of our life that have been cleaned, or else the dust begins to gather. Then clutter begins to accumulate, which if left unattended, can result in a life that is no longer under control. The clutter builds on itself until it becomes overwhelming. You don’t know where to start, so you either give up and let it grow, or you pick a certain room or closet or drawer which becomes your private dump. Instead of taking time to put things where they belong, you throw them into that secret place that you never show to anybody. You intend to deal with it later, but later never comes because you don’t even know where to start, and just the thought of attempting to deal with that secret room is too overwhelming. So, you go about your business pretending it’s not there, wearing a mask around others and pretending everything is fine while inside you are full of guilt and despair. You know you are a hypocrite – like the Pharisees that Jesus called “white-washed tombs full of dead men’s bones.” You don’t want to be that way, but you are in too deep to climb out. You are in bondage to sin and cannot free yourself, and you don’t dare to let anyone see the real you. On the outside, your house looks clean, but you would be mortified if they ever looked in the cupboard or opened the door to that room!

Paul knew what it was like to struggle with sin. He cried out, “O wretched man that I am! – Who will deliver me from this body of death?!!” Yet, he also knew the answer, for in his very next statements (Romans 7:25 and 8:1) he says, “I thank God – through Jesus Christ our Lord! There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.”

You see, sin is all around us – and in us! We live in a fallen world in human bodies with a sinful nature, and we can’t escape it – it is our heritage as descendants of Adam and Eve! Watch a 2-year-old for a while. A child does not need to be taught to disobey – He will do a good job of that all by himself! But a child must be taught not to disobey and he must be taught to be good. This does not come naturally – we are born sinners! If we try to live a righteous life on our own, life will be a continuous never-ending struggle – just like trying to keep that house clean – because we are attempting to be something we are not, and to achieve a goal that is impossible!

The first step toward freedom from this terrible bondage is to admit we are there, and that we can’t get out. Dare to open that secret door and let the light flood in.

Recovering alcoholics who work the 12 steps of the AA program know the freedom that comes from this. Once the light reveals the true extent of the filth, and you dare to admit it’s there – only then can the Master Cleaner of all cleaners begin cleaning out that room, one piece of clutter at a time. But He can’t do it if you won’t let Him in the room. “Behold I stand at the door, and knock,” He said. He will never force His way in – but He is ready, willing and more than able to clean your whole house for you. He doesn’t condemn you – and neither does His Father. Jesus died for you – He paid the penalty you deserve to dust and sweep and wash away your sin. It is already done! That sin has been removed as far as the east is from the west – it is drowned in the midst of the sea – and there’s a sign there that says “No fishing”!

Paul called himself the “chief of sinners”. By admitting where he came from, he could minister to those who were still there. He told the Corinthians, “Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? --- And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. – When you dare to let Jesus in through the door of your heart, and yield your life to Him, you are born again. You are a new creature with a new nature, because that old nature you were born with has been nailed to the cross with Him. “He who knew no sin has been made to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” You will find that old desire for sin fading away and your priorities will be changed. You will obey the laws God gave you for your good now, because you know He loves you and wants what’s best for you. You now will obey because you want to – not out of fear, because you have to. What a difference that will make in your life! And how wonderful to no longer have to wear a mask or have any locked doors. This is the freedom Jesus is talking about when He says, “You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free.” And “if the Son sets you free, you are free indeed!!” Open that door today – Receive that freedom He offers- you will never regret it.
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Not since the destruction of the Twin Towers has one event so monopolized the radio and TV news and newspaper headlines as the recent earthquake in Port Au Prince, Haiti. The horror, the chaos, the confusion and the anguish day after day is very much like the aftermath of 9/11 except in Haiti the death and destruction are on a much larger scale. There is also one other major difference. We knew who was responsible for those death-planes. It was men, who had faces, whose misplaced fanatic zeal had made them tools of an evil doctrine. So as a wounded nation we turned to our God for our comfort and healing.

But what do you do when it looks like God is the one responsible for your anguish? Natural disasters are called “acts of God”. If He didn’t directly cause it, He at least allowed it, so then we have to ask, “Isn’t He all powerful? Doesn’t He know everything that happens ahead of time? Why then does He allow such horrific disasters to hurt and kill thousands of innocent people? Could it be that He’s not a God of Love after all?”

The ancient philosopher Epicurus said: “Either God wants to abolish evil, and cannot; or He can but does not want to. If He wants to, but cannot, He is impotent. If He can and does not want to, He is wicked. But if God both can and wants to abolish evil, then how comes evil in the world?”

Theologian John Stott observed: “The fact of suffering undoubtedly constitutes the single greatest challenge to the Christian faith, and has been in every generation. Its distribution and degree appear to be entirely random and therefore unfair. Sensitive spirits ask if it can possibly be reconciled with God’s justice and love.”

Our problem is, you see, that we try so hard to make sense out of things that don’t make sense to us, and we always think we have to know “why”. This was the problem all three of Job’s friends had. They saw a man who in one day had lost everything he had and now he was physically suffering as well, with painful boils from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. It wasn’t an earthquake that took his children – it was a furious windstorm – but the result was the same. The building they were in collapsed on top of them and killed all ten. Everything he owned was gone too. Overnight this man Job went from being the richest, most honored and respected man in all the land to an object of ridicule sitting clothed in sackcloth in a pile of ashes. His friends who had come to “comfort” him only served to increase the misery because they all came to the same conclusion – that this had to be God’s punishment, and it meant Job must be guilty of some terrible sin he had been covering up. But Job knew that wasn’t so. His heart was right with God and he had no idea why the God he had loved and served seemed to have turned on him. Do you think Job didn’t ask “Why”? Of course he did, just like any of us would! He asked God, “Why do you hide your face and consider me your enemy?” But God never answered the question. We who are privileged to read the whole account are shown the reason, but Job never did know – and still he believed and still he trusted. Instead of blaming God, Job defended Him to his accusers. He said, “God is not a man like me that we might confront each other in court. Where does wisdom come from? Where does understanding dwell? It is hidden from the eyes of every living thing ---- Destruction and death say ‘Only a rumor of it has reached our ears.’ God understands the way to it, and He alone knows where it dwells, for He views the ends of the earth and sees everything under heaven. ---- So though He slay me, yet will I hope in Him. He knows the way that I take, and when He has tested me, I will come forth as Gold!” Job passed his test with flying colors and God rewarded his faithfulness by giving him back twice what he had before, with one exception. He had lost seven sons and three daughters, and God gave him back seven more sons and three more daughters. I believe the reason for this was because the ten who died weren’t really gone – they had just moved, and one day Job would join them in a joyous reunion. This is a truth to hang onto for any believer who has lost children, whether one or ten.

In Isaiah 55:8-9 God tells us: “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are your ways My ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.”

Romans 11: 33-34 says, “O the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judgements, and His paths beyond tracing out! Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who had been His counselor?”

You see we tend to think God thinks like we do, but we can no more understand why He does what He does than your dog can understand what you do. We are limited in our knowledge by time and space and our five physical senses, but God is not. We see only bits and pieces while God sees the whole panorama from beginning to end and He set it all in motion before the world ever was. Everything that happens is a piece of His marvelous plan. One day we will understand it – when we see Him face to face – but not now. Jesus gave us a glimpse of His heart – enough to know – He loves us, even when it doesn’t seem like it, but Paul says we see through a glass, dimly. What we know about God is nothing compared to what we do not know.

So why do such horrible things happen to people in such a random way? The answer is we don’t know. We know at the beginning it wasn’t that way. The world and everything in it that God created were perfect and beautiful in every respect. But when He created man He took a big chance because He didn’t want robots. He gave them a free will because He wanted them to love and serve Him because they wanted to – not because they were programmed that way. We know they blew it by choosing to sin, and because of that sin corrupted the whole world and would claim every living thing including you and me. Some of us would die in terrible ways and some not, but that wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Because these things happen doesn’t mean God is not in control and it doesn’t mean He doesn’t love us. It is a result of a fallen world. We can speculate on reasons – perhaps it’s to test our faith, or to discipline us so we learn something, or maybe it’s the harvest of what we ourselves have sown. Sometimes it’s none of these but only a part of the way the physical world works, and earthquakes fit into this category. Jesus told us to expect more earthquakes as we come closer to the end times. He said they are the beginning of the end like birth pangs to a woman in labor. They will increase in frequency and intensity, and if there are people where they hit, some will die – it’s part of the plan.

The point is it doesn’t matter why! We are to trust God anyway. That is what faith is! Deuteronomy 32:4 says: “He is the Rock. His works are perfect, and all His ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is He.” And David tells us in the Psalms, “All the ways of the Lord are loving and faithful”; “Your ways, O God, are holy”; “The Lord is righteous in all His ways and loving toward all He has made.” Do you believe this? When your whole world is turned upside down and the pain is excruciating, can you still trust Him when He doesn’t tell you why?
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After the beautiful snow of last weekend, we had a couple of sunny warmer days to melt that compacted snow off most of the roads. On Monday we took a drive to Mankato and I enjoyed the view as the trees were all still frosted with white and it looked like scenery from a Christmas card. Especially noticeable were the icicles, which sparkled in the sun like clear crystal. But when we got home, I saw there were also icicles hanging from the back of our car and from the bottoms of other vehicles in the parking lot as well – and they weren’t so pretty! In fact, they were downright ugly, because they were a dingy grey-brown and not even a little bit transparent. Now both kinds of icicles were formed by the same process of freezing dripping water. It was the quality of the water that made the difference.

Have you ever thought of how the development of a person’s character is like the creation of an icicle? Each little thought or feeling adds its influence. Each decision we make with that free will we have been given adds its little drop. Everything we take into our minds and souls – impressions, experiences, images or words – helps create our character, one little drop at a time. How our character turns out in the end depends on the composition of those little drops. True – some of the impurities that drip into our lives and turn that image cloudy are beyond our control, but we still have a choice as to how we will respond to the bad things that happen to us and to the temptations that may come our way.

Habits are formed by one choice at a time, whether good or bad, and the good habits always seem harder to develop than the bad ones. The good habits take a concentrated effort, a time set apart and even some discomfort until we have done the same thing in the same way enough times that it becomes a part of our nature. The trouble with that is that the payoff comes later, and we don’t see it at first. It’s so much easier to relax in our recliner than to get out and walk, or we give in and scarf down that second piece of pie and decide to start that diet tomorrow, or we decide that warm bed just feels too good to get up early when we don’t have to go to work, so we miss church – again. We don’t stick with the character-building choices long enough to develop the good habits, because they involve delayed gratification.

Bad habits, however, are “front-loaded”. Immediate reward is a powerful incentive, and the enemy of our souls knows that. The things of this world that appeal to the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life offer us thrills and good feelings that are immediate and always with the promise of more. But Satan is a liar and always has been. He disguised himself as an angel of light, and then once he has our attention the lies come and we don’t recognize them. Any confessed addict can tell you how innocent it seemed at first and how they never saw the downside until they were hooked – always looking for that elusive brass ring, to recapture the thrill of that first time. Pretty soon it takes more and more to satisfy and to produce the same rush of that first drink, that first cigarette or first illicit sexual encounter. The taste of food can be just as deceitful and cause an addiction just as powerful. Those of you that know what I look like know that I am one who struggles with this. The immediate reward of a pleasant experience is stronger than the delayed gratification of physical health and stylish clothes on a slim body that comes after a time of self-denial.

In the past week the Minneapolis Tribune carried a story on the lure of on-line gambling, and casino poker which is targeting our college-age young people at a record rate. Brilliant young men are dropping out of college in droves when they discover they can make hundreds of dollars with almost no effort by playing a game, and they logically ask themselves, “What am I doing in school? Why don’t I just do this all the time?” So, their lives become a cycle of “deal, bet, hope for the best, deal, bet, hope for the best – hour after hour long into the night.” The new rite of passage on one’s 18th birthday is now a trip to the casino. They don’t consider the danger of getting hooked because it all seems so innocent. It’s fun – it’s exciting – “everybody does it” and it’s legal! Those who get caught up in this can lose everything that really matters – family, reputation, friends and self-esteem – not to mention a relationship with God. We read more and more about nice people (Christians even) who end up in prison for embezzlement from their workplace. They need the money to feed their habit and don’t consider it “stealing” because they fully intend to pay it all back as soon as they hit that big win. A young youth minister lost his job and his marriage and moved to Las Vegas. He gambles all night and sleeps all day – that’s his whole life. And when the casinos are dealing around the clock, some feel they need to play around the clock, because if they’re not playing, they’re losing money.

Only a select few casino poker players are skilled enough to make a living at this, and even the champions often sustain devastating losses. The vast majority of players lose more than they win and the addicts usually end up deeply in debt. Gambling addiction is an equal opportunity destroyer. Most people know this in their heads before they start, but they listen to Satan’s lies: “You’re not like those losers. You can control it – you will be an exception to the rule.”

When I attended Mankato State University in the early 90’s, I took an “Experimental Psychology” class in which we were each assigned a white lab rat. Our assignment was to train our rat to perform certain behaviors in order to be rewarded with a morsel of food. Then we were to document the process of this learning and apply the results to human behavior. I was amazed when it took only a matter of days to “condition” my rat to perform over and over a complicated 3-step behavior in order to receive his reward. Once that was accomplished, we were now to “extinguish” this same behavior by denying the rat his morsel even when he performed correctly. The rat continued the same behavior over and over, looking for his reward each time. Not finding it, he did the behavior all the faster the hungrier he got. It took longer to teach him not to do the behavior than it took to teach him to do it. Once he realized that routine no longer got him a treat, and it apparently never would, he quit doing it. But then we were to watch him until eventually he would perform that same behavior by accident and then immediately give him his morsel. It took him only 2 times to realize, “Hey – it’s back!” and he was constantly doing his trick again expecting to be fed. Every one of the rats did this same thing, and we got the point. This is the way people are! This dynamic is called “intermittent gratification” and it is the strongest incentive for conditioned behavior there is. Gambling fits the bill to a T. It rewards you over and over until suddenly it does not – but you keep playing anyway because you think your luck will return. Addicts quit only when they are made to see that what they have lost is more than they have won, then they stay completely away from it. Now if in a weak moment they again reach for that excitement that lured them in the first place, just like a relapsing alcoholic, they end up worse off than they were before.

Jesus told a parable to illustrate this dynamic in Matthew 12. He said, “When an evil spirit comes out of a man it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house is empty, swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first. That is how it will be with this wicked generation.”

You see, when you manage to overcome a bad habit (whether with help or by sheer willpower) you must replace it with a good habit or it will leave a hole that cries to be filled again. God’s Holy Spirit can fill that hole, and when you invite Him in, the rewards are so far above those deceitful riches that lust and greed bring that you will wonder why you ever settled for less.

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:8 “Whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy, think on these things.” These are where the real riches are, my friends, and drop by drop, they create a character of beauty that will sparkle like diamonds and shine like gold.
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I have been doing a lot of thinking this past week. When I delivered the tape of last week’s message to the radio station the previous Friday, I had no idea that by the time that message would air on Sunday morning, we would be making funeral plans. The hole that’s left in our hearts is still tender and it’s difficult to concentrate on anything else right now, so although this program is intended to represent the views of my church, I am taking the liberty today of sharing with you my personal thoughts and feelings as a tribute to a woman who had a profound effect on my life for forty-eight years.

Her name was Irene and she was my mother-in-law. Irene had a rare form of cancer on her eyelid. Surgery was scheduled at St. Mary’s in Rochester for November 17th (my birthday) to remove the eyelid and take biopsies to determine if they got it all. The day of the surgery when her surgeon came to talk to us, he said everything had gone just as they planned, she came through it just fine and she was doing well. – But by the end of the day they had moved her to ICU because she wouldn’t wake up. Tests showed she had had a massive stroke and we were told to prepare to lose her because she would not survive. Yet she did survive and began to recover at a remarkable rate. Our despair turned to hope. Those doctors didn’t know Irene like we did. They didn’t know what a strong-willed, determined woman she was. It was as though she was determined to come back just to prove them wrong. We knew we should have known better than to count her out. Just ten months earlier she had fallen on the ice and broken her right arm badly. They had to pin it together with a steel plate and it left her fingers numb and with limited strength and movement. We thought for sure she would never be able to make any more jam or pickles or have another big garden. Surely it was time for her to move to town – she couldn’t stay out there on the farm alone anymore. But she was determined she would – so she did! She kept going without missing a beat, and by fall she was selling at the farmers market, working at the fair and taking orders for hundreds of jars of jellies and jams, just like always. Now here she was again, ready to work hard at making another comeback. Physically she was as strong as any woman half her age. If anybody could do this, Irene could!

But it was not meant to be. The damaged area of her brain was just too extensive. As the weeks went on it became apparent that she had suffered more than just physical damage. She could talk quite well and carry on a conversation, but she didn’t understand why she couldn’t always make her mouth work right, she didn’t know why she couldn’t get out of bed or why she had to sit in a wheelchair. This was a woman who had hit the ground running when she was born and never slowed down since. For her to have to lie in bed past 5 A.M. or to sit for hours in a chair was just plain torture. She needed to “go”, she wanted to “go outside”, and most of all she wanted to “go home”!! This was a woman used to being in control of things. Now she couldn’t make anyone do anything she wanted and worst of all she couldn’t even control her own body. We don’t know whether she had yet another stroke or whether she just gave up – but one thing we did know was that she would never have wanted to live this way. She had an advance directive saying she didn’t want to be kept alive by any artificial means if she couldn’t live a quality life. Now she wasn’t eating and she was getting weaker. We had to face the fact that she would get no better and we were going to lose her after all. Yet when the time came it was sooner than we expected, and again we just weren’t ready.

Oswald Chambers says, “We say that there should be no sorrow, but there is sorrow – and we have to accept it and receive ourselves in its fires. If we try to evade sorrow, refusing to deal with it, we are foolish. Sorrow is one of the biggest facts in life, and there is no use in saying it should not be. Sin, sorrow and suffering are, and it is not for us to say that God has made a mistake in allowing them.”

Why God allowed Irene to have a massive stroke we don’t know, but He is God and He is in control – we aren’t. We know He loves us and we know He loves Irene. This is the best thing for her – we know that – but it leaves so many holes everywhere she went. Wednesday evening at the funeral home, they came – her friends, her neighbors, her relatives and those who just knew her because she worked at the fair and because she sold them vegetables and her unsurpassed homemade jam at the farmer’s market. More pages had to be added to the guest register, there were so many people. When we went through all the cards after the funeral, one phrase was written over and over – “She was a special lady who will surely be missed.” The verse inside her funeral announcement says it well: “God saw that she was very sick and a cure was not to be, so He put His arms around her and whispered, ‘Come with Me’ ---- With tearful eyes we watched her suffer and saw her fade away – although we loved her dearly, we could not make her stay”. Then it says, “A golden heart stopped beating – hard working hands are at rest.” – You see that’s the thing that’s so hard to get used to. Those hands were always moving – whether they were at the sink or the stove or the table cooking, peeling, chopping, mixing, kneading or canning every kind of jelly and jam there is, and every kind of pickles. When she wasn’t working in the kitchen she was working outside, planting, weeding, digging and picking vegetables for the fair and the farmer’s market and then loading them up and hauling them to town. Yet she still found time for people – to have breakfast with friends at Country Kitchen or lunch with friends after church at Pizza Hut. She attended the birthday parties for all the great-grandchildren and went to their games and their school plays. Her house was always open to everyone and her guest bedrooms used often. Every November the deer hunters gathered there and she fed them all a huge breakfast before dawn and dinner at noon. Then at the end of the day they all went out to eat.

This was a woman who bloomed where she was planted. She had the gift of hospitality, she had a servant’s heart, and she used them both to the utmost. Oswald Chambers again says: “God engineers everything – and wherever He places us, our supreme goal should be to pour out our lives in wholehearted devotion to Him in that particular work”. “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might”, says Ecclesiastes 9:10 and she certainly did it all with all her might.

“Do not let your hearts be troubled,” Jesus says. How can we weep for her when we know she’s with Him now and more alive than she’s ever been. No – our weeping is for ourselves because she’s gone and that is a loss. But she’s doing just fine. I wouldn’t be surprised if when we all finally gather at the table for that great marriage supper of the Lamb, Irene will be found in the kitchen working with joy, and probably supervising too. I wonder if Jesus likes rhubarb jam and pickled beets. Oh – and she has a great recipe for butterscotch pie.
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Sunday in Atlanta

In our last message, I mentioned that we were going on a trip to Atlanta – a Christmas gift from our son, Randy and his wife Sallie. Randy is one of three assistant pastors of a large predominantly black Baptist Church, and he also works evenings full-time as a Correctional Officer at the Federal prison, so he is a busy man, and we didn’t get to see as much of him as we would have liked. But we did get to see how they live and where, and met some delightful people in their church – and we got to hear our son preach on Martin Luther King Jr. Sunday. It’s kind of ironic but also “neat” that even though Randy is the only white pastor, he is the one usually chosen to preach on that special day because they say he’s the best preacher. He definitely does have a gift, and I can’t help but be proud to call him my son.

Because Atlanta is Martin Luther King’s hometown, there is much more to be seen than on television news and special programs about Dr. King and the difference his efforts made in the lives of so many people. It was disturbing to see again the newsreels from the 60’s showing how cruel some human beings can be to other human beings when they don’t understand them. It has always been so, and still is. The people groups involved may change, but the dynamic is still the same. We tend to pay much less attention to it when it isn’t happening to us or even to anyone in our home town, but all we have to do is read the newspaper or watch the evening news to see people killing other people and feeling justified and even proud to be doing so because they think those they kill don’t deserve to live, and the world is better off without them. In Somalia and some other African nations, Christians are being shot and some even hacked to death with machetes, for no other reason than that they are Christians; in Afghanistan and Iraq, militant Muslims step forward by the hundreds, willing to die in order to take some of those “infidels” with them; and to a slightly lesser degree we see the same thing happening in Israel where Israelis and Palestinians fight over the same land. That has always been the case, and scripture predicts it will get worse before it’s all done. This week’s news that the militant group, Hamas, has won control of the Palestinian government is very disturbing and downright scary if you are a Jew – because Hamas has already made it clear that their holy assignment from their god, Allah, is to wipe the nation of Israel off the face of the earth. Jews are “infidels”, you see, and so are Christians. It is not atheists or agnostics that have a problem with us, but rather a people with such religious zeal and such faith and loyalty to their god that they believe with all their hearts if they can sacrifice their lives in the process of eliminating some of those “infidels”, they have an automatic ticket to heaven. This is why they dare to fly airplanes into buildings and to even encourage their young sons and daughters to strap explosives to their bodies and blow up buses. If you are my age or older, you may remember the Japanese Kamikaze pilots of World War II who volunteered to die in the process of sinking U.S. ships by diving their planes into them. “Honor” was their most esteemed virtue, and there was nothing more honorable than to choose to die for the cause of the emperor. How do those who would choose to defend their people without dying fight against such a mindset? Do we drop another atomic bomb? – No – that would never work today, because Islamic terrorists are not a nation – they are everywhere. Should we be afraid then, when Osama bin Laden threatens to strike again “in the heart of our land”? This man is as serious as one can get. He has made it plain that his religion forbids him to lie or to make idle promises. He is not afraid to die, and he believes with all his heart that Allah has appointed him to do exactly what he is doing. He does not know that he is blind.

Should we be afraid then? If we trust in God, will He protect us from these things? How many times does scripture tell us to “fear not”? And how often did Jesus ask the question, “Why are you so afraid, O you of little faith?” Yet He did not save John the Baptist from prison, or from Herod chopping off his head. All but one of those disciples Jesus loved died a martyr’s death, and so did Paul, who had given his entire life to Christ. How do we reconcile that? The writer to the Hebrews tells us about some others of those who gave their all: “Some faced jeers and flogging, while others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins – destitute, persecuted and mistreated – the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.” You see God does not promise to save us from evil people or from the natural results of just living in a corrupt and fallen world. Sometimes He does protect us from these things, but other times He allows us to go through terrible things.

If that’s the case, how are we any different from those who don’t know the true God at all? What good does it do then to trust God, and how can we not be afraid? No-one in his right mind really wants to die, and especially in ways that we think would be excruciating, but you see our mortal minds tend to look at this from the wrong perspective. For those in Christ Jesus, death is not the end, but the beginning of life that is so far above the life we know here that we can’t even comprehend it. I Corinthians 2:9 tells us it has not even entered into the heart of man what God has prepared for us. You see, Paul had already had a taste of that glory when he was stoned and left for dead. In his second letter to the Corinthians, he tells them he knows a man who fourteen years before was caught up into heaven where he heard inexpressible things he is not permitted to tell. Bible scholars agree that that “man” was Paul himself. He actually died and was sent back. And from that day forward he had no fear. He testified for Christ wherever he went, knowing it would eventually cost him his life, but he knew death was nothing to fear, because it is only a door. Jesus said in Luke 12 that we are not to be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more. Instead we should fear Him who after killing the body has the power to throw you into hell – for this is the fate of those who reject the free gift He offers us that He has paid for with His blood. He says even the very hairs of your head are numbered – God knows you that well, and loves you that much, so we have no need to fear.

It is guaranteed that if Jesus tarries, we will all die someday, for “it is appointed unto man once to die”, so does it really matter how or when? It is God who decides that, and all the worrying we do won’t change it. “Don’t worry about tomorrow” Jesus says. “You can’t by worrying change one hair to make it white or black – nor can you add one hour to your life – each day has enough troubles of its own. So, don’t worry about it, and don’t be afraid.” Live each day to the fullest, keeping your eyes on Him, and He will take care of you. Remember He told Martha, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me – even if he dies – he will live, and whoever lives and believes in Me will never die.” When we die, we pass from death into life – it is only a door.

Jesus never promised we would be shielded from pain and problems, or even from death. On the contrary, He said, “In the world you will have tribulation” but then He said, “but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.” Christ is alive and He is with us and even in us now – always, wherever we go. He will go through every hard thing with us and bring us out on the other side. He is our shepherd; He is our stronghold; He is our shield and buckler; He is the Way, the Truth and the Life and He is the voice behind us saying, “This is the way – walk ye in it.” Is there any reason to fear?
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We have a 15-month-old great-grandson who was born prematurely with a rare genetic disorder. His name is Logan. At first there was no sign of anything wrong. He looked like a perfect, beautiful little boy, but as time passed we noticed he wasn’t doing the things other babies do at the age he was. When the doctors finally figured out what was wrong, they said what he has is so rare they couldn’t predict how much he would be able to hear, and there was no guarantee that he would even grow up. But they began an intensive physical therapy regimen so he would have a chance to reach the potential he does have. At nine months he could hold up his head, roll over and sit straight in his special chair. He could now grasp a toy if it was put in his hand and he was learning how to focus his eyes.

On his first birthday he could sit up on his own, hold his own bottle, help open his own presents and play with interactive toys. He could spot a bright object across the room and scoot fast on his belly to get to it. There seemed to be no problem with either his eyes or his ears. And for the first time, he ate cake.

When they came for Christmas, Logan was crawling like any normal baby on his hands and knees and pulling himself up to standing by furniture. His ankles were weak so he’s now been fitted with braces for that. I have no doubt that next time we see Logan, he will be walking. Oh – he’s also starting to talk!

Already this little boy’s courage and determination and sweet spirit have touched everyone in his life. He’s called “developmentally delayed” but to God, he’s right on schedule. His daddy calls Logan “My special boy” and that’s exactly what he is.

I’ve prefaced our message today with the story of Logan for a reason. We know Logan has made the progress he has for two reasons: The resources to help him are available and the people who work with him care. He was diagnosed early enough so they knew what to do to help Logan’s brain form crucial connections at just the right time, and they are not giving up but will continue the therapy he needs as long as he needs it. The second reason is Logan himself – he is not giving up either. When he fails in an attempt to do something he’s never done before, he tries again and again, because he wants to do it – so he does!

Our growth and development as Disciples of Christ works in exactly the same way. Whether we have known about Jesus ever since we can remember or whether we heard the gospel later in life, we all start out the same – as spiritual babies. All the resources needed for us to grow to spiritual maturity are already available to us, and so are the mentors needed to implement them until we grow enough to keep on learning on our own. So the key factor that determines how much we grow in our Christian walk is that of our own will. Do we want to grow, or are we satisfied to remain babies being bottle-fed – on milk for the rest of our lives? There are many who think they are Christians because they believe Jesus really lived and died and rose again, and they were baptized as babies, so they think that’s all that’s necessary. They think they’ll be going to heaven which is all that matters. And they have no desire at all to learn any more. This kind of Christian is a severely handicapped spiritual baby – he will never grow, and he will never walk.

We all start out on milk, and that’s good and necessary. I Peter 2:2-3 tells us: “Like newborn babies crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”

But as we grow – we will learn to eat solid food, we will learn to crawl and then walk. Learning to walk involves falling down a lot. Have you ever seen a baby just quit trying to walk the first time he falls down? Yet that’s what many spiritual babies do- as soon as the going gets a little rough, they quit. It’s safer to just stay where they are, so that’s what they do.

Then there are some who do want to grow and really do try, but because of some defect in the way they think they are developmentally delayed. Just like Logan in his physical development, they are spiritually behind in their growth because either the connections are not there in the first place or they are broken by some dysfunction in their lives. That’s where I was until I was about 40.

Because my dad was an angry depressed alcoholic and my mother was emotionally shut down, I grew up in a very dysfunctional home, but I never knew it. I thought it was normal, because it was all I knew. I was never physically abused or neglected, but I was afraid of my dad, and in my child’s mind I projected that same image onto God. I saw God as a hard taskmaster sitting on His throne with a club in His hand ready to bop me on the head whenever I stepped out of line. I saw promises He made in the Bible that were never kept for me, and it seemed like whenever I prayed for relief from my hard life things just got worse, so I concluded God was punishing me just for having the audacity to ask. I didn’t read my Bible much because it was full of condemnation for me. I had been a “good girl” all my life and yet I knew there were times I wasn’t no matter how hard I tried, so my obedience was strictly out of fear. I had a solid “victim” mentality, feeling trapped in situations I had no choice in. I couldn’t take responsibility for my own actions because I saw them as reactions to situations and to what other people said or did. So I grew up believing I had no say in my own life. Any “choices” I made were between bad and worse – there never seemed to be a good choice.

When our baby died suddenly at 11 months, our pastor came and tried to comfort us with words from Hebrews 12 that says, “Do not despise the chastening of the Lord, and do not lose heart when He rebukes you, for the Lord disciplines those He loves, and He punishes everyone He accepts as a son. Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.” Can you imagine what that did to the little faith I did have?

Oh, I knew my husband needed some discipline, but I sure didn’t! Wasn’t my life hard enough already? Our mutual grief at that time did get us through it and strengthened our shaky marriage, but to me it wasn’t a fair trade. I resented God for that, but never dared to admit it, not even to myself. I just stuffed it down into my subconscious mind where I kept a running tab of all the injustice I had suffered all those years. Oh yeah – I was a mess!

It wasn’t until our children were grown and having big problems themselves that the scales began to fall from my eyes and I began to see the rotting garbage I had been hanging onto. Only when I realized that what I saw as “reality” was severely flawed – only then was I at a point where I could begin to see the truth. I started eating some solid food, and I started to walk. The falling down part was very painful, but with the help of a patient compassionate pastor and a good support group, I learned to know myself and best of all, I came to know a God I had greatly misjudged. All those years when I was afraid of Him and even hated Him, He just kept on loving me anyway. I’m walking now and in the right direction. When I fall He just picks me up and I keep going. There’s still a lot of growing to do and He’s constantly teaching me new things. It’s exciting and life is good. I know my sanctification is a process, and I will never reach complete spiritual maturity in this life, but, Praise God, I am miles from where I was. I fall down less now and I can focus my eyes. Because of the blood of Christ, shed for me, there is no barrier now between God and me. He is my Father. And He loves me, warts and all! James 1: 2-4 encourages us with these words: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”
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I teach a Sunday School class of teenagers fifteen through seventeen. It’s a challenge. I love those young people, and I want so badly for them to really hear that God loves them, that His Word is true and that Jesus gave His life to set them free and He wants to be Lord of each individual life.

Studies have shown that the large majority of those who accept Christ as Savior and Lord do so in their teenage years. These are the years when they are searching for answers. They need to know who they are, where they came from, why they are here and how they fit into the larger scheme of things in this complicated and confusing world. But they no longer look only to their parents for these answers. They are pulling away from them now in order to become separate beings making their own choices. They will weigh what they hear at home with what they hear elsewhere, and when these two conflict, they no longer know what is true. So they will grab onto what makes the most sense to them and their peers. The enemy of our souls knows this, and he is working overtime to steal the hearts of our children. Over the last forty years, anti-Christian doctrine has slowly and subtly infiltrated our schools, and we have not recognized it for what it is. Our culture has swallowed the lies as well, to the point that the United States can no longer be called a Christian nation. Why? Because most people believe consensus equals truth. God has been banned from our schools, but Satan has free rein, because he disguises himself as an angel of light under the guise of “tolerance”, “moral relativism”, “cultural diversity” and “situational ethics”. These teachings are in every urban public school, and are gradually being accepted in our rural schools as well, even in the Bible belt. In our public colleges, it is worse yet. A Christian young person who attends a secular college had better fasten his spiritual armor on every day if he wants to survive with his faith intact. I can speak from experience here. Almost 14 years ago I went “back to school” at a nearby state university. While taking a required Women’s Study course which was extremely liberal, we were encouraged to attend an all-day seminar called “Women and Spirituality”. Being still quite naive, I thought that might be something I could relate to – until I discovered the seminar covered every kind of spiritual pursuit except Christianity, and including witchcraft. It was a serious awakening for me. Since my major was Psychology and minor Sociology, I took a course called “Marriage and Family Living” taught by a practicing family psychologist. He would not allow us to use the terms “adultery” or “promiscuous” in our discussions because those words are “judgmental”. And he taught that having an affair can actually be good for a marriage.

Remember how Satan tempted Eve with half-truths? He still uses the same tactics – because they still work. His lies sound good – like healthy and wholesome thinking – until you examine them in light of the Word of God.

Satan says “All races, colors, cultures, creeds and lifestyles are equal. All religions and beliefs are equally valid because there is no such thing as absolute truth. What is true for you may not be true for me, and vice versa – and that’s okay because I have no right to impose my truth on you. Therefore it also follows that what is right or wrong is relative. It depends on the circumstances, and what is wrong for me may not be wrong for you – therefore I must not judge. It’s fine to believe in God if that’s right for you. God is whoever or whatever God is to you. If you choose to believe in him (or her) that’s fine, but none of us may impose our beliefs on anyone else. And don’t bring the name Jesus into it because that is divisive. There are many paths to God and it doesn’t matter which one you choose – they all lead to the same place. We are all brothers and sisters on this planet and we are all children of God. Everyone should be free to say and do whatever he believes is right for him without guilt or criticism from anyone else. So go ahead – have a ball – that’s what you’re here for.”

This sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? It’s easy to see why people who are searching would fall for it – but can you sort out the truth from the lies in what I just said? If we examine this philosophy even from a logical point of view, the argument immediately shatters because, you see, my rights end where yours begin. What if I decided it’s right for me to steal your money or murder your daughter? How can you say that is wrong if it’s right for me? You say I’m a thief and a murderer, but I don’t see it that way, and since truth is subjective, my truth is just as valid as your truth – so you have no right to judge me! – Now how can you argue with that logic? – Yet the people who buy into this distorted view of what life is all about don’t see it – because they don’t want to see it. Having freedom to believe, say and do whatever you please without guilt brings instant gratification and pleasure – enticements young people are especially vulnerable to. So they act on impulse, never even considering that choices have consequences.

Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”

Ryan Dobson, son of Dr. James Dobson, has written a book called “Be Intolerant – because some things are just stupid!” We are now using this book in our Sunday School class. Dobson exposes the fallacy of “moral relativism”, calling it a “tumor” that must be removed. He says, “I didn’t write this book to fix America. I didn’t even write it to change the church. I wrote this book to show you that moral relativism and Christianity don’t mix. I’m here to help you decide if you want to go the way of the world or the way of Jesus Christ. It’s time to get off the fence, and you’ve got to come down on one side or the other. Christianity isn’t one of many valid pathways to God. It’s your only option. To disbelieve that is to disbelieve Christianity altogether. If that’s where you are, hey, that’s your choice – But don’t call yourself a Christian.”

What about you? Are you one of those trying to live with one foot in each of two opposing realities? Rest assured, it will only end up tearing you apart.

When I first agreed to teach this class of teenagers I wondered how I could ever meet such an awesome responsibility. The Holy Spirit impressed on me that the first thing I needed to do was to spend some time focusing on the evidence that the Bible is indeed what it claims to be – God’s perfect Word to us – absolute truth (true at all times in all situations for all people) and the only source of truth by which all other “truth” can be measured. Because you see, if our children don’t believe that, all other arguments break down. You can’t argue something from a Biblical point of view if the person you’re trying to convince does not accept the Bible as true. Neither does it do any good to argue that something is wrong because the Bible says so, if you can’t explain why the Bible says so. God did not arbitrarily give us rules on a whim, just to spoil our fun. He gave them as guidelines – a blueprint for living life abundantly – because He loves us. He made us and only He knows how we work the most efficiently for a long and productive life, so He has written us a user’s manual. Remember – you don’t belong to yourself – you are His twice over, because He not only made you, He also bought you, at a tremendous price. – “Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord – for your Word is truth!”
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I’m sitting here in the living area of our apartment just enjoying the sun streaming in the window and the shadows of the blinds that fall across the furniture and the floor. It really is pretty. The whole apartment is pretty, and quiet, and very cozy. It is home and I’m content. When we were gone to Atlanta for two weeks, we had a good time and I’m glad we went, but it was so good to get home. When we came in the door, it was like I was seeing it again for the first time, and my heart was filled with gratitude that God has so blessed us with such a lovely home. Dorothy was right – “There is no place like home.”

But did you know the Bible says this earth is not our home? Philippians 3:20 says, “Our citizenship is in heaven.” These earthly homes, no matter how beautiful, are only temporary, and they pale in comparison to the home Jesus has prepared for us. On the night He was betrayed, Jesus’ disciples were already in mourning, for He had told them He was about to be crucified, and there wasn’t a thing they could do about it. But He said to them, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. You trust in God – trust also in Me. In My Father’s house there are many rooms; if it were not so I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you – and if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with Me, that you may be where I am.” This promise was not only for that little band of men, but for you and me and everyone who bears the name of Christ. Now there is much more about this home in heaven that we don’t know as compared to what we do know – but one thing is for sure – it will be so beautiful and so wonderful that we are told our eyes have not seen nor our ears heard anything that compares. It will be an eternal reality that our finite minds cannot even imagine or comprehend.

Last week, I mentioned how the apostle Paul had been given a glimpse of that splendor as he had almost passed through that portal when he was stoned and left for dead. He said he saw things he was not permitted to reveal, but ever since that day he longed to go back. To the Philippians, he said, “To me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I don’t know! I am torn between the two! I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.” He told the Corinthians, “We groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling ---- so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose, and has given us His Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.”

What can we know for sure about this home in heaven? We know it is a place, for that’s what Jesus called it, and we also know that it is a “state of being” – an eternal “now” that is not bound by the limits of time or space. Time, space, gravity, mortality and aging are all concepts that limit us here on earth. In the spiritual heavenly realm, they do not exist. God’s Word tells us there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, and God Himself will wipe every tear from our eyes. We won’t have to do dishes anymore, for we will eat from the “tree of life”. There won’t be any more dust, because the streets are made of gold. There will be no more night and no need for a sun or moon, because God Himself will be our light. Will that light be different from the light I see streaming through my window? I think so, because science has found that the light we can see with our mortal eyes is only a small section of the entire spectrum called “light”. We won’t have mortal eyes anymore because scripture says we will have new immortal bodies just like Jesus’ glorified body. They will be bodies that never age and never get sick or wear out, and they will all be absolutely perfect. Joni Eareckson Tada will dance, Helen Keller will hear the angels sing, the blind will see, and even those born with disabled minds will be able to understand the secrets of the universe. We will be more alive than we have ever been, and if we even remember this former life at all, we will wonder why we were ever afraid to leave it.

What about those we love who have gone on before us? Are they waiting to greet us as we walk through that door? Will we know them? Will they know us? The Bible doesn’t say – but God is Love. He knows who we love here and how much we miss them when they’re gone. I can’t imagine any reason for Him to deny us a glorious reunion. I wonder about our little boy who died at 11 months. Will he know me after all these years? I don’t see how, but Jesus said many times that all things are possible with God.

Now if this world isn’t our home, why are we here? Why didn’t God just make us perfect and sinless in the first place and place us in that Paradise? Well, if you think about it, He did! Adam was perfect in every detail, and so was Eve, and God walked with them and talked with them in the garden. The garden was perfect. There were no weeds to deal with, and no bad weather they needed to be sheltered from. The animals lived together in peace and were not afraid. There was no such thing as pain or sickness or death, and the food they ate from the trees was perfect food. We know from the Genesis story that this “tree of life” talked about in the book of Revelation was in that garden. God had intended it for them in the first place, but they ruined it all. When they disobeyed, they were banished from that perfect place, and an angel with a flaming sword was stationed at its entrance to prevent them from returning. Why? “Lest they now take and eat from the tree of life and live forever”, He said. When sin entered the world, so did death, and man began to grow old and die, just as God told them they would.

Now God is omniscient and He is not limited by time. He knew before He ever created man that this would happen. But He didn’t want a race of robots. He wanted children who would choose to obey Him out of love, and in order for that to be, they would also have to have the choice to disobey. But God had “Plan B” in place before He ever implemented “Plan A”. He would restore all to the way it should be by becoming the sacrifice Himself to pay the price He Himself required as the consequence of sin. He would step into history as a human baby, fulfill His own perfect law and then die in our place. By His resurrection He declared His victory over death and then gave that victory to us as a gift! Because of Adam we live in a fallen world, but Jesus has overcome the world, and if we accept His free gift of eternal life, when our body dies, we step through that door into the life He had for us all along. Our life here is only a test. It’s meant to mold us and refine us until we come forth as gold, so when we stand one day before His throne He can say, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant – enter into the Joy of the Lord!”

I’d like to close today with a story taken from my devotional Bible that touched me, and I hope it will touch your heart too:

“When John Todd was only six, both his parents died. A loving aunt sent her horse and a slave named Caesar to get John. On the way home, John asked Caesar if he was expected, if his aunt would be there, if he would like living with her, if she would love him. To each question, Caesar replied, “Oh yes – You fall into good hands.” When they arrived, his aunt was waiting with open arms and an open heart. She became his second mother, and he loved her dearly. Years later, as his aunt was nearing death, John wrote:

“My dear aunt – Years ago I left a house of death not knowing where I was to go, whether anyone cared, whether it was the end of me. The ride was long but --- there we were in the yard, and you embraced me and took me by the hand into my own room that you had made up. After all these years I still can’t believe it – how you did all that for me! – I was expected! I felt safe in that room – so welcomed. It was my room! Now it’s your turn to go, and as one who has tried it out, I’m writing to let you know that Someone is waiting up. Your room is all ready, the light is on, the door is open – and as you ride into the yard – don’t worry Auntie. You’re expected! I know! I once saw God standing in your doorway – on that night long ago.”
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We are gradually getting back to normal in our house. It is Friday as I write this. Today I watered and groomed my houseplants including four new ones left from my mother-in-law’s funeral. It is taking me a while to decide the best place for them in the house since three of them are large. They are beautiful and I will think of Irene when I look at them. I also have another big thing that needs a special place – it came by FedEx yesterday in a huge box and I ended up with packing foam peanuts all over my kitchen. It’s a 60 liter green demi-john bottle, and it came all the way from Delaware. I have collected green bottles for years and have more than I can display at one time, so I don’t pick up any new ones anymore unless they are really unique, which this one certainly is. It’s the biggest bottle I have ever seen, and I knew I would never find another like it. It was part of an estate that I found on eBay the day it was listed for a starting bid of ninety-nine cents. My first thought was, “I want this bottle!!” Now I have never bought anything online before, but I decided to register and give it a shot. By the last day it was higher than I wanted to pay and I was resigned to the fact that this bottle would not be mine. “God must not want you to have it, and this is not something you need”, I told myself, “so accept it and forget about it!” But I was disappointed. I decided maybe this was a test, to see if I had really learned anything. It brought to mind a similar experience of almost thirty years ago:

My grandmother had died and the children and grandchildren had gathered at her house to divide up her things. She had a beautiful old bedroom set with a dressing table with three large mirrors that fold in so you could see yourself from all angles. I had slept in that bed many times and thought I sure would like to have that bedroom set. Everyone agreed to let me have it, and the men loaded the disassembled bed into our trailer. I was overjoyed! But that joy was short-lived. Since the pieces had been put into an upstairs room, her stairway had been changed and now came through the opposite side of the wall at a sharp angle. Try as they might, the men could not get either the dressing table or the armoire around that corner at the bottom of the steps. They tried for several hours, taking each piece back upstairs and down again at a different angle, but it was not to be. It was decided they would have to stay in the house. I went home that day dissatisfied even though the load we took was actually the most any of us took home. I had had my hopes dashed, and I secretly mourned for two pieces of furniture that “should have been” mine. “What good was the bed if nothing else in the room would match?” I thought. --- Now I knew I was acting like a spoiled child, but I couldn’t get my lust for what I couldn’t have to go away, and it was making me miserable. I was ashamed of myself, so told no-one about this ridiculous struggle I was having with my own greed. It was like God was saying to me, “You really don’t need those things – let it go”, and my reply was, “No- I won’t! They said I could have them and I want them – it’s not fair!!!”

The day finally came when I had had enough. Did I intend to continue resenting the facts of life, and resenting God for not letting me have my way, for the rest of my life? What a small thing to get all bent out of shape over! So I finally gave up and let it go. I accepted that this was the way it was meant to be and having a tantrum over it would not change one thing. I asked God to forgive me for my stinking attitude and to change my heart so that I would long for these “things” no longer. It was like a load had actually been lifted off of me and I was free. I didn’t even think about the bedroom set again for two weeks – and then one night I got a phone call. It was my uncle who lived in Houston. He owned grandma’s house now and he had rented it out to a local family. “I’m in Osage”, he said, “and I’ve hired a carpenter to remove the window frame. If you come down tomorrow to get them, we’ll get the other two pieces of your bedroom set out through the window and you can take them home.” …. We are sleeping in that bed to this day, and the armoire and the dressing table match.

Does God really care about such things as these in our lives? I have no doubt about it because I have seen how it works. When I was finally willing to let go of what I wanted and accept His will for me with no strings attached, then it’s as though He was saying to me, “Okay – you’ve learned what I wanted to teach you through this – now you may have your treasure.” Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” In Matthew 6 Jesus Himself says we are not to worry about any of these things – not even what we will eat or what we will wear. He says, “Your heavenly Father knows that you need these things – but you seek first His kingdom and His righteousness – then all these things will be given to you as well.” Can we trust Him to keep His word on this? “No”, you may say – I asked Him for this and I asked Him for that, but He always says “No”. If this is our experience maybe it’s because we are paying too much attention to the last part. Are we seeking God’s kingdom above all else? Are we seeking His righteousness? And is the Lord our delight first above everything else? When material things become more important to us than our relationship with Him, they become idols! This is why Jesus said it’s so hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. But when we put Him first He will bend over backwards to give in return just as a loving earthly father gives to the children in whom he delights.

Jesus said God will give us whatever we ask in His name and according to the Father’s will. When we ask in Jesus name, we will not ask for anything Jesus Himself would not ask for, and when we are filled with the Holy Spirit who lives in us who are born again, our will becomes His will. Oswald Chambers says, “As you yield to His working in you, you do not bring an opposing will up against God’s will – God’s will is your will! Your natural choices will be in accordance with God’s will, and living this life will be as natural as breathing.”

Now I’m not as stubborn as I used to be. I like to think I have grown up, but in Christ I am still a child – still growing and still learning – learning to obey and learning to trust – learning to love Him and “delight” in Him and to seek His kingdom first – and to believe that He loves me. The lesson I learned thirty years ago is always there as a reminder. And God is still blessing me even with things. When I accepted that the green bottle was not to be mine, much to my surprise, my husband raised the bid- just because he loves me and he wanted to give me something – just like God does. There the wonderful bottle sits in my living room to remind me to never forget the lesson. God is good!
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As I look out our apartment door over all the other doors and windows surrounding the atrium, I see hearts and flowers and lace – because this is the month for Valentines and we have decorated our entryways to fit the theme. One word, spelled out in several places, says what it’s all about. That word is “love”.

But “love” is a word hard to define. We use the same word in so many ways today. I say I love Jesus, I love my husband and I love my children and grandchildren – but then I also can say I love beautiful antiques, I love rummage sales, I love flowers; or I love pecan pie and ice cream or corned beef and cabbage; I love my cat as you may love your dog; and I even love back rubs and my comfortable warm bed at the end of a long day. Now, does saying I “love” these things distort and minimize the real meaning of the word “love” as God intended it to be?

Jesus said a lot about love. He asked the question, “Why do you call Me Lord, Lord, but you don’t do the thing? If you love Me, keep My commandments!” This sounds simple enough, but just what are His commandments? Someone asked Him once what is the greatest commandment? Mark 12:29-31 says He answered, “Hear O Israel, the Lord is One. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. There is no commandment greater than these.” He is saying here that all other laws, regulations, precepts or statutes of God recorded in His Word are wrapped up in the words of these two. If we can keep these two commandments, we will have kept the whole law. Today we will zero in on that first and greatest commandment and next week we will take a look at the second.

Love is an indefinite thing to most of us: we don’t know what we mean when we talk about love.

When my grandmother died in 1976, we found she had written in her will one specific thing she wanted me to have. It was a very old framed plaque that had been on her wall above her antique organ ever since I could remember. In ornate flower-embellished script, it said the words: “God is Love”. Now I never had paid much attention to the plaque or ever thought it was anything special, and I had never expressed to her any desire to have it. So, I wondered, “Why had she left this one thing to me?” Now I believe God is all-knowing. He knows not only every single thing each of us does – He also knows every thought we think, and this knowledge is not limited by the restrictions of time as our knowledge is. Over the years I have come to see that God knew I didn’t believe He loved me, and it was He who impressed on my grandmother that she should leave that one thing to me, because He knew I needed it.

We can’t give away something we don’t have. If we have never experienced what it is like to be loved unconditionally, how can we be expected to give that kind of love to anyone else, let alone God?!

Many psychologists say a child deduces his basic concept of God based on the image of his own earthly father; he draws his basic concept of the church from the example of his own mother – her daily nurturing, teaching, admonishing and applying discipline are internalized by the child as a reflection of these same spiritual qualities provided by the church; and a child draws his understanding of how God relates to the church (and to him or her as a member of the church) by watching how his father relates to his mother and she to him. Charles Stanley says, “Our beliefs form a mental “grid” through which we interpret life. Incorporated into this system are things we learned as children which may or may not be accurate. One such example of immature thinking equates performance with acceptance and love. Our relationship with God can be affected by childish thinking if our need to “measure up” keeps us from feeling loved and accepted by Him.”

Now, I grew up in a Bible-believing Christian Church. I know the truth of God’s love had to have been taught there, but I never heard it. I learned to fear God, but I couldn’t love Him because all I heard was all these laws we must obey and I knew I was not doing that. I could not believe any of the beautiful promises in God’s Word were for me because I saw them all with an “if” clause that I did not meet. I didn’t measure up, and I saw God as a big bully sitting on His fancy throne watching every move I made and ready to hit me over the head with a club the minute I stepped out of line. I figured He would just as soon as not reach down with His giant thumb and squash me like a bug. Every bad experience then that came into my life was seen through this “belief grid” and reinforced this skewed thinking because I saw them as evidence of God’s stern discipline in His effort to get me to “shape up.” Oh, I was active in my church and did the very best I knew how to live according to God’s guidelines for being a “good Christian”, but I didn’t read my Bible much because it only condemned me all the more, and I lived under a big enough cloud of guilt already. Sad to say, I was almost 40 years old before the scales began to fall off my eyes. God had to bring me to the point where I could see that all my efforts to live right were like trying to get to Minneapolis by running on a treadmill and all my righteousness was as filthy rags. When I saw this, all I wanted was to die, and inside that’s exactly what I did. I died with Christ as I gave myself to Him for the first time with no strings attached, and He raised me a brand-new creature. For the first time, instead of running and hiding from God in fear, I ran to Him, saying “Here I am – do with me what you will” – and He just scooped me up into His lap and loved me. I knew then I had been blaming Him for years for all the pain He had been longing to deliver me from. He wanted to gather me to Himself like a hen gathers her chicks under her wings – and “I would not.”

Jesus has promised, “If you continue in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

Now I knew the truth – that Jesus had done the obeying that I could not do, and He had done it for me so that now I could approach the throne of His Father without fear because “there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” When God looks at me now, He sees His Son and He can love me just as I am. For the first time I could believe He really does love me, and for the first time I could love Him back. I am truly free – free now to serve a loving God because I want to – not because I have to – and out of love – not out of fear. It really is true – “God is Love”. Won’t you let Him into your heart today so He can love you too?
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Last week we talked about how God cares even about the little things in our lives, and when we put Him and His kingdom as our first priority above all else, we will see His blessings all around us and notice those little things He does every day as gifts to us from a loving Father just because He loves us.

Today we will take that same track and expound on it a little. We begin with some of the little gold nuggets of truth and promise from my favorite Psalm – Psalm 37: “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will do this! He will make your righteousness shine like the dawn and the justice of your cause like the noonday sun.--- If the Lord delights in a man’s way, He makes his steps firm: though he stumble, he will not fall, for the Lord upholds him with His hand.” Jesus said we are not to fear or worry about anything because His Father knows even how many hairs you have on your head, and not even a sparrow can fall to the ground without Him knowing it. So why are we so reluctant to trust His heart and give over control of our lives to Him? Are we afraid that if we relinquish the power to run our own lives that it means we’re going to have to give up some things that are very important to us? Or are we afraid God might send us somewhere we don’t want to go? – Like Africa maybe? Do we feel like it would be giving up on our freedom to choose what we do and where we go? Jesus said if we continue in His Word, we will know the truth and that truth will set us free. But how can we be “free” if that “truth” He’s talking about means giving up our right to control our own lives?

In his book, “Inside Out”, Dr. Larry Crabb says, “Trusting another is perhaps the most difficult requirement of the Christian life. We hate to be dependent because we have learned to trust no-one – not fully! We know better. Everyone in whom we have placed our confidence has in some way disappointed us. To trust fully, we conclude, is suicide. Fallen man has taken command of his own life, determined above all else to prove that he’s adequate for the job. Like the teen who feels rich until he starts paying for his own car insurance, we remain confident of our ability to manage life until we face the reality of our own soul. Nothing is more humbling than the recognition of a deep thirst that makes us entirely dependent on someone else for satisfaction, and a depth of corruption that stains everything we do – even our efforts to reform – with selfishness. To realistically face what is true within us puts us in touch with a level of helplessness we don’t care to experience.” So we work at telling ourselves we’re fine, and we push those nagging feelings down and pretend they’re not there. Yet they keep resurfacing and we think, “I’m not sure I like what’s inside me”, or, “I don’t like to admit it, but there’s something wrong in my life.” We may realize one day that even when we get what we think we want in life, it doesn’t satisfy like we thought it would. “Is this all there is?” we may ask. “There’s got to be something more, but what is it? And how do I find it?” You may go to church every Sunday. You may claim to be a Christian because you believe that Jesus is the Son of God who died for your sins and rose again, and you believe the Bible is the Word of God – but there is none of the victory in your life that you’ve heard you’re supposed to have. You know you’re not living the way you should and you feel guilty about it, but you just can’t seem to get a handle on it, and life is a constant struggle. “Maybe I just need to read the Bible more”, you think. But when you do, you only feel all the more condemned because all the promises seem to have an “if” clause that you know you are not meeting. And then you run into Matthew 5 and Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and you’re really sunk. He says our righteousness must exceed that of the most devout religious leaders; He says not only are we not to do anything wrong, but it’s just as bad if we even think it! How is there hope for anyone – let alone me – if this is what He expects? Well you’re right – but I’ve got news for you! This sense of despair you feel is exactly what Jesus intended for these words to produce. He wants us to recognize that in our own human strength it is not possible for you or for me to live a life that pleases God. Oswald Chambers says, “When we finally admit, ‘Lord, I cannot even begin to do it!’ then Jesus says, ‘Blessed are you’. This is the doorway to the kingdom.”

You see when I insist on having my “rights” to control my own life, God can’t do anything with me. He gave us the freedom to choose whether to obey Him or not, and He will never force us to give that up. He longs for us to choose life – and that life is in His Son – but He will never make us do it. Jesus says in order to see the kingdom of God we must be “born again”. He’s not talking about reincarnation here. He’s talking about the death of our natural life and birth of the spiritual life – and we can have that now while we live on this earth in these bodies. This is the great paradox of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We must be willing to die to ourselves – to give up every right to control our own lives and to be crucified with Christ so that we may be raised again a new creature. Only then can we be born again. This is what baptism is all about. It signifies not only being washed clean of the filth of sin, but being buried with Christ and being raised back to life. Paul explains in the 6th chapter of Romans: “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead, through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. --- for we know that our old self was crucified with Him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin – because anyone who has died is free from sin. Now if we died with Christ, we believe we will also live with Him. --- Therefore, do not let sin reign in your mortal body to obey its evil desires ---- for sin shall not be your master, because you are not under the law, but under grace.”

Chambers says, “Stubbornness is an unintelligent barrier refusing enlightenment and blocking its flow. The only thing to do with this barrier of stubbornness is to blow it up with dynamite, and the “dynamite” is obedience to the Holy Spirit --- God not only expects me to do His will, but He promises to be in me to do it (“It is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure”) When I am born again by the Spirit of God, I know that Jesus Christ did not come only to teach – He came to make me what He teaches I should be.” The only way He can do this is if I give Him the reins of my life. This is the truth that sets us free. Dear ones – dare to let go and let God – you will never regret it.
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Today is Valentine’s Day, when we give some special attention to the special people in our lives and let them know they are loved. We’re going to talk about “love” today, only instead of focusing on love for our spouse or even for other family, we’ll take a look at what it means to love God.

Do you love God? How can you know if you really love Him or not? What would be the evidence that you love Him – to yourself – and to others? Let’s talk about that.

For a Christian, loving God is not an option – it is a command. Way back in the book of Deuteronomy God spoke to His chosen people through Moses, saying, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” How were they to do that? In Deuteronomy 10 and 11 He spells it out. “Love the Lord your God and keep His requirements, His decrees, His laws and His commands always” ---“For what does the Lord require of you but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all His ways, to love Him, to serve the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the Lord’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good.”

When we read these words we think He makes it sound so easy, but anyone who has struggled with sin knows it’s not so easy. If we’re honest with ourselves we know this is true of all of us. Besides, how can I fear God and love Him at the same time? As a girl I had no problem with the fear part – I obeyed God out of fear of His wrath if I didn’t – but because of that I knew I didn’t “love” Him, and neither could I really believe He loved me. I truly was “in bondage to sin and unable to free myself” because no matter how hard I tried, I knew I did not measure up to God’s standard of how I should live. I believed in God; I knew Jesus had died for me and rose from the dead on Easter so I could go to heaven when I die, but I had no joy and no victory here in this life. I felt like I was on a treadmill going nowhere and couldn’t get off. This sure wasn’t the “abundant” life Jesus talked about – there was something wrong!

Is that where you are today, dear friend? If so, listen up! I have hope for you. Jesus Himself promised us, “If you continue in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” (John 8:31-32)

So many of God’s promises to us begin with what I call an “if clause” – If you do this, then so and so will be the result. God’s promises to the children of Israel were like that. He called them “covenants”. In Deuteronomy 11, God said, “See – I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse – the blessing if you obey the commands of the Lord your God --- the curse if you disobey the commands and turn away from the way I command you.”

A covenant has two sides – in order for a covenant to be valid each party must live up to its part as stated in the covenant. We know Israel did not keep their part and the covenant was broken, so over the years they did not experience the blessings they were promised. That was not God’s fault – it was theirs.

Now in the New Testament, Paul tells us Jesus Christ is the mediator of a new covenant. What is a “mediator” and what is this “new” covenant? A “mediator” is a “go-between” or intermediary to settle differences and bring about agreement and peace between two parties. The two parties in this covenant are God and sinners, which is you and me. Without an intermediary there is a chasm between God and us that cannot be bridged, because a Holy God cannot have fellowship with beings who sin. It is the cross of Christ that builds a bridge over that chasm to bring the two parties of the covenant together. Without that bridge we would be eternally separated from God because we cannot keep His law. The wages of sin is death, and that’s what we deserve. But God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son. The purpose for which Jesus came into our world was to pay that penalty for us. He came to die the death we had earned, and in so doing He became that mediator – the only way for sinful man to approach a holy God. That’s why Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life – no-one comes to the Father but by Me.” It is not true that all religions lead to God. It is impossible without that mediator.

Paul tells us now when we believe this we are no longer “under” the law, but under “grace”. What does this mean? Does it mean that God’s laws no longer apply so He doesn’t expect us to obey them anymore? Grace is “unmerited favor”. Jesus has bought this grace for us – He earned what we couldn’t. We are forgiven and our sins have been washed away by His blood. So can we go ahead and do whatever we want now and God will just look the other way?

Well, let’s see what Jesus had to say about that. He said, “I have not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them.” He led a perfect sinless life and His death and resurrection fulfilled the prophecies, but then He also said, “Not one iota will disappear from the Law until all things are accomplished.” Well that day has not yet come, so it looks like we’re back to square one – the Law still stands.

Some say it is only the 10 commandments Gentiles are expected to follow, and some say even they no longer apply because Jesus Himself gave us only two laws. They both have to do with love, so if we love God and love other people, nothing else we do matters. This sounds good, but this is what is called “cheap grace.” The other end of the spectrum is “legalism” where again we think we have to obey every single law of God to the letter or we are not saved. This makes the vicarious atonement of Christ of no effect – He suffered and died for nothing. This is a mystery – where is the balance between law and grace? What has the New Covenant really provided if the Law still stands?

The solution to this mystery came at Pentecost when the Holy Spirit of Christ came to indwell every believer. He changes us from the inside out and transforms us by the renewing of our minds. When we yield to His hand and make Him Lord of our life we soon find that sin no longer holds any attraction for us. Obedience becomes natural for us because it’s no longer in conflict with what we really want to do. We find that we are following God’s ways without even thinking about it. We know every law He gave was for our good because He loves us; we are grateful to Him because He has redeemed us; He is our Father. We don’t have to worry about violating some element of the Law when our focus is the Spirit. Living connected to the Spirit and loving the way God intends allows us to abide by the law without even needing to check the list. You see, when I love God with all my heart, my desires match His. I want what He wants, and what He says is good. I feel the same way He feels about good and evil. You see when His Holy Spirit lives in me, the Lord doesn’t need to give me rules, but He makes His standard very clear. If my relationship to Him is that of love, I will do what He says without hesitation. He has given me the power to do that because His death not only set me free from the penalty for sin – He set me free from the power of it. “If you love Me, keep My commandments”, He said. When I look within and remember how wonderfully He has dealt with me, the knowledge that God has loved me beyond all limits will compel me to love Him in return. Then when I obey Jesus Christ in the seemingly random circumstances of life, they become pin-holes through which I see the face of God, and I will want to go into the world to love others in the same way. This is the truth that sets us free! This is the life to the full that Jesus promised. God is so good! Do you love Him?
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Of our four children, our oldest has always been the most adventurous. When he travels by car, if there is time, he enjoys taking unfamiliar roads on purpose, just to see where they lead him. I’ve asked him if he isn’t afraid of getting lost, but he never is. He says he can always tell what direction he’s going and knows if he keeps heading in the right direction he’ll eventually come out where he wants to be. Now I would never dare try that. Whenever I have to go alone where I’ve never been I must study the map intensely beforehand, marking my route and noting exactly where I am to turn before I ever leave home – and even then I drive with my stomach in knots for fear I’ll miss a sign and overshoot the intersection, especially if it’s in a city. Part of the reason for that is that once I’m in unfamiliar territory that I can’t find on the map, I have no idea what direction I’m going. Once I’ve successfully made such a trip, the next time is easier and by the third time I’m finally confident that I know where I’m going.

What kind of traveler are you? We are all on a journey, whether we know it or not, and the road is called life. We don’t travel that road alone – there are other people coming on all along the way, while others are going off. Have you ever wondered, when traveling a busy highway, where all those other people are going – and where they are all coming from? Everyone on the road is going somewhere. Some are just enjoying the drive, not at all worried about where they are as long as they’re headed in the right direction. Others are anxiously watching every sign to be sure they don’t miss the way, and others are lost. They have no idea how they got off on the wrong road, and they don’t know how to get back.

The Bible uses the analogy of the road of life many times. Jesus said there are actually only two roads and He talks about “gates” at the entrance to these roads. The word “gate” in the Bible was synonymous with “entrance” or “doorway”. In Matthew 7:13-14, Jesus said, “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life and only a few find it.” Now what is it about that road that makes it so narrow and hard to find? The night before Jesus died, He told His disciples, “I am going to prepare a place for you and if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with Me, that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” But Thomas said, “Lord – we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” Jesus answered, “I am the way, the truth and the life – No-one comes to the Father except through Me!”

Now this was a politically incorrect thing to say even in that day, but it is even more so now. Is He saying there is only one way – and that way is Jesus and Jesus alone? Yes – that’s exactly what He’s saying! Everyone who is not traveling that narrow road is careening down that wide highway following everyone else like lemmings headed for the precipice where they will plummet to their deaths.

Jesus promised if we seek the truth we will find it, and if we knock, the door will be opened to us – the door to that narrow gate that leads to life. Few find it because few seek it. Many go through the motions of living from day to day thinking that’s all there is – they don’t even realize they are already dead. Others do look for answers to the question, “What is the meaning of life?” and “Why am I here?”, but they look in the wrong places. The truth is there, among all those other doors, but people pass right by that one without even considering it- because it is too narrow. They think they can find the answers to life’s mysteries by themselves, so they don’t ask God – instead they choose to follow their own conclusions based on what other people do and say.

Yet Jesus promised, “Ask and it will be given to you.” And He assures us, “He who comes to Me I will never cast out.” Through Peter, God says He is patient with us, not willing that any should perish but that all would come to the knowledge of the truth. Some reject the gospel message because they say, “How could a god who’s supposed to be good and loving send good people to hell?” The question itself is flawed, for two reasons. It presupposes that people are ‘good’ and that it is God who wills for them to go to hell. Both are lies from hell itself. We are all sinners – without God it is not possible for us to be “good”. Psalm 14:3 says, “There is no one who does good – not even one!” The fact is we all deserve hell – but God never intended for man to go to hell – He created hell for Satan and his fallen angels – not for man. For man He provided a way out – that narrow gate that leads to life. Jesus is the Way – He is the Truth – He is the Life. Eternal life is a free gift – we don’t have to do anything or give up anything to be eligible for this gift. But we cannot accept the gift if we can’t accept the one who gives it.

The nation of Israel is a sad example of this truth. God had miraculously brought a nation of over a million people out of slavery in Egypt. He went with them. He protected them and He fed them. He gave them laws to live by – not to limit their freedom but to enable them to live abundantly. He had shown them His power and His love time and time again. Yet when they reached the land “flowing with milk and honey” promised to them through Abraham, they refused to go in. Why? Because there were “giants” in the land. They would not trust this God who had never let them down to continue to protect them and fight for them. The way was too narrow. Out of 603,550 men over the age of 20 who had left Egypt, all but two men died in the wilderness as they wandered in their self-imposed detour for 40 years. Those two were Joshua and Caleb – the only two who had been initially ready to obey and go in. The rest of that generation were all gone – only their children and grandchildren finally found that narrow gate back to the main road. This wasn’t God’s fault – it was theirs! In the same way, anyone who ends up in hell does so by default – because they don’t accept that free gift and enter through the only gate provided that leads to life. For them to reject that and refuse to go in is not God’s fault and never was. He grieves over every last one that chooses that other road. He gives us chance after chance after chance – He has provided road signs all along the way clearly marking the off-ramp to that narrow road. He has provided a map for us once we are in it. But we still reap what we sow. If we sow the seeds of rebellion we will reap the emptiness that results. We will either miss our exit to the road of life because we aren’t paying attention to the road signs, or we will end up on a self-imposed detour. Some may eventually find their way back to the right road, but those wasted years can never be recovered. Others never find their way back at all. When they try to retrace their steps and go back on the road they came, they run into roadblocks – because you see, choices always have consequences that change things.

The Bible is truth – it is God’s voice to us, and it is full of promises to guide us to that promised land. Jesus is not only the Way beneath your feet, He is the gate, He is the light that illumines your path, He is the Shepherd who goes ahead of you to lead the way, He is the friend who walks alongside, He is the Father who watches over us and waits eagerly for our arrival, and He is the voice behind us, saying, “This is the way – walk ye in it!” As we walk this road we are to keep our eyes on the Shepherd and not swerve to the left or to the right. Then as we persevere, the journey becomes easier and the road becomes smoother and wider. Proverbs 4:18 says, “The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter until the full light of day.”

If you are not walking on that road that leads to life, ask God to show you where the gate is, watch for it, and when you see it, dare to step through. You will never regret it.
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We’re talking about “love” this month. The Bible says “God is love”, and we see that Jesus gave us only two commandments, for He said every other law God ever gave is contained within these two laws. It is no coincidence that both of them have to do with love. He said the first and greatest commandment is this: “You shall love the Lord your God – with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength.” Then He said the second commandment is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Last week we talked about that first commandment and now we will tackle the second.

I have received mailings over the years from several ministries (and still do). When I read an article that speaks to me, I cut it out and put it into a file for future reference. Often the messages you hear on this program will contain some material from those files – some recent and some very old but still relevant. I also find little gems in my daily devotions that fit with the Scripture used on a particular Sunday. As I gathered my material for this week’s message, I found I had far more than will ever fit into a ten-minute slot. So, to do the subject justice, we will be dividing this message into three parts. Today we will examine what it means to love our neighbor outside the church, and next week we’ll look at how we are to love those within the church. Then thirdly – what love is supposed to look like between a husband and a wife.

Now Jesus had asked His people, “Why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord’ but do not the things that I say? If you love Me – keep My commandments!” So, we see right away that the way to love God in the first place is to obey Him by living according to these two commandments, the first of which is to love Him. It goes around and around – there’s no getting away from it – if we love Him, we will love one another, not because we must but because we want to please our God whom we love.

Luke 10 tells of an interaction between Jesus and an expert in the Jewish law. This man already knew these two commandments, but to test Jesus, he asked Him, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied by telling a story which we call the parable of “The Good Samaritan”. You may think you already know this story and there’s nothing more to learn from it, but let’s ask a few questions here. A man had been attacked, robbed and left for dead beside the road to Jericho. What people group was this victim from? Was he a Jew, was he a Samaritan or something else? We aren’t told, and the three men who encountered this poor man wouldn’t have known either, because he had been stripped of any clothes that might have identified him. Jesus left him “unknown” on purpose. Now you would think if His purpose in the story was to teach the Jewish lawyer to be tolerant and loving of Samaritans, He would have made the beaten and robbed man a Samaritan and his benefactor a Jew, but He turned this around for a reason. What is it?

Samaritans were “half-breeds” which were despised by Jews. They regarded them as less than dirt. Not only were Samaritans of questionable lineage, but they also had a different belief system. Their territory was smack-dab in the middle of the land of Israel, and Jews would travel miles out of their way to avoid traveling through it. If they encountered a Samaritan on the road, they would cross to the other side. Now in Jesus’ story, both a Jewish priest and a Levite saw this poor injured man by the side of the road, but not only did they not stop, they crossed to the other side. You see, they couldn’t take the chance that the poor man might be a Samaritan, and they couldn’t tell. They must not risk contaminating themselves by touching someone who was unclean! Now along comes a Samaritan riding a donkey on the same side of the road. He had no way of knowing whether this sorry sight might be a Jew and it would be understandable if he were to ignore him also. But no – he didn’t even hesitate, but immediately stopped and cared for the injured man, dressing his wounds and then helping him up onto his own donkey. He then walked, leading the donkey to an inn where he knew the innkeeper. The Samaritan paid for the man’s room and board and promised the keeper if it took longer for the man to heal, he would pay the extra cost the next time he came. To the Samaritan, you see, it didn’t matter who this injured man was. He was a human being, and he needed help. Jesus has made His point – Here was a Samaritan more righteous than a Jew. Scripture tells us “man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.” We discriminate and we judge, but that is not given for us to do. Our job is just to love. “Which of these three men,” asks Jesus, “was a neighbor to him who fell among thieves?” The expert in the law replies, “The one who had mercy on him.” Then Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”

Who is my neighbor? Is it only those who are like me – who have the same skin color, the same language, the same religion and the same moral values that I have? The parable of the Good Samaritan tells us we are not to even consider these things when someone has a need. We are to respond in love to a fellow human being and leave that person’s heart to God to deal with.

Several months ago, we saw in the national news the story of a modern good Samaritan. In a crowd waiting for a subway train, a white man suddenly had a seizure and fell off the platform into the path of an oncoming train. A black man nearby with his young daughter saw this happen, and with no time to even think about it, he immediately leapt off the platform and covered the man with his own body, holding him still between the rails as the train passed over them. They both emerged unhurt and a horrible tragedy was averted. Now think about it – do you think this would have happened had the races of the two men been reversed?

Is one person worth more than another in the eyes of God? In his essay “Membership,” C. S. Lewis wrote, “The value of each human soul considered simply in itself, out of relation to God, is zero.” His point is that not one of us is “good enough” to claim worth before God on our own. A pastor we had at Dell church years ago once asked me, “Why does it surprise you when people do terrible things to one another? Without Christ, man is depraved and capable of anything! There, but for the grace of God, go I”. St. Paul tells us in Romans 5: “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. --- God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” You see, Jesus didn’t die for those who deserve it, because no-one deserves it! His love is unconditional and He now tells us that’s the way ours must be. We are even to love those who are our enemies – who abuse and misuse us, whether as individuals or as a whole nation. In Luke 6 Jesus says, “I tell you who hear Me – Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. --- Do to others as you would have them do to you. --- If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ do that. --- But you are to love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons and daughters of the Most High, because He is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you will not be condemned. Forgive and you will be forgiven.”

Now how can we do this? To love this way is against human nature! Without the Holy Spirit, we can’t, but with Him living in us we can be channels of His love flowing through us and out to others. “We love because He first loved us --- and He has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.”
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Have you ever wondered why, when Adam and Eve first sinned and then hid from God in the garden, He called to them and asked, “Where are you?”? If God is who He says He is – a God who sees all and knows all, He already knew where they were hiding – and He also knew why. He had no need to ask them anything for His benefit. His questions were intended for them to see why they were hiding, and to realize where they were now in their relationship to God in comparison to where they were before they made that fateful decision to disobey Him. That choice to sin caused a gulf between God and man that would remain until God Himself provided a way to bridge it. Nothing that any man or woman could ever do would be able to restore that beautiful oneness with God that once was – for “all have sinned and come short of the glory of God – there is none that does good and sins not – no, not one!”

If God asked you today – “Where are you?” how would you answer Him? Your life is like a journey. Does your journey have a destination in mind? Or are you just living from day to day going in circles? Any journey with a goal has to have a starting point. And in order to begin heading in the right direction to reach that goal, you must know first where you are! “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us”, says I John 1:8, but verse 9 tells us “if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” This is the getting on place where our journey begins. If we don’t recognize first of all that we are sinners, we will never see our need of a Savior and never find the bridge. – Okay – you admit you are a sinner and try as you might, you are able to do absolutely nothing about that, so now you see you do need a Savior if you ever want to see God, so you make a conscious choice to accept the free gift He has bought for you – a free, no-strings-attached ticket to the toll road that crosses that bridge He has made. Yet, when you start down that road, you see signs everywhere saying, “Restricted area!” “Only the righteous may enter!” “Authorized ticket required for admittance!” “Violators will be prosecuted!” You stop dead in your tracks – “I have a ticket”, you say. “The ticket says I can cross the bridge, but the signs seem to contradict that! I’m not righteous – I’m a sinner! Even with a ticket, how can I possibly qualify?”

This has been the dilemma throughout the ages for those who do want to walk that walk but realize they have no power to do so. Where is that line between God’s law that we cannot keep and His grace that sets us free from that law?

This past week was the anniversary of the death of Martin Luther. In the sixteenth century, Luther struggled deeply with the question of how sinful human beings can stand righteous before a holy God. The Catholic Church taught, as it still does, that forgiveness comes through the grace and mercy of Christ, and that confession, absolution and penance belong to the Christian life of repentance and reconciliation. Luther nevertheless came to believe that some teachings and practices of the church had obscured for ordinary Christians the freedom of the Gospel and the assurance that salvation is God’s gift rather than something human beings can earn.

As Luther studied Scripture, he became convinced that justification is God’s gift of grace received through faith in Jesus Christ. His purpose at first was reform rather than separation; he loved the church and wanted to correct what he believed had gone wrong. The disputes that followed eventually helped produce the Protestant Reformation and disagreements over justification, authority and the sacraments that continue among Christians today. As a Protestant, I stand in that Reformation tradition and believe strongly that no work of ours can purchase salvation. It was paid for completely by Jesus Christ. Our obedience and good works come afterward as the fruit of a life transformed by His grace.

In our day many of us have forgotten this. We think we can have the gift without the giver – and Jesus said, “You must be born again.” We think we can claim salvation and still live like the devil because God has forgiven us. This is called “cheap grace” and it is never what Luther intended salvation by grace to be. “Cheap grace” and “legalism” are at opposite ends of the spectrum, but the result of both is the same – life as a “Christian” in name only with no growth and no transformation of the inner man. The truth Jesus taught that sets us free is this – When we accept Jesus Christ as our Savior and as Lord of our life, His blood cleanses us – it covers us – so that when God the Father looks at us now this is what He sees – a life washed white as snow by the blood of the Lamb. We have that ticket now and we have the right to travel that road, not by our own righteousness but by His which He has given to us. Now comes the process of sanctification – the growing in Christ where He makes us into what He taught that we should be. We can’t change ourselves into something good. Only He can do that, and He starts by meeting us right where we are. “It is God who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” So “be no longer conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Notice it doesn’t say “Transform yourself”. It’s the Holy Spirit that does the transforming, from the inside out, and that is a process. That’s the road we must travel. God loves you – He really does!
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This past week has not been a good one for me. God is still good – all the time – and I know He is always there for me even when I don’t feel it, but I have weaknesses that get the best of me sometimes. When they do, I have a hard time making myself do the things I know have to be done. I know when this happens I need an attitude overhaul, and I struggle with feelings of guilt. God has blessed me in so many ways I know I have no good reason to be depressed, and yet I am. I know it will pass, but in the meantime I found myself wondering, “What could I possibly share with the radio listeners this week that could be encouraging to anyone?” Well God is faithful, so He sent my husband to the rescue – again! The Bible says, “Two are better than one, for if one falls, the other can help him up – but woe to that man who, when he falls, has no-one to help him up.”

My husband is my best friend. When he is down I help him up, and when I fall, he helps me up. That’s the way God intended it to be. This plan extends to families as well. As Christians, we are part of a spiritual family as well as a physical one. Each one of us is a part of the family of God – the bride of Christ – His church. God has purposely given gifts of personality and talents to us that vary – and by His Holy Spirit He also gives spiritual gifts to each one, as He chooses, that He intends for each of us to use for the encouragement and the building up of all the other members of our church body – our family.

My husband has a gift, much more so than I do, for being able to discern spiritual lessons God wants to teach us through ordinary things that are all around us every day. The past several days we have watched one of these lessons unfold right in front of our eyes, and Harlen reminded me of that today.

Our son, Tracy, is building us more cupboard space in our kitchen. We see the progress each day, and can picture in our minds what the finished product will be. Now that finished product could turn out quite different from what we had in mind if we had just said, “Build us a cupboard”, and Tracy just went ahead and did his own thing. But we sat down together and drew up the plans first. We told Tracy what we had in mind, where we wanted it built and what we intended to use it for. Then he drew up the plan as he visualized it and together we made changes until the plan fit to the satisfaction of all three of us. Whether you’re building a cupboard or a house, plans must be right before you start the building or there will be a lot of wasted time and money as parts will have to be redone.

Now when we think of building a spiritual house, each one of us is a part of that house, and if we are to fit together into a house that will be sturdy and one that will last, we must fit together according to the blueprint. God’s Word is that blue print. It is all laid out for us plainly in His laws and precepts He calls us to follow. If we live and work together according to the plans, the house will be beautiful. The same is true for a marriage and the same is true for a local church family.

This lesson of the cupboard fits perfectly with the series of sermons our pastor is currently giving us in our Sunday Worship services. The theme of the twelve-week series is “Building One Another up in the Body of Christ.” Each of the weekly messages builds on the previous ones as bricks building up a wall. In the same way the body of Christ (the church) is built up as we interact in love, using our individual gifts to build on one another.

The first thing Tracy had to build for our cupboard was the base. All construction needs a solid base. We remember Jesus’ parable of the two houses – one built on a rock and the other on sand. No matter how terrific the construction of a house is, if the foundation is not solid, it will not endure. Jesus Christ is our solid rock. He is also called the Cornerstone. He is the Way, the Truth, and the Life – What foundation could be more solid than that?

Now in order to build the cupboard, the carpenter must have the right tools for each stage of construction. You can’t saw a board with a hammer or pound a nail with a level. Each tool has its own purpose, entirely different from all the others, but each one just as much needed. If a necessary tool is missing or not working properly, it can hold up the progress of the entire project. The same is true for the church. There must be a variety of skills, talents and gifts – each doing its part to build up the body. Paul often used the analogy of the parts of the physical body to illustrate this principle. In I Corinthians 12, he said, “If the foot should say ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body.’ It would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. Or if the ear should say, ‘Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body’, it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts of the body – every one of them – just as He wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you’. And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’ --- Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it!”

So you see whether you are an eye or a toe, or a hammer or a clamp or a bolt or a nut, every one of you is essential as a part of the whole.

We noticed too, as our cupboard is being built, there are many individual components which are built separately from each other before they are fit together. Many different pieces, in various stages of completion wait to be completed before they can be incorporated into the whole, and some of those parts take much longer to complete than others. Again, so are we in the body of Christ. God molds us and shapes us according to His plan, using tools that sometimes cause us pain – and sometimes those tools are one another. He planes and sands away the parts He wants removed, and adds parts too, making us into the perfect piece to fit in just the right place. Some pieces are hidden in the inner parts of the cupboard and are not even seen, but they are just as essential as the Formica top or the fancy drawer pulls that give the outward beauty to the finished piece.

Now our new cupboard has a feature that is unique. Because it is an “L” shaped cupboard, there is a deep corner area that would be wasted space because it’s too awkward to get to. Tracy has solved that problem by creating a tiered shelf unit that rises up out of the counter at the push of a button. This took a lot of planning to make a space usable that otherwise wouldn’t be. It requires an electronic motor, cogged gears, a chain, ball bearings and PVC pipes through the shelves that ride up on threaded rods. He had to run wiring from a junction box in the crawl space beneath the kitchen to provide the power.

What is the analogy here? Again this apparatus is a system, the parts of which must each work efficiently as a whole. We as individuals could be likened to the cogs in the gears. If only one cog is broken or missing, the chain will either slip off or jam up and the system will not work. The chain is the uniting factor between the gears and it is the motor that runs it. This motor is love – because without love nothing can work together. Yet even if all these components are in top condition, none of it is going to work if it’s not connected to the power source, and that power source is the Holy Spirit that flows through all. God is love – without God there is no love, and without love the system will not work.

What do people see when they look at your spiritual house (or cupboard) – your local church body. Is it beautiful? Is it real? Or is it the outside appearance only a façade? What will they see when they open the doors and the drawers? Is it of any use? And what kind of foundation does it have? Will it hold together under stress and the test of time? Is it built on that solid rock?

Hebrews 3:4 says, “Every house is built by someone, but God is the builder of everything.” Without Him we can do nothing, and without each other, what we can do is very limited, but together we can move mountains.
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In this month of valentines, we have been talking about love in these Sunday Morning Thoughts. We heard what it means to love God in response to His unconditional love for us, and we heard what Jesus meant when He said we are to love our neighbor. Today’s message will expand on that second law Jesus gave. He made it plain that we are to love everyone – even our enemies – and we are not to judge them because that’s God’s job – not ours. Hoo boy!!! Is there anyone out there who does not think this is a very tall order? If our salvation depended on our obedience to this law, heaven would be a very empty place. But our God, who is Love, knew all along we couldn’t do this – no-one can, no matter how hard we try – so why on earth would He command us to do something He knows we can’t do? All the laws God ever gave are very strict and specific and they leave no provision for any exceptions. He did this on purpose and for a very good reason. He wanted to leave no doubt in our minds as to how seriously He takes even the smallest sin in our lives, and He intended this law to be held up in front of us like a mirror, to show us the blackness of our own hearts. God’s written Word says a holy and just God cannot even “look on” sin. It says “there is no-one who does good and sins not”; it says “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”; it says, “whoever sins in even one point is guilty of breaking the whole law”; and it says “the wages of sin is death!” What possible hope is there for us then?

Our hope as Christians is based on the one thing that makes our faith different from every other world religion, for it is the only one that teaches that our salvation does not depend on what we do or don’t do, but rather on what God Himself has done for us, “for God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life.” It was the only way that relationship that God longed for with us could be restored and He still remain a just God. It was His plan from the beginning – He Himself would enter into history – into this fallen world. He would fulfill the law in our place, and then He would pay the penalty we owe. “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of God.” This is called the “great exchange”. Jesus Christ was not a martyr. He told His followers, “It was for this reason I was born.” He came to die, and He did it for us. By His death as our substitution, as the “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”, He opened the way and bridged that chasm between God and man that sin had built. The doctrine that there are many paths to God is a lie. – Don’t believe it! Jesus says the way to life is narrow, and He says very plainly, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life – no man comes to the Father but by Me.”

By His death and resurrection, He defeated both sin and the penalty for sin, because He didn’t stay dead! His promise to us now is: “Because I live, you shall live also.” This He has given as a free gift to us, and when we reach out and take it, we immediately pass from death to life. We are no longer under the curse, and when the time comes to leave our mortal body, we do not die at all. The death of the mortal body is like a butterfly being released from its cocoon. Death is only a door, and it has not even entered into our finite minds what God has prepared for us on the other side of the door.

As if the wonder of all this were not enough, already, our God who is Love has given us even more, for He has promised that in the very moment we open the door to our heart and accept that free gift of salvation through the blood of Christ, His Spirit enters into our heart to live there. He then begins a process of transforming us from a caterpillar into a butterfly. It’s like the old self dies and a new self is born. This is what it means to be “born again”, and the process that now begins by the power of the Holy Spirit working in us is called “sanctification” – the process of being made to be like Christ. We soon find that the things of the “world” we once enjoyed don’t appeal to us anymore, while at the same time the Bible and church and other Christians become more and more attractive and important to us. We grow in Christ just like a human baby grows into an adult. At first, we can only drink milk and we must depend on other Christians to feed us. Then we learn to crawl and then to walk and to eat meat. This can’t be done in a vacuum. We need other Christians in order to mature the way God intends. The Bible says the church is the body of Christ. He is the head and we are all parts of His body. Just as the physical body has different parts with different functions, so does Christ’s body, the church. Each of us who now has the Holy Spirit in us has been given unique gifts that God intends us to use to “build up” one another. But are we doing that?

When some of the parts of the body are missing or not working properly, the body will be sick or handicapped just like a physical human body. Only when all the parts do their part and work together will there be a healthy body. This is what God wants for His body – the church on earth. To be a really healthy functioning church congregation, we must operate according to the operator’s manual. Yet most of the time we just don’t. Why is that?!!! Why is it that when the world outside the church looks at us, they seldom see people any different than they are? If the Holy Spirit of Almighty God lives in us and not in them, why aren’t we seeing that? And where is the love??? In John 13:34-35, Jesus says to His disciples (and to all future disciples, which includes you and me): “A new command I give to you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know you are My disciples, if you love one another.”

Now we know we should, and I believe most of us really want to love our brothers in Christ, but do we? And, if not, why not? Maybe there are some members of your church who are easy to love and others that really are a challenge. Do you have “hypocrites” in your church? – You know – those who seem so pious on Sunday, but you know what they’re really like during the week. Jack is a drinker, Mortimer is a liar, Hortense is so lazy her house looks like a cyclone hit it, and that Rudy – he can’t control his temper! Does it look like maybe these people are still sinners? How can they really be Christians then? When we look at others in this way, we become critical and we judge them. We have this inflated notion that we are better than they are and this makes it impossible for any love to get through. You see, God wants to love those people through us, but how can He when His hands are tied? There is a saying that “Christians are the only army that shoots its own wounded,” and I’m sorry to say that is often true.

My time is up today and we have barely scratched the surface of this topic. Can we pinpoint the cause of the problem? If so, what can we as individuals do to remedy it? The thing is, we must remember that through Christ we can do all things, but He tells us that without Him, we can do nothing!

We’ll talk more about this next week. Thanks for listening!
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It has been twelve years now since my husband and I became members of the Huntley Church. That doesn’t seem like a very long time – yet in those 12 years our church has undergone some huge changes. We’ve changed pastors twice and I count 18 families that have joined us since we came, many of them with small children, and the new babies keep coming. This sounds wonderful and we think we must be doing something right to attract so many new people. But there is another side to this picture: In those 12 years we have lost 11 of our oldest members to death and 9 families have moved away. This is pretty average and maybe to be expected in a congregation of our size, but we also have had way too many families who have left our flock for good because our church was not meeting their needs, and some of those people left with hard feelings. This is the number we should be concerned about. Now I know some of these people have found a better fit in other congregations, which is fine, but I don’t know about the others. Are they going to church at all? And if not, have they turned back from following Jesus? Where did we drop the ball?

Jesus said the world would recognize that we are His disciples when they see the love we have for one another. Do they see that in us, or do they see criticism and bickering and hurt feelings? Can we feel like part of a loving family when we come into our church, or do we come wearing masks that hide who we really are because we’re afraid if we let others see our faults, they will judge us and reject us?

We live in a fallen world, and every one of us was born of imperfect parents. We all bring with us, into our church fellowship, baggage from past experiences that have shaped our personalities and beliefs. We all have different strengths and different weaknesses. Put these all together with the traits that are preprogrammed by our genes, and they make up who we are. Now add to this mix a variety of denominational backgrounds, and is it any wonder there are disagreements among believers in the same church? How could there not be? Yet we forget that we are all human beings who still sin. We are sinners saved by grace, and we are all undergoing a process of transformation that is not yet complete. We think we have the right to judge and criticize and gossip about others in the church when they stumble and when they foul up, or even when they dare to voice an opinion or a belief that differs from our own. We think we have a corner on the truth now – therefore, if anyone disagrees with us, surely, they must be wrong. As Christians, we often find it harder to love fellow Christians than to love those outside the church simply because we hold Christians to a higher standard. We expect them to behave like what they claim to be (and rightly so) but they disappoint us. In several of his devotionals, Oswald Chambers writes, “If I put my trust in human beings first, the end result will be my despair and hopelessness toward everyone. I will become bitter because I have insisted that people be what no person can ever be – absolutely perfect and right. The Holy Spirit is the only one in the proper position to criticize, and He alone is able to show what is wrong without hurting and wounding. Criticism serves to make you harsh, vindictive and cruel, and leaves you with the soothing and flattering idea that you are somehow superior to others. We make excuses for things in ourselves, while we condemn things in the lives of others simply because we are not naturally inclined to do them. I have never met a person I could despair of, or lose all hope for, after discerning what lies in me apart from the grace of God. When we discern that other people are not growing spiritually and allow that discernment to turn to criticism, we block our fellowship with God. God never gives us discernment so that we may criticize, but that we may intercede!!!”

C. S. Lewis makes essentially the same point in his book Mere Christianity. He reminds us that people begin with very different temperaments, backgrounds and “raw material,” so outward comparisons can be misleading. Some have had a much harder road than others. We are never to compare our own Christian walk to that of others. Only God knows the whole story of each person’s life and where they came from. He said, “God sent not His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save it.” – And this Son now tells us in John 13 – “love one another as I have loved you.” This was part of His parting words to His disciples the night before He was crucified. He wasn’t talking to perfect people here – on the contrary, He had purposely chosen these 12 men in the first place from a wide variety of backgrounds and temperaments that were bound to clash. Matthew had been a hated tax-collector, Thomas was a doubter, Peter had an explosive temper. This very night they were arguing over who was the greatest. Jesus knew that before this night was over Judas would betray Him, Peter would deny that he even knew Him, and all of them would forsake Him and flee in fear for their own lives. In a few hours, when Jesus would be going through His greatest emotional struggle, in such anguish that He would sweat great drops of blood, His three closest friends in the world would fall asleep when He had told them to stay alert and watch. Do you think He wasn’t disappointed? Yet He didn’t judge them. He said, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” In spite of knowing all this, Jesus took on the role of a slave and washed the dirty feet of all 12 of these men. They should have been washing His feet and serving Him, but He did this as an example of what unconditional love is, and then He said, “As I have loved you – so you must love one another. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.”

Now knowing these men as He did, Jesus could have rightfully decided to just wash His hands of the whole sorry lot, but He saw something we don’t see – He saw their potential – what they were to become through the power of the Spirit He would send on the day of Pentecost to fill each and every one of them. This same Holy Spirit is now fully available to each of us who will ask Him in. You see, we cannot love as He loves, because we still live in sinful physical bodies. But, when His Spirit lives in us we become channels of that perfect love that flows through us and out to all those other sinners just like us. Love is a choice and when we step out in faith and let His love work through us, we are able to love even people we don’t like. The amazing thing about it is that once we yield to Him and are willing, those we love respond and then we end up actually feeling that love we thought we never could. Christ calls His “new creatures” both to “make” and to “be” disciples. And with this assignment is the expectation that those we encounter – even (and perhaps especially) believers – will frustrate and fail us. We, sadly, will do the same to others. The only way to avoid disillusionment with the church is to dismiss our illusions from the beginning. The church will be full of frustrating, messed-up, baggage-carrying people just like us, who need grace and forgiveness as much as we do. Proverbs 27:17 tells us, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” It’s painful sometimes, but it’s necessary for us to grow. The apostle James says we are to “confess our sins to each other and pray for each other, so that we may be healed.” How can we do this if we are afraid to let our brothers and sisters in Christ even know who we really are?

Colossians 3:12-14 says it all in a nutshell: “As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues, put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.”
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Our message today is the last in our series on the two commandments Jesus gave us – to love the Lord our God with our whole being, and to love others as we love ourselves. Today we’ll talk about love, as God intended it to be, between a husband and a wife.

This year my husband and I will celebrate our 50th wedding anniversary. There are no two people more amazed than we are that we have made it this far. Our marriage has been no better than most that have not made it. We would be the last to judge those who have divorced, for it is only by the grace of God that we made it through many very painful crises. There is no other interpersonal relationship that God uses more to prune and mold us into what He wants us to be than that of husband and wife, and we are no exception. I can truthfully say our marriage is the best now that it has ever been. We are both thankful we didn’t give up, and God isn’t finished with us yet.

A short time ago, a poll made headlines when it showed that 51% of American women now live without husbands. It was intended to make the point that marriage in our society is going the way of the dinosaurs because we have “outgrown” it. A study of this poll, however, showed that it was skewed by including in this 51% all widows, all those living with a man outside marriage, all married women whose husbands were away in the armed services or in prison, and teenagers as young as 16. Maybe a statistic we should consider more alarming is that the rate of divorce in our country is rising, and it is becoming just as high among Christians as among non-Christians. How can this be? Have we now become so “advanced” in our society that God’s rules for marriage are so “old-fashioned” they’re irrelevant?

If you are a married person, let me ask you a question: What was the reason you married your spouse in the first place? I would venture to guess that most of you would have to answer that the same way I would. It was because of a strong emotional and physical attraction which we call “love” and a sincere belief that this person I “love” is going to make me happy. Did you know that nowhere in Scripture does it say God intended marriage to make us happy? Happiness is not the purpose of marriage – it is to be a by-product of it, and that by-product only comes when we live according to the purpose God intends. So, what is God’s purpose then, and will it still work if we follow it even in the 21st century? Let’s look at that.

It was God who invented marriage in the first place. It was He who created the man first and then took a part of that man to create a woman. The relationship is a circular one, for as woman came out of man, every man would now be born out of woman. “For this reason,” said God, “a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” This union was to be a physical one and a spiritual one as well, for it was to follow the pattern of Jesus’ relationship with His bride, the church. We know this because He tells us so through the Apostle Paul in Ephesians 5, where He says, “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church (His body) of which He is the Savior. Now, as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. --- Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy --- and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife, loves himself. After all, no-one ever hated his own body, but he feeds it and cares for it, just as Christ does the church – for we are members of His body. For this reason, a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery – but I am talking about Christ and the church. Each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.”

Peter also says a man is to love and cherish his wife and the wife is to respect her husband. Now does this mean she doesn’t have to love him or that he doesn’t have to respect her? No – Paul here is addressing the differences in our needs just as Peter does. A man needs to feel his wife respects him in order to believe she loves him, while a woman must feel her husband loves her to believe she has his respect. Whether we want to admit it or not, there is a difference between the sexes that goes beyond just the physical. God fully intended it to be that way so that “as iron sharpens iron” the interaction between the two sexes will contribute to the growth of each. This is why God cannot bless a same-sex relationship in the same way. It’s not because homosexuals are terrible evil people, but because no matter how much they may want it, it is not possible for two people of the same sex to have a marriage – not even if it were to be called that. If Christ should have no body here on earth, He would have no presence here, and if the church had no head, it would have no effectiveness nor power, and it would die. Just as Christ is the head of the church (His bride) so is a man to be the head of his wife – this is God’s plan and it is the only way that functions to both edify the man and his wife and to produce fruit. The fruit of marriage is children. The fruit the Spirit produces when the body is united with Christ as its head is listed for us in Galatians 5: “Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” These are the same blessings that should come and be lived out in each of us as we interact with our spouse, when Christ is also the head of our marriage. We choose to love, and whether that love is for our spouse or for others, it always is as described in I Corinthians 13: “Love is patient and kind, it doesn’t envy or boast, it is not proud or rude it does not insist on its own way, it keeps no record of wrongs, does not delight in evil but rejoices in the truth. Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes and always perseveres.”

Now in our modern culture, many people (especially women) get hung up on this word “submission”. They think for a woman to submit to her husband is demeaning – it implies that she is of less worth than he – and, granted, there are some so-called “Christian” husbands who will twist what God meant their leadership to be and use it to abuse and exploit their wives. But remember, Christ washed His disciples’ feet. He meant for a husband’s headship to be as a leader – not a driver. A man is to love his wife as Christ loves the church. He will lead his family like a shepherd who cares for his sheep, protects them and feeds them and provides for their needs.

When a man loves and cherishes his wife as a beautiful gift from God and truly a part of himself, he will never ask her to do anything that is not good for her. And when a wife knows her husband loves her and cherishes her and has her best interests at heart, she will have no problem at all submitting to his leadership with joy. There will be a balance in the marriage that will benefit them both.

This is the way God intended marriage to be, but unfortunately, we know this is not the way it usually is, because we are all sinners. We are selfish, and we make mistakes and we hurt one another. What will hold us together through those times when we “feel” neither loving nor loved?

In Thornton Wilder’s play, “The Skin of Our Teeth”, Mrs. Antrobus says to her husband, “I didn’t marry you because you were perfect – I married you because you gave me a promise! That promise made up for your faults, and the promise I gave you made up for mine. Two imperfect people get married, and it was the promise that made the marriage.”

There is no such thing as a successful “50-50” marriage. Marriage is to be 100-100 – each spouse committed fully to the well-being of the other, and their love is to be unconditional. Becoming a faithful loving spouse not only takes courage and faith, but patience, and a desire to keep learning and growing.

I close with God’s Word to us from I John 4: “Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is Love.”

Yes – this is what it is to love as we love ourselves, and to grow into the image of Christ Himself Who is what it’s all about, for God is Love.


↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index


Walking it Like we Talk it

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
Did you hear the one about Ole and Lena talking about the town barber? “Lena—“says Ole, “They say that old shyster Sven Knutson vent and stole ten thousand dollars from his own bank!” “Yah!” says Lena – “And not only that but he ran off vit it and took his secretary wit him, and now dey say he vas drunk as a skunk ven he left!” “Ufda”, says Ole --- “I nefer did trust that old man – he had dose shifty eyes you know. --- I vonder who’s going to teach his Sunday school class now?”

It’s good for us to laugh, but you know sometimes when you think about it these jokes aren’t so funny when we realize they hit a little too close to home. Sometimes good church members do get caught up in scandals of various kinds. What are others to think of us when people who claim to be Christians do such things? I’m sure many would say, “If that’s what it means to be a “Christian”, I want no part of it!” You see in judging other people, those of the world have two different standards – one for themselves and one for “Christians”. Christians are expected to walk it as they talk it, and when they don’t their behavior becomes fodder for the gossip-mongers who love to point out that we are hypocrites and nothing but talk.

Well – maybe sometimes, if the shoe fits, we need to wear it. Did you know God also has two different standards? He said we are to “Come out from among them and be separate.” This is not a physical separation but a spiritual one. In John 17, when Jesus is praying for His disciples, He says, “They are not of the world any more than I am of the world. My prayer is not that you take them out of the world, but that you protect them from the evil one.” He will protect us if we want to be protected. He has promised us there is no temptation we will face in which He has not provided for us a way out, so that we can stand up under it. Why do we continue to give in, then and do things we know we shouldn’t do? We are ready and willing to accept and believe that the blood of Christ has cleansed us from all sin when we’re talking about the penalty of sin. We know we are forgiven because the price has been paid in full. We have been rescued now from a sure sentence of death and if we accept this gift of atonement we can go to heaven when we die. But is that it?!! What about the freedom we’re supposed to have and the victory we’re supposed to have here – now – in this world? You see in focusing so much on the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith alone, we forget that Christ’s blood not only set us free from the penalty of sin – it set us free from the power of it. How is that accomplished? The secret is Christ in us. Remember the words of Christ Jesus from Revelation 3: “I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent! Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me!” – Now I’m sure you’ve heard these words before and probably seen a picture of Christ knocking at the door, but how many of you think like I once did, that He’s knocking at the heart’s door of unbelievers? – No- He’s talking to the church here! Verse 22 says, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” Whenever Jesus said that phrase “He who has ears, let him hear”, we know He was not talking about our physical ears but the ears of our spirit, and He was saying, “What I’m saying here is important! – Listen!!” Notice He doesn’t come barging in – He knocks, and He waits until we open the door from the inside and invite Him in. The Holy Spirit cannot – will not – live in our hearts if we do not invite Him in. He will use all at His disposal to draw us to Him from the outside, but it is when He is finally invited inside that we are truly born again and have the power to live a new life. If we allow Him free rein into every nook and cranny of our spiritual “house” then we can be truly filled with the Spirit, and being obedient will become as easy as breathing – because you see it isn’t we that do it – it’s He! The old things of the world that used to entice us will no longer have any attraction and our love for God’s Word, God’s house and God’s people will begin to grow like a mustard seed, fed by the bread of life and watered by living water. Then we will see it is true that when we delight ourselves in the Lord, He gives us the desires of our hearts – because our desires become the same as His, through the transformation that renews our minds.

It is a growing thing. Complete maturity in Christ will not be reached in this life because the flesh is weak and we still have to live in these bodies that are still under the curse – but neither do we when we are born again, remain newborn babies. Sanctification is a process, just like the creation of a beautiful vase from a piece of clay. We must yield to the hand of the potter and let Him do as He will, no matter how painful. Remember God is a loving Father, and fathers who love their children will discipline them for their own good so they learn. Paul tells us in Hebrews 12: “God disciplines us for our good that we may share in His holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” James tells us to consider it pure joy when we face trials of many kinds, because we know that the testing of our faith develops perseverance. “Perseverance – must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete – not lacking anything.”

Now if a baby is going to grow, he needs much more than discipline. He needs sleep, he needs food and water, he needs guidance and encouragement, and the Holy Spirit is there to provide all of these. Any child who refused to eat or drink would surely die – not grow. When we refuse to feed on the milk of God’s Word and drink His living water we will fail to thrive. So we drink the milk and as we grow we gradually become ready for solid food. Hebrews 5 says: “Solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.” In I Corinthians 13, he says, “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child – but when I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.”

We are God’s children. When we first are learning to walk, we are going to fall down, but He is there to pick us up and encourage us to try again. He doesn’t scold us for falling – “He remembers that we are dust.” No- He is there inside us, always present to get us back on our feet and moving ahead.

In several of his devotionals, Oswald Chambers writes, “The Holy Spirit is determined that we will have the realization of Jesus Christ in every area of our lives. When we don’t learn what He is trying to teach us, He will bring us back to the same point over and over again until we do. --- If I obey Jesus Christ in the seemingly random circumstances of life, they become ‘pin-holes’ through which I see the face of God. --- It really is true to say, ‘I cannot live a holy life, but you can decide to let Jesus Christ make you holy. You cannot love the Lord with all your being, nor can you love your neighbor as yourself – but you can place yourself in the proper position where God’s almighty power flows through you. --- If we really believed God means everything He says we can be, just imagine what we would be like! Do I dare to let God be to me all He says He will be?”
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Once again we are now into the season of the year Christians call “Lent”. Just as Advent is a time of preparation for the celebration of the coming of Christ into our world as a baby, Lent is a time to set our hearts and our thoughts on that one Holy Week out of time that is the reason for His coming. It is a time to reflect on our own sinfulness and on the life and death of that spotless “Lamb of God”, the perfect sacrifice given once and for all, to pay the price we owed.

Do you have a cross hanging on a wall anywhere in your home? Do you ever wear a cross on a chain around your neck? Is there a cross which is the central point in the sanctuary of your church, like it is in ours? The cross has been the symbol of Christianity for 2,000 years, and what it stands for is very precious to us, but have you ever thought about how strange that must be to those who don’t know the gospel of salvation? St. Paul said the cross of Christ is a “stumbling block” to them because it is an “offense” to the Jews and “foolishness” to the gentiles. Jews can’t accept that Jesus could have been their promised Messiah because their scriptures say anyone who is hanged on a “tree” is cursed, and it makes no sense to them that their Messiah would be cursed. But they don’t realize it was necessary for Him to become a curse for us in order that we may become the righteousness of God. It makes no sense for unbelieving Gentiles either, that an instrument of the most cruel torture would be a symbol of the faith that claims to worship a God of love. But we know it is the cross that is the measure of His love. The heart of salvation is the cross of Christ! The reason salvation is so easy to obtain is that it cost God so much. The cross was the place where God and sinful man merged with a tremendous collision; where the way to life was opened; and where all the cost and pain of that collision was absorbed by the heart of God. The cross was not something that “happened to” Jesus. Never associate the idea of martyrdom with the cross of Christ – the incarnation of Christ would have no meaning without the cross. He came to die! His death on that cross was the supreme triumph and it shook the foundations of hell!

We order the movies we watch from Netflix. Last week we watched Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of the Christ” for the second time. We had seen it first at a theater in Mankato shortly after it was released. It was definitely worth seeing again. When this movie first came out, it was highly criticized. Some said it was anti-Semitic because it gives the impression that the Jews were responsible for the death of Christ. (Go figure!) Critics also said the violence and gore in the movie is grossly overdone – indeed it was given an “R” rating for this reason. Reports at the time claimed that after Pope John Paul II saw the film, he said, “It is as it was,” but the attribution was disputed and the Vatican did not confirm it as an official papal judgment.

Like all movies – even Biblical ones that make an effort to be true to the Scriptures – this one too had parts added for continuity and effect. Because Gibson is Roman Catholic, I expected the story to be told from a Catholic perspective, which it was, but in a tasteful and beautiful way. As Protestants, in our reluctance to embrace some Catholic teachings concerning Mary that we do not find explicitly stated in Scripture, I think we sometimes err in the other direction by failing to give Mary the honor she is due. We are told in Luke 2 that, when the time came for Jesus to be presented in the temple, God had revealed to a man named Simeon that this baby was the promised Christ. Simeon took the baby in his arms and blessed Him, and then he said to Mary, “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that is spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed” Then he said to Mary – “And a sword will pierce your own soul too.” I could only imagine the pain and grief I would feel if something like this was required of one of my sons. What anguish she must have felt as she watched her perfect, beautiful son slowly tortured to death, knowing His Father, who could stop it, would not, because this was the reason that son was born!

The whole gospel message is in this film. It’s made plain from the outset that this torture and execution was not something beyond Jesus’ control, but that He went willingly every step of the way. When His cross was laid on the torn flesh of His shoulders, He embraced it, like a long-expected friend. He knew what it meant – He had always known – that was the reason He came – and His whole life on earth was a journey toward that end. “No man takes My life from Me,” He said – “I lay it down, and I have the power to take it up again, for this command have I received from My Father.” --- You see, the wages of sin is death. In order for us to live, sin had to die! So He became sin for us – He was our substitute – our “Passover Lamb.”

God hates sin – He cannot even look at it! The Law had already associated hanging on a tree with a curse (Deuteronomy 21:23), and Paul explains that Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us (Galatians 3:13). Jesus took our place to set us free from the curse. All the sins for all mankind for all time were nailed with the Lamb to that cross. That’s why His Father had to turn His back – He could not look at it. Yet He loved His Son with a perfect love. He was willing to allow His own heart to be broken to save us. This is so beautifully symbolized in Gibson’s movie when the sky turns ominously black as even the sun hides its face. Then just as Jesus dies, the camera pulls back and up to view the scene from high above and we see a giant tear like the camera is inside it as it falls to the ground and bursts like a huge water balloon. So was this a cruel unfeeling Father turning His back on His suffering child? No – we believe in a triune God. How this can be is a mystery, but we believe it because God says so. Jesus said, “I and the Father are one – He who has seen Me has seen the Father”. Yet Jesus was a man (He suffered and He died) and God is Spirit – He cannot die – yet He knew the only way to deliver us from the death sentence we were under was to conquer death by paying our penalty Himself, and to do that He would have to become a man. Jesus was not only God’s Son – He was God Himself. The human sacrifice on that cross in our place was not just God sacrificing His son – it was God sacrificing Himself. Greater love has no man than this!

If you have not yet seen “The Passion of the Christ”, I urge you to watch it now during the pre-Easter season. The graphic images of Christ’s suffering are disturbing, but they are meant to be. The film aims to present the Passion vividly in the light of Scripture. If you are a Christian, this movie will strengthen your faith. It will emphasize and make more real the truth of all Jesus Christ gave for you and for me and how much He must truly love us. If you are not a believer, or if you wonder if it may be true but you’re skeptical of this message, see the movie anyway – You will never be the same. The Bible says, “Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” This is He that tells us, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life – no-one comes to the Father but by Me.” What if it’s really true and you miss it?
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This past week marked the beginning of the period of the church calendar we call “Lent”. Many of you attended church services on Wednesday where ashes were used to signify the beginning of a period of mourning. Each person received a mark on the forehead (perhaps in the shape of the cross) from these ashes, which in some churches come from the burning of dried palm branches that have been saved from the previous year’s Palm Sunday. This Ash Wednesday tradition is not a Biblical mandate, but if we understand its significance, it can make the days leading up to Holy Week and Easter much more meaningful. The calendar date for Ash Wednesday is determined by counting backwards from Easter Sunday forty days – not counting the Sundays. Why forty days? The number forty, and also multiples of forty, held significant meaning for God’s people throughout the Bible. If we remember that much of scripture has dual meaning – both natural and spiritual – then we know these numbers are not random coincidence. We remember how the children of Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years before they finally entered the promised land. Before that, they were slaves in the land of Egypt for exactly 400 years.

When Moses received the Ten Commandments, he was in the presence of God on Mount Sinai without food or drink for forty days. When Jesus was led into the wilderness after His baptism, it was for forty days – and after His resurrection from the dead, it was forty days before He bodily ascended into heaven. Why? I don’t know, but I do know He did not do that for no reason. This is another of those mysteries we may have to wait for heaven to reveal. The point is that the number “forty” means something. In the Bible, we see many times proclaimed periods of 40 days set aside to fast, to pray and to repent. Periods of mourning for the dead often lasted forty days as well. Whether the mourning was for the dead or whether it was to reflect on one’s own sinfulness and unworthiness and to repent, it was a time of self-denial and affliction characterized by the wearing of sackcloth and ashes.

So, we begin those forty days of Lent with Ash Wednesday, mourning for those times, those years, we have yielded to the power of sin and grieved the heart of God. For forty days we reflect on our sinfulness and the magnitude of the price that was paid to set us free. We may attend weekly Lenten church services which focus on Christ’s supreme sacrifice for us; we may choose to fast to remind us that “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” We are to “die” to self and to our old sinful selfish ways – maybe there is some specific thing in our life that hinders our spiritual growth. This is a good time to lay that burden at the foot of the cross. We must die to self in order to be raised again with Christ, a brand-new creature. So, it’s a time of mourning for that old man we’re letting go. We’ve lived with him a long time, and even though the new man will have a much better life, our human nature will at times miss that old one.

We often think of the Christian life as one of sacrifice – we have to give up this and give up that – and in our human nature we do not want to give up anything. During Lent, Christians in many traditions practice fasting and self-denial; Roman Catholics, for example, observe particular days of fasting and abstinence. But these practices are not intended merely to make us miserable or to deprive us of things we enjoy. Their purpose is to turn our attention away from ourselves and toward repentance, prayer and Christ.

Is this what God expects of us – to give up all those things in life we enjoy? It’s no wonder people don’t want anything to do with Christianity if they think all it is is a life of sacrifice! What does God say about that? It’s not the giving up of things He wants, but rather a change of heart. Solomon says in Proverbs 21:2-3, “All a man’s ways seem right to him, but the Lord weighs the heart. To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.” And Solomon’s father, David, knew the heart of the Lord when he said in Psalm 40, “Sacrifice and offerings you did not desire --- burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require --- I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart.” And in Psalm 51:16-17, David says, “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God you will not despise.”

In the New Testament, Paul tells us in Romans 12, “I urge you brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God. – This is your spiritual act of worship. Do not be conformed any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”

The last part of this verse is very freeing, because you see, it’s God who does the work – He does the transforming of your mind – all you have to do is yield to His hand and let Him do it, for “it is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” Oswald Chambers says you must be willing to be made willing – willing to be placed on the altar just like Isaac was, and then to experience what that altar represents – burning, purification and separation for only one purpose – the elimination of every desire and affection not grounded toward God. But you don’t eliminate them – God does. You bind the sacrifice (your human nature) to the horns of the altar, and God will take it from there. Self-surrender is the most difficult thing for us to do --- but as soon as we do surrender, abandoning ourselves to Jesus, the Holy Spirit gives us a taste of His joy. When the Holy Spirit comes into our lives, our greatest desire is to lay down our lives for Jesus.

Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.” He doesn’t require us to “give up” a single thing we don’t want to give up. What He does is change what we want, until our will and His will are for the same thing, and then His greatest joy is to bless us by fulfilling every single desire and pouring out a blessing so abundant we can’t even hold it all. The day will come when you will look back on those things of the world that held such allure for you once and find they hold no attraction whatsoever, because your mind has been transformed.
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This past week marked the beginning of the period of the church calendar we call “Lent”. Many of you attended church services on Wednesday where ashes were used to signify the beginning of a period of mourning. Each person received a mark on the forehead (perhaps in the shape of the cross) from these ashes, which in some churches come from the burning of dried palm branches that have been saved from the previous year’s Palm Sunday. This Ash Wednesday tradition is not a Biblical mandate, but if we understand its significance, it can make the days leading up to Holy Week and Easter much more meaningful. The calendar date for Ash Wednesday is determined by counting backwards from Easter Sunday forty days – not counting the Sundays. Why forty days? The number forty, and also multiples of forty, held significant meaning for God’s people throughout the Bible. If we remember that much of scripture has dual meaning – both natural and spiritual – then we know these numbers are not random coincidence. We remember how the children of Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years before they finally entered the promised land. Before that, Scripture describes roughly four centuries of sojourning and oppression connected with Egypt: Genesis 15:13 speaks of four hundred years, while Exodus 12:40-41 gives 430 years for the sojourn.

When Moses received the Ten Commandments, he was in the presence of God on Mount Sinai without food or drink for forty days. When Jesus was led into the wilderness after His baptism, it was for forty days – and after His resurrection from the dead, it was forty days before He bodily ascended into heaven. Why? I don’t know, but I do know He did not do that for no reason. This is another of those mysteries we may have to wait for heaven to reveal. The point is that the number “forty” means something. In the Bible, forty-day periods appear in settings of testing, preparation, fasting and judgment. Mourning and repentance were also often expressed with sackcloth and ashes, although Biblical periods of mourning were not always forty days.

So, we begin those forty days of Lent with Ash Wednesday, mourning for those times, those years, we have yielded to the power of sin and grieved the heart of God. For forty days we reflect on our sinfulness and the magnitude of the price that was paid to set us free. We may attend weekly Lenten church services which focus on Christ’s supreme sacrifice for us; we may choose to fast to remind us that “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” We are to “die” to self and to our old sinful selfish ways – maybe there is some specific thing in our life that hinders our spiritual growth. This is a good time to lay that burden at the foot of the cross. We must die to self in order to be raised again with Christ, a brand-new creature. So, it’s a time of mourning for that old man we’re letting go. We’ve lived with him a long time, and even though the new man will have a much better life, our human nature will at times miss that old one.

We often think of the Christian life as one of sacrifice – we have to give up this and give up that – and in our human nature we do not want to give up anything. During Lent, Christians in many traditions practice fasting and self-denial; Roman Catholics, for example, observe particular days of fasting and abstinence. But these practices are not intended merely to make us miserable or to deprive us of things we enjoy. Their purpose is to turn our attention away from ourselves and toward repentance, prayer and Christ.

Is this what God expects of us – to give up all those things in life we enjoy? It’s no wonder people don’t want anything to do with Christianity if they think all it is is a life of sacrifice! What does God say about that? It’s not the giving up of things He wants, but rather a change of heart. Solomon says in Proverbs 21:2-3, “All a man’s ways seem right to him, but the Lord weighs the heart. To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.” And Solomon’s father, David, knew the heart of the Lord when he said in Psalm 40, “Sacrifice and offerings you did not desire --- burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require --- I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart.” And in Psalm 51:16-17, David says, “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God you will not despise.”

In the New Testament, Paul tells us in Romans 12, “I urge you brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God. – This is your spiritual act of worship. Do not be conformed any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”

The last part of this verse is very freeing, because you see, it’s God who does the work – He does the transforming of your mind – all you have to do is yield to His hand and let Him do it, for “it is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” Oswald Chambers writes in several devotionals about this same surrender: being willing to be made willing, laying self-will on the altar, and allowing God to remove what does not belong. But you don’t eliminate these things by your own power – God does. Self-surrender is the most difficult thing for us to do --- but as soon as we surrender, abandoning ourselves to Jesus, the Holy Spirit gives us a taste of His joy. When the Holy Spirit comes into our lives, our greatest desire is to lay down our lives for Jesus.

Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.” He doesn’t require us to “give up” a single thing we don’t want to give up. What He does is change what we want, until our will and His will are for the same thing, and then His greatest joy is to bless us by fulfilling every single desire and pouring out a blessing so abundant we can’t even hold it all. The day will come when you will look back on those things of the world that held such allure for you once and find they hold no attraction whatsoever, because your mind has been transformed.
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The last few weeks we have been sharing thoughts on what it means to be born again and what it means to be sanctified through the blood of our Savior, Jesus Christ. The Lenten season is a time when we reflect on the days leading up to that day that changed the course of history and opened the way to the throne of God that had been closed since sin entered the world. We remember, and we humble ourselves as we become more conscious of our sinful flesh and of the magnitude of the sacrifice He made for us. It’s a time to prepare our hearts for that Holy week – a time to clean our spiritual “houses”.

In orthodox Jewish homes this is a time of very thorough housecleaning, for they must be certain there is not one tiny crumb of leavened bread anywhere in the house.  It is the preparation for the Passover and the week-long feast of Unleavened Bread. Now why do they do this? And what is the significance of unleavened bread? – They do it because God commanded them to in Exodus 12 where He says, “This Passover is a day you are to commemorate; for the generations to come you shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord – a lasting ordinance. And celebrate the Feast of Unleavened Bread because it was on this very day that I brought your divisions out of Egypt. --- In the first month you are to eat bread made without yeast, from the evening of the 14th day (Passover) until the evening of the 21st day. Whoever eats anything with yeast in it must be cut off from the community of Israel.”

This business of bread made with yeast was a serious thing – but why? And what does it have to do with us? When you read your Bible and you come to all those rituals and laws God gave to His people through Moses in the wilderness having to do with sacrifices of all different kinds and precise instructions for the building of a tabernacle, do you hurry through it because you don’t understand it, and you think it has nothing to do with us? What if I told you it has everything to do with us, because everything in that tabernacle and everything in the rituals performed there were a picture of Christ who is our Passover Lamb?

Jesus told His followers “Don’t think that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets – I have not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them.” And Jesus talked a great deal about “leaven” as a symbol for sin and depravity. He told the people to “beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”

Bread was leavened with yeast as it still is today – Only today we seldom bake our own bread anymore and if we do we just buy a package of dry yeast from the supermarket. Our great-grandmothers couldn’t do that – they had to make their own yeast, and they did it the same way the children of Israel made theirs in the land of Egypt centuries before. Yeast is alive, and it produces spores that are carried on the air. Although we can’t see them we can see the results if we want to start a culture. Grandma would mix some flour and sugar with some warm milk and set it out in an open dish in the warm air. In a few days the mixture would begin to bubble and she’d add a little more flour, a little more sugar and a little more warm milk. This process was repeated until the mass was big enough to start kneading it and there was enough to make a loaf of bread. It was the yeast spores out of the air that made the dough rise and become light and fluffy by creating bubbles. Now, each time Grandma made bread, she would pinch off a bit of the risen dough and put it in a container with a little sugar and a little warm milk as “seed” for the next batch of bread. This she called “starter”, and she would faithfully “feed” it until she again had enough for a batch of bread.

Now what would happen if she started a batch of bread, kneaded it well, set it out to rise then forgot about it? That dough would continue to rise as the yeast bubbles would grow bigger and bigger, the dough would crawl out of the pans on all sides and all over the table. The only way to stop yeast from growing is to kill it, and that’s what we do when we bake that loaf in the oven. Do you see why God used “leaven” as a symbol for sin? Sin is everywhere – you don’t have to do a thing for it to get a hold on you except to be born, and when you feed it, it grows and keeps on growing until it permeates your whole being and it encroaches on the territory all around you.

“Egypt” also signified sin – Egypt worshiped idols and did not acknowledge the true God. When God brought His people out, He wanted everything to do with Egypt left behind. The people were to get rid of every bit of leaven – they were to leave sin behind and begin fresh, with a new life. In I Corinthians 5:6-8, Paul says to us, “Don’t you know that a little leaven works through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old leaven that you may be a new batch without yeast – as you really are. For Christ (our Passover Lamb) has been sacrificed. Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with old yeast (the yeast of malice and wickedness) but with bread without yeast – the bread of sincerity and truth.”

The night of that first Passover, the Passover lambs were killed and their blood applied to the doorposts of the Israelite houses so the destroyer passed over them. That same night God’s people began their departure from Egypt, leaving the leaven of Egypt behind. Centuries later Jesus of Nazareth sacrificed Himself for the sins of the world at Golgotha to set us free from the penalty of sin. The Exodus account does not give an exact calendar date for Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea, and the Gospel accounts have led Christians and scholars to different conclusions about the precise Nisan dates of Jesus’ final meal, crucifixion and resurrection. But the spiritual parallel remains: Israel passed through the sea into a brand-new life of freedom, and Jesus Christ arose from the grave, victorious over death, to set us free from the power of sin. “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone – the new has come!” Now as newborn babies, we are to desire the pure spiritual milk of the Word, so that we may “grow up” in our salvation until we reach the fullness of the stature of Christ.

Oswald Chambers writes about these themes in several devotionals. He describes the Holy Spirit’s new creation in us and emphasizes simple trust, complete surrender, and allowing God to use us rather than trying to perfect ourselves for display. His conclusion is simple: “Let Him do what He wants.”
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In his first letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul says the things that are written down in the Old Testament are recorded for our learning – We “upon whom the fulfillment of the ages has come”. When he said “we” he meant all those who have been privileged to see the fulfillment of the promise given ages ago to Abraham that all the world would be blessed through his seed. This now includes us – because the light of the world has come, and through the inspired Word of God in the New Testament, we see it. The life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the dividing line between the old and the new, but the Bible from Genesis to Revelation is not divided – it is all one story with Jesus as the axis around which that story revolves. If we will only look for it, that red thread that always points to Christ is there, showing that our God has always been in control to bring about the fulfillment of His promise. In His dealings with actual historical people, God often chose to engineer their circumstances to produce a physical reality that was symbolic of a spiritual one. When we see these parallels and pull out the treasures hidden there, it strengthens our faith that this written Word is indeed living and active, supernaturally authored by the mind of God.

The Biblical story of the nation of Israel is the greatest example of this principle as we read story after story of real events with real people that have their counterparts in the gospel story of salvation. We talked about this some last week as we examined the reason for the Jewish Festival of Unleavened bread. We talked about the miraculous delivery of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt through the blood of the Passover lambs on the doorposts, representative of the blood of Jesus, our Passover Lamb that sets us free from the slavery of sin.

Today I want to go back again centuries before this great deliverance, to the story of Abraham, the patriarch of Israel and a foundational figure revered in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. God gave him the name “Abraham” because he would be the father of many nations. God promised Abraham before he had any children at all that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the sky or the sand on the seashore. Genesis names eight sons of Abraham, but only one was to be the “son of the promise” – the miracle child born of a 100-year-old father and 90-year-old mother – the son named Isaac through whom the biblical promise would continue.

The story of Abraham and Isaac is a familiar one that most of us probably first heard when we were children, but it may be that familiarity that has caused us to miss the treasure hidden in the story – that spiritual parallel I was talking about.

The Bible does not tell us Isaac’s exact age when God suddenly asked of Abraham an incredible thing. He told Abraham to take this promised miracle child, who had brought his parents nothing but joy, and offer him as a burnt offering. That meant Abraham was being asked to kill this precious son! We have to wonder why Abraham didn’t question this and wonder if the voice he was hearing was really God. This wasn’t the God he had come to trust in, and it certainly isn’t the God of love we know Him to be – or is it? There are a lot of unanswered questions here. Surely Abraham must have reasoned that if Isaac died, the promise God made could not be realized. Why would He demand such a thing? How could He cause such anguish to a man He claimed to love? And what about Sarah? This was her only child, the son of the promise. Scripture does not tell us everything that went through Abraham’s mind, but it does tell us that he got up and obeyed.

He had plenty of time to think about it and to back out if he wanted to, for the place God told Abraham to go was a three-day journey away. Why the land of Moriah? How was that different from places that were closer to home? Genesis 22:6-8 says, “Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son, Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. Now Isaac spoke up and said to his father, Abraham – ‘Father?’, ‘Yes, my son,’ Abraham replied. ‘The fire and the wood are here,’ Isaac said, ‘but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?’ Abraham answered, ‘God Himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.’” Can you imagine the anguish in Abraham’s heart as his son asked him this?

Once they reached the place, Abraham built the altar, bound Isaac and laid him on it. Scripture does not tell us Isaac’s exact age, but he was old enough to carry the wood for the offering, and the account does not describe him resisting. Hebrews 11 says Abraham trusted God so much that he reasoned God could even raise the dead, because otherwise the promise through Isaac could not be fulfilled. We are not told exactly what Abraham said to Isaac or everything Isaac understood. What we are told is that Abraham raised the knife in faith, and God stopped him.

Now you’ve probably heard that the reason God told Abraham to do this was to “test” him. When we read Genesis 22:12 it sounds like that’s the case because the angel of the Lord stops Abraham while his arm is still raised and says, “Do not lay a hand on the boy – do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.” – I thought God was “omniscient”! He already knew Abraham’s heart and He already knew how Abraham would respond to His command. It certainly was a test, but it was also much more than that.

Verses 13-14 say Abraham looked up, and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place “The Lord will Provide” – and to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided.”

This ram, provided by God Himself, was the substitutionary sacrifice that would save the entire Hebrew nation, for you see the seed of that nation was already there in the loins of that boy – and out of that nation would come the true Lamb of God who would take away the sins of the whole world. Just as Isaac yielded to the will of his father, even carrying the wood on his own back, so Christ went willingly carrying His own wooden cross on His bleeding back, and He laid down His life on Golgotha – for you, and for me. I believe God gave us this story from the life of Abraham so we could identify with His heart and realize the magnitude of the heart of God and the anguish of the cost of His love for us.

Many years ago I saw a scale model someone had made of the Holy Land where little flags marked places connected with Biblical events. One flag marked Jesus’ crucifixion, and another connected the sacrifice of Isaac with the Jerusalem area. Scripture later identifies Mount Moriah with the site where Solomon built the temple (2 Chronicles 3:1), but Genesis does not locate Abraham’s mountain precisely, and the exact site of Golgotha is not known with certainty. So I would not insist that the two sacrifices occurred on the identical spot. Even so, the spiritual parallel is striking. The Word of God is living and active. There are pearls to be found there – but we must search for them. Seek – and you will find!
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Dear brothers and sisters in Christ: Can’t you just feel spring in the air? The mud is drying up and it will soon be time for raking. The forsythia and the almond tree are budded and I expect to see the crocuses and tulips popping up their heads any day. I listen for the sound of the first robin, and I know it’s time to clean out the bluebird house. Our own houses need cleaning too and I’m torn between a desire to work outside or in. For those who still do “spring cleaning” this is the time. We’re doing some of that at church too, and the process is at last underway to complete the landscaping around our new addition.

Housecleaning is a challenge for me because when I get busy with other things I don’t even notice how dirty things have gotten until I start to clean. Then there becomes such a contrast between what’s finally clean and what’s not that the dirty part sticks out like a sore thumb, and I can’t find a stopping point. The same is true when it comes to fixing up things that have become old and worn. As our son Tracy builds our new kitchen cupboards I notice more than ever before how dark and dull in comparison the finish looks on the other cupboards, with nicks and scratches and places where the finish is worn off. The door handles and hinges have lost their luster too. The new cupboards are made in the same style as the old and we’re trying to match the color of the wood, but the contrast is so stark I know I won’t be satisfied until those old cupboards are refinished to match the new. I can picture in my mind’s eye how nice it will all look when the whole kitchen is spruced up – but then I think of all the time and work that goes into that, and it’s overwhelming. I will have to remove all the doors and drawers, remove their hinges and pulls, and strip off all the old finish with chemical stripper (a messy, smelly, time-consuming chore). Then everything will have to be sanded to get rid of the nicks and scratches, starting with coarse sandpaper, then medium and then fine. The bare wood will have to be re-sealed, sanded again and two coats of new finish applied with fine sanding in between. All these steps will require drying time in between during which time the house is an upheaval of cupboard and drawer contents are all places they’re not supposed to be. Of course there will be hours and even days when it will all have to be put on hold while I take care of all the other day to day obligations that can’t wait, and make time for church and for family. On top of that, I just know if I ever get it all done then I’m going to want to refinish the kitchen table and chairs as well. – Makes your head swim, doesn’t it? Kind of makes you wonder if I wouldn’t have been better off to never have some new cupboards in the first place.

Do you suppose God ever feels overwhelmed when He looks at all the housecleaning and refinishing He has to do? Think about it. Mankind, His crowning, most perfect and beautiful creation: once shiny and smooth, clean and new – but now sullied – darkened and tainted by sin, full of nicks and scratches and broken parts. There is now none that does good and does not sin – no – not one. And what fellowship can light have with darkness? We need to be refinished, from the inside out, and there’s not a thing we can do about it. It is God who does the work – our job is to yield to the work of His hands, just like clay in the hands of the potter. We are such stubborn independent creatures that we don’t like to do that. We think we can fix ourselves, and don’t want to admit that without Him we can do nothing. Even when we finally reach the point where His work can make some progress, we don’t stay there. Someone has said “The trouble with a living sacrifice is it keeps crawling off the altar.” I wonder how long I would be willing to continue refinishing cupboards if I had to get up each morning only to find that half the work I did the day before has been undone and I have to do it all over again. Yet this is what God has to contend with every day, millions of times over. Humanly speaking, we could say if He had a lick of sense He would have washed His hands of us a long time ago and wiped us off the face of the earth. Why doesn’t He? We surely deserve it! But no – He patiently and lovingly works with us, over and over again – stripping and sanding and gluing and planning, cleaning and shining. We don’t always see it as loving – we don’t see the purpose behind it because it hurts to be stripped and sanded, and He often uses other difficult people as the sandpaper. It’s tedious and time-consuming and sometimes terribly messy, and there are often times when He must set us aside on a shelf to dry or to reach the right stage where He is able to work again.

These are the dry periods when we feel like we’re spinning our wheels, nothing is changing for the good, and our prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling. It is in these times that we begin to see how helpless we are – how our own best efforts are not going to cut it. He allows us to sink into the pit of despair because it is only then that we are willing to reach out and take His hand and let Him pull us up out of that miry pit and set our feet on a rock. That rock is Jesus – He is the only sure foundation, and He is the truth that sets us free. II Corinthians 3:18 says we are being transformed into His likeness. Again in Romans 12:2 we are told, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Note it doesn’t say “transform yourself” – it says “be transformed”, because it is God who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. It’s His job to shape and mold us and make us new – our job is to let Him. We must agree with Him that we are sinners incapable of being anything else on our own; we must believe that God loves us as our Father and wants only what’s best for us and He knows what that is better than we do; and we must accept the free gift He offers us through His Son who is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Romans 8:1 says, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” Why is God willing to do this for us? Why is He willing to take a chance on us and go to all that work and all that sacrifice to make us new? Because you see He has that picture in His mind’s eye of what we will be when He is finished. He knows what we were like when we were new, because He made the prototype.

A saying often attributed to the great sculptor Michelangelo describes the finished figure as already there within the marble, waiting for the sculptor to set it free. This is how our Heavenly Father sees us. You see, when He looks at us He sees us through a filter. This filter is the blood of His perfect Son who “became sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” In this “great exchange”, Jesus “put on” our sinful nature and put it to death so that we may take it off. In Ephesians 4 Paul tells us to “put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires,” to “be made new in the attitude of your minds,” and to “put on the new self,” created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. When we are “born again” through faith in Jesus Christ, we are “a new creation – the old has gone – the new has come.” In Romans 12:2 we are told, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will.” When we are “in Christ”, that new creation is already there. Will you yield to the hands of that great sculptor so He can let it out?
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Jesus Christ, the “Lamb of God”, was brought into His Father’s house to be examined and scrutinized by the temple officials for three days. They were doing their best to find a fault, a blemish in this perfect lamb, and they found none. It was the 13th day of the month of Nisan now, and Jesus knew His time had come, and by the next evening He would be dead.

He was with His beloved disciples in that upper room where they would eat that last supper together. Mark tells us “Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to His disciples, saying, ‘Take it; this is My body’. Then He took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, and they all drank from it. ‘This is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many’, He said. I tell you the truth – I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it anew in the kingdom of God.”

Matthew, Mark and Luke explicitly describe this meal in Passover terms. Luke even tells us Jesus said, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” John, however, frames the meal in relation to Passover differently. John 13 begins, “It was just before the Passover Feast,” and then tells us something the other Gospels do not mention: Jesus rose from the meal, wrapped a towel around His waist and washed His disciples’ feet. After His teaching and prayer, John says Jesus and the disciples crossed the Kidron Valley, which agrees with the movement toward the Mount of Olives described in the other Gospels.

So how do we reconcile the chronology? The Synoptic Gospels describe the meal as Passover, while John’s chronology appears to place Jesus’ death in relation to Passover differently. Christians and Bible scholars have discussed this question for centuries, and the precise Nisan dates of the meal and crucifixion should not be stated as though there were no debate. What all four Gospels make unmistakably clear is that Jesus’ final meal, death and resurrection were interpreted in the light of Passover and covenant.

Several explanations have been proposed. Some give priority to one Gospel chronology or the other; some have suggested that different calendars were in use; others understand Jesus as giving the meal Passover meaning in anticipation of His death. There is no single solution accepted by everyone. What matters most for this reflection is the theological connection: Jesus gives the bread and cup new meaning in relation to Himself, and the New Testament presents Christ as our Passover Lamb. He had also told them earlier in John 6, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty.” He goes on to describe Himself as the living bread given for the life of the world and says, “The Spirit gives life – the flesh counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are Spirit and they are life.”

I suggest that in addition to this Jesus had another purpose in mind that night as He took on the role of a servant to wash His disciples’ feet. In a world of sandals and dusty roads, provision for washing a guest’s feet was an ordinary act of hospitality, and the actual washing could be assigned to a servant. That makes Peter’s protest understandable: “Lord, you shall never wash my feet!” Jesus was their Master and Lord – their leader. They thought they should be serving Him, not the other way around. But Jesus said to Peter, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” When He had finished washing their feet, He put on His clothes and returned to His place and then He said, “Do you understand what I have done for you? – You call Me ‘Teacher and Lord’, and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. --- Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.”

Later that same night He prayed for them, and then He also prayed for us. In John 17:20-23 He said: “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in Me and I am in You. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent Me. I have given them the glory that you gave Me, that they may be one as We are one: I in them and You in Me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that You sent Me and have loved them even as You have loved Me.”

Now if that isn’t complete unity, I don’t know what is! You see as believers we are His body and we are His bride. By accepting that piece of bread He gives us and eating it, and by taking the cup He gives us and drinking it, we are accepting His proposal of marriage. He is a part of us now as we are a part of Him, and when He gives of Himself so completely as to even wash our feet, He is preparing us as a bride is prepared for her husband. Then He gives the wonderful promise, “I am going to prepare a place for you so that where I am, there you may be also – and if I go to prepare a place for you, I will come again and take you unto Myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” Christian teachers have often illustrated these words with ancient Jewish wedding imagery: the groom preparing a place, the bride waiting in readiness, and the father’s household involved in the marriage arrangements. Some versions of that illustration say the groom’s father alone decided the exact moment when the son could go for his bride. That specific detail is popular in Christian teaching but is not firmly established in surviving Jewish sources, so I use it as an illustration rather than historical proof. The biblical point of readiness remains clear: Christ tells His followers that the time of His return is not theirs to know. His bride must be ready. His bride is the church – she is us! Are you ready?
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My husband had successful cataract surgery this past week. I recalled going through the same procedure several years ago and remembered how my eyes were drastically changed overnight by that simple operation. The morning after the surgery, when I first removed the patch and looked out the bathroom window, I could see clearly in full technicolor across the meadow and clear to the trees along the creek. I had not been able to do this since I was 12 years old. The new lens implant had changed my eyesight from severely near-sighted to far-sighted – just like that! I now had one far-sighted eye and one near-sighted eye, and until I could get new glasses I had to take the left lens out. Eventually I also had surgery on the other eye so they finally work together again, but the thing is – what I gained on one end of the spectrum, I lost on the other. Whereas I used to be able to read and see things close up without my glasses, now everything within 5 feet is a blur and I need tri-focals. What a wonderful invention glasses are, and isn’t it great that God anticipated ahead of time that we would need them, so He put our ears in just the right place!

The human eye is the most amazing thing. All its parts work together just right, like a camera, to carry the reflected light from the objects we see to the retina in back of the eye that records the shapes, the colors, the dimensions – and then sends these images like through an electric cable we call the optic nerve to the brain that deciphers the message and enables us to comprehend it – all this in a flash so fast we have no awareness of time elapsed at all. We are so fearfully and wonderfully made!

Whether we see or not depends on two realities – the existence of light, and the proper functioning of all the parts responsible for vision, from the eye to the optic nerve to the sight center in the brain. There must be both for sight to occur. Have you ever taken a tour of an underground cavern where the guide turns off the lights so you can experience absolute darkness? In that situation, we are no better off than a person who has no eyes at all, for without light, the eyes do nothing. On the other hand, there can be all the light that’s needed and one will still be blind if only one of the components of sight is not functioning. The eye itself may be perfect, but if the optic nerve is severed that eye is like a camera taking pictures that are never developed, because the images taken in never reach the brain.

Now what is spiritual sight or spiritual blindness? And what is the spiritual light that makes spiritual sight possible? Jesus called the Pharisees “blind guides”. He told them they were blind because they claimed they could see, and He said when the blind lead the blind, both of them will fall into the ditch. These men knew the Scriptures. They worked constantly to obey all the Old Testament laws to the letter, and even added some extra laws for good measure. They really believed they were living lives pleasing to God, and they considered themselves righteous in the eyes of God – not like those “sinners” out there. They knew the Scripture prophesied a Messiah that would come one day and they looked forward to that, but they didn’t have a clue what this Messiah was coming for. Now they saw Him face to face with their physical eyes, but they were blind, because their spiritual vision did not function. In John 5, Jesus said to them, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about Me, yet you refuse to come to Me to have life.”

Saul of Tarsus was one of those Pharisees. Intelligent, schooled in the Scriptures and righteous in his own eyes, he thought it was his religious duty to wipe out this new sect of Jews who followed Jesus. It wasn’t until the risen Christ Himself stopped Saul in his tracks and struck him blind that he finally began to see. The story is told in Acts 9. God sent Ananias to tell Saul, “The Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road, has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” As he said this, “immediately something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes” and he could see again. He got up and was baptized, because his spiritual blindness had been healed as well. Acts later tells us that Saul was also called Paul; it does not say God changed his name at conversion. Paul became the great missionary to the Gentiles whose letters have shaped Christian faith ever since.

You recall I have several times alluded to Jesus’ statement, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” He could just as well have said, “He who has eyes to see, let him see.” He’s talking about hearing with spiritual ears and seeing with spiritual eyes. We call our eyes the “windows of the soul”. Jesus said in Matthew 6, “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness.”

What is the light that enables us to see with our spiritual eyes? Jesus tells us plainly – “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” How do we follow Him? By hearing what He says and believing it, by going where He goes, and by doing what He does. Throughout the four gospels of Jesus life here on earth, His words, “I tell you the truth” are recorded 84 times. And this truth He tells is, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life – no man comes to the Father but by Me.” “I have come that you may have life, and have it more abundantly.” “If you continue in my Word, then you are My disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” You see the Word of God is exactly what it claims to be – absolute truth. That’s where the light is found, and this light shines brighter and brighter the more we look at it. Its light shines into our innermost being through our spiritual eyes until we become lights ourselves, just as the moon reflects the light of the sun. Jesus also told us, “You are the light of the world” and we are to let our light shine that others will see it and glorify the source of that light that we reflect. 

There’s a song that goes, “You’re the only ‘Jesus’ some will ever see.” Unbelievers aren’t likely to open a Bible because they are blind to its value. The Bible says the unspiritual person can’t understand the things of the Spirit. They are foreign to him because they are spiritually discerned. But if they can see the love of Jesus reflected in your life, the joy you have – the peace that passes all understanding – they just might become curious enough to listen to what you say and even ask you where it comes from. Once they are willing to open their eyes, they will begin to see. Proverbs 2 says, “If you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding – and if you look for it as for silver, and search for it as for hidden treasure – then you will understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God.” It’s all there, you see, between the covers of that book. St. John says, “This is the message we have heard from Him and now declare to you – God is light; in Him is no darkness at all!
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When I was a little girl, I thought my Grandpa Hartwig was the sleepiest man I had ever seen, because he would sit down, in a chair and be sound asleep in thirty seconds. Then I found out the reason for this mysterious affliction. Grandpa owned and ran the only dairy in Osage. He and one hired hand milked forty Holstein cows twice a day, separated the cream and churned the butter. Then Grandpa bottled all the milk and cream with a machine that filled and capped one bottle at a time. Every day it was long after dark before he got all the crates in the cooler and finally could come in the house. Then he was up the next morning every day at 3:30 to milk again before leaving on his delivery route to supply ¾ of the town with milk, butter, cream and eggs – all before breakfast.

But even after knowing that I never could appreciate how hard it must have been for him to function on so little sleep until I experienced it myself. I had four kids in school when I went to work at St. Luke’s Nursing Home and found myself falling asleep at my coffee breaks. I knew it was because I got up too early and went to bed too late, but I figured it was a trade-off – either do that or leave things undone that I thought had to be done. I wanted to have some time each day for private devotions and the only time that worked for me was in the early morning before anyone else was up. You would think I would have realized what I was doing to myself when I fell asleep driving home from work – twice! (Yes, I believe in guardian angels) But God had to spell it out for me before I got the message. After many mornings of struggling to focus and concentrate on my reading with my nose in my Cheerios, He led me to Psalm 127 where verse 2 said, “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat – for He grants sleep to those He loves.” Wow! Could He have made it any plainer than that?

I know what it feels like to be so sleepy all you want is to just give into it when you know you can’t, so you must fight it. And I know what it is to lose that battle anyway – when all it takes is a split-second of letting down your guard. In our message today we meet some more very sleepy people. The story is found in your Bible in Matthew 26 beginning with verse 36.

Eleven men had followed their master from that upper room where He had washed their feet. It was night now and they had crossed the Kidron Valley to this garden called “Gethsemane”. They had been there many times in the three years they followed this man called Jesus. Sometimes they slept there at night. They would sit there on the side of the mountain facing the city, just enjoying the quiet of it – talking and listening to Jesus, and it was good. But tonight was different – they could feel it hanging in the air. Jesus didn’t sit with them this time. He instead had told them, “You sit here while I go over there and pray.” He took Peter, James and John with Him part of the way and they could see He was really struggling with something; but they didn’t know what. He confided in them – “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death”, He said. “Stay here and keep watch with Me.” So they stayed and they watched, while Jesus went further alone. In the stillness they could hear He was praying, but they couldn’t make out the words. They knew He was in anguish and they longed to comfort Him, but they somehow knew this was a private battle, and for the first time since they met Him, they were not included. So they just sat there and waited in the dark silence. He told them to “watch”, but what were they supposed to watch? Or watch for? He seemed to be waiting for something, but what was it? It was late and they just could not stay awake any longer. When Jesus finally returned, they were all sound asleep. “Could you men not keep watch with Me for one hour?!” He asked Peter. “One hour”? – was that all it had been? He seemed irritated with them and they felt badly about it. Then He said, “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”

Twice more He went back to His solitary place to pray some more, and each time He returned He found them asleep. It wasn’t that they didn’t care – they did care – they loved Jesus, but all their efforts to do what He asked were in vain. Their physiological need for sleep just plain overrode their will to stay awake and watch.

Once again they were suddenly jerked awake by Jesus standing there. “Are you still sleeping and resting?” He asked. “Look – the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners! Rise – let’s go! Here comes My betrayer!” Then they saw them. A whole long line of torches stretching across the valley and up the hill, heading straight for them! It was soldiers from the temple, armed with swords and clubs, and leading the mob was one they had thought was one of their own. It was Judas! Of course! – Now the pieces began to fit together. He knew exactly where the little band of brothers would be that night, and he had led the posse right to them.

Now the disciples knew Jesus had known all along they were coming. It was what He had been waiting for, and it was what He was dreading. But now His demeanor had changed. He didn’t seem troubled anymore at all. On the contrary, it was as though He had been expecting this, and now that the time had come, He was ready. Why didn’t He run? Why would He just stand there and let them take Him? Yet that’s exactly what He did – He didn’t try to resist at all. The Gospels say the disciples fled. In imagining the confusion of that night, I picture them scattering into the darkness, perhaps toward familiar places such as Bethany. Scripture specifically says Peter followed Jesus at a distance. John’s Gospel adds that “another disciple,” who was known to the high priest, also followed and helped Peter enter the courtyard; Christian tradition often identifies that disciple as John, but the Gospel does not name him. By morning Peter was in shame after denying that he knew Jesus; Matthew and Luke say he went out and wept bitterly.

Jesus had warned them all. He told them, “On this night you will all forsake Me.” None of them believed they ever would do such a thing, and Peter had been the most adamant, insisting, “Even if they all fall away, I never will!” This is why He had told them in the garden to watch and pray. Might things have been different if they had actually done that instead of falling asleep?

It’s Peter who later warns us in I Peter 5:8: “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” No-one knew the truth of that more than Peter.

These men were all fallible human beings who failed Jesus when He needed them most. But He loved them anyway. He knows what it is to have the battle going on in the mind between the flesh and the Spirit. That’s the battle He fought that night. He had always known what was ahead and He knew that was the reason He was born. But when the time came He just didn’t know how He could endure it as the son of man. He was as human as we are and the Bible says He was tempted in every way just as we are. The difference is He never gave into it. He was the only man who never sinned and therefore the only one qualified to pay the price for the sins of anyone else. In His humanness, He hoped there could be another way – yet in His holiness, He knew this was the way it had to be. He was tempted to refuse His mission, but He triumphed over that temptation and once the victory was won and the matter settled, He set His face like a flint and went every step of the way without wavering.

“The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak”, He had told His men, and He says the same now to us. He understands our weakness and He knows our hearts. When we foul up, when we fail Him, He just says, “Get up now – let’s go on to the next thing.” And most of all He tells us to “watch” and “pray”.
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Today is the day the children march up the church aisle waving palm branches to celebrate and remember that joyous day so many years ago when our King of Kings rode through the gate and through the streets of Jerusalem and into the temple. The people recognized Him as their Messiah and the shouting, the praising, the singing, the excitement of it all spread through the city like a wave of electricity. But within just four short days the mood would take a 180-degree turn as the people came to realize this “Messiah” was not going to do what they thought He would, which was to overthrow the oppressive Roman rule. They began to feel like fools, and they were angry about it. They thought they had been “had” – this Jesus was not who they thought He was after all.

Now these were people who knew the Old Testament Scriptures and hoped for God’s promised deliverance, but Christians believe they had not understood that the Messiah’s path would first lead through suffering and death. John says Jesus came to Bethany six days before Passover and entered Jerusalem the next day. Read against the Passover instructions in Exodus, I see a powerful symbolic parallel between Jesus entering Jerusalem and the Passover lamb being set apart before the feast. The Gospel itself does not label the day “the 10th of Nisan,” so I treat that exact calendar identification as part of the typological comparison rather than as an explicitly stated date.

You’re going to hear some things today you heard me say before, and I make no apologies for that because this is Holy Week and the wonderful story of Holy Week is always the same. If you don’t remember anything else I’ve said up to now, I hope you will remember what I have said about Holy Week, because on this one short week out of all of history hangs the reason for everything. It is the dividing line between life and death for every person ever born and whoever will be. Every detail that is recorded in Scripture concerning this week, right down to the players and even the exact timing of everything was all already in place in the mind of God before the world ever was.

Jesus said He had not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets, but to fulfill them. Christians have long read many Old Testament passages as finding their fulfillment or fullest meaning in His suffering, death and resurrection. I do not need to put an exact number on those passages to see the pattern. He was the Passover Lamb whose blood would be poured out once, for all, for all time as that one perfect sacrifice to pay the penalty a just God required for the breaking of His perfect law. The wages of sin is death, and without the shedding of blood there can be no forgiveness.

When this holy God created man with a free will, He knew already that we would choose to sin, but He didn’t want robots. He wanted children who would choose to love Him of their own free will. The trouble is, a holy God can have no personal relationship with sinful beings, and more than anything He wanted back that unity He had with man before sin ruined it – the time when He walked with them and talked with them in the garden. So how could He get that back and be true to His nature as a God of justice at the same time? I suppose He could have just scrapped the first batch of humans and started over. He did almost do that once, but it was only a temporary fix – we were soon back to the same depraved state we were in before the flood. Even righteous Noah had that same bad seed that is in all of us.

SO God had a plan. Isaiah 59 tells us God looked at the wickedness of man and He was appalled. “Justice is driven back”, He says, “And righteousness stands at a distance; truth has stumbled in the streets; honesty cannot enter. Truth is nowhere to be found, and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey.” There was absolutely no-one who hadn’t been infected with this plague – no-one who could save us. So He made a decision. He would work the needed salvation Himself. “His own arm” would do it, and His own righteousness would sustain Him. He would pay the penalty Himself that His justice required. But in order to do that, He would have to leave His perfect Holy estate and become one of us. God cannot die – only mortals do that, and mortals cannot live a perfect holy life – only God can do that. TO be that perfect spotless lamb and pour out His life-blood for us, He would pour Himself as through a funnel into a tiny baby born of a woman. Philippians 2:6-8 says “ Even though He was in very nature God, He did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross.”

Never make the mistake of thinking Jesus was a martyr or victim who was murdered against His will. He came to die. “For this cause was I born”, He said. Every moment of His mortal life and everything that happened in all His 33 years was a count-down to that end. When He cried out those words, “It is finished”, He was announcing to the world that what He came to do was done, and when His Father added a loud “Amen” to that by taking ahold of the huge curtain in the temple and tearing it in two from top to bottom, this was His pronouncement that never again would there be a barrier between God and man. The way had been opened to the Holy of Holies, and for the first time sinful man could approach a holy God, and even without fear. The original relationship was restored, and all because of the blood that covers us like a cloak. When He sees us through that, He no longer sees our sin. It has been paid for in full and He has removed it as far as the east is from the west and drowned it in the midst of the sea.

The Gospel of John portrays the disciple whom Jesus loved as especially close to Him and places that disciple at the cross. Early Christian tradition identifies this beloved disciple with the apostle John and says John lived to old age at Ephesus rather than dying as a martyr. Christian tradition also identified the John of Revelation with the apostle, although the book of Revelation itself simply names its author as John and early Christians were not unanimous about that identification. However we sort out those traditions, the writings associated with John repeatedly emphasize seeing, believing and finally understanding. The first chapter of John’s gospel begins this way:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. --- The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. He came to that which was His own, but His own did not receive Him. Yet, to all who received Him – to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God – children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

Then Jesus Himself said in John  3, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and Only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not  believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s One and Only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world – but man loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.”

This “Word” is Jesus – this light is Jesus! He came to open the way back to God, and He offers it to us as a free gift with no strings attached. How can we refuse such love as this?
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Our family celebrated Easter together at our daughter’s house where we used to live. Grandma is gone now and so is her house, where we went for Easter every year and I no longer host the family meals as I once did either. Time has changed things and it also changes people.

During the days preceding that first Easter, there were many who mourned over the death of One called Jesus. All around Jerusalem, and especially in the little town of Bethany, those who knew Him best were filled with despair and apprehension, confused over what had happened and wondering what they were going to do now. There were regrets over things they had said and done that couldn’t be undone, and over things they hadn’t done that they should have, and now never would. When it came down to the nitty-gritty, they had all forsaken Him and fled, just as He said they would, even though every one of them had sworn to stand with Him to the death.

Of the eleven men left of those who had spent most of every waking moment with Him for years, Peter stood out because of the shame of what he had done. Scripture tells us very little about where each disciple spent those terrible hours between the crucifixion and resurrection. In trying to enter Peter’s state of mind, I picture the others gathering for comfort while Peter grieved alone, a broken man. That is an imaginative reconstruction, not a detail the Gospels give us.

Let’s once again attempt to identify with his heart and his thoughts of anguish during those few days that changed his life forever.

“Has it only been three days since that night they took Him? It seems like forever! I feel like my heart has just been torn out, and I don’t know what to do!!! Nothing is the same as it was – it just seems like the whole world is dead!

He wanted us to observe the Passover together – but it wasn’t a celebration like other years – this was different. He was talking about going away, and said we couldn’t come along – and then He said one of us was going to betray Him, and all of us would forsake Him. How could He say that?!! He was our teacher, our mentor, our brother! We ate together and walked together and slept together for three years. He was our whole life! I told Him, ‘Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will!’ – And do you know what His answer was? ‘This very night’, He said, ‘before the rooster crows, you will disown Me three times!’’ Never!!’ I cried – even if I have to die with You, I will never disown You! ‘Just the thought of it was appalling to me. I was as loyal to Him as a man could get – hadn’t I left everything I owned to follow Him? He said He was going to make me a fisher of men, and I knew He was no ordinary man. He could walk on water! My name was Simon, and He gave me a new name. He called me Peter – that means a rock – He called me a Rock! – and now He was saying I would deny Him?”

“We waited with Him that night in the garden – for hours and hours – but we didn’t know what it was He was waiting for – until we saw the line of torches coming up the hill. Guards and other people from the temple, coming like a mob with swords and clubs – and Judas was leading them! He came right up to the Lord and kissed Him, of all things. Jesus said to him, ‘Judas – do you betray the Son of man with a kiss?’ So that was why he had left the supper early – He was the one!! Well I wasn’t about to let this happen! I would protect Him! So I drew my sword and struck the high priest’s servant. John tells us his name was Malchus. Jesus stopped me and told me to put my sword away. Luke says He touched the man’s ear and healed him. Then He allowed Himself to be taken.”

“There was so much noise and commotion, and in the dark we couldn’t tell what was what or who was who. Were they going to arrest us all? We began to run – but then I remembered His words, ‘You will all forsake me.’ And my own claim that I never would. I turned around and followed at a distance so I wouldn’t be seen. John’s Gospel says another disciple followed too. That disciple was known to the high priest and helped me get into the courtyard. Christian tradition often identifies him as John, although the Gospel does not name him. It was cold out there. They had built a fire and people were standing around warming their hands. I just pretended I belonged and blended right in – I was determined to see what was going to happen to my Master! This worked until suddenly a servant girl said to me, ‘You also were with Jesus of Galilee!’ It took me by surprise, and I wasn’t about to let a servant girl blow my cover. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ I said, and I just walked away. I went to stand in the gateway – but another accusation came, and I denied Him again. Then others said my speech gave me away. I began to call down curses on myself, still insisting I didn’t know the man. The words were barely out of my mouth when I heard it – the rooster. Luke tells us that at that moment the Lord turned and looked at Peter. I can only imagine what that look did to him.”

I stumbled out into the darkness with tears blinding my eyes and the words of Jesus pounding in my ears – three times – three times – three times. – ‘My God- what have I done? I just did what I swore I would never do! And I had told Him I would die with Him! I could feel the pain radiating down my arms into my finger-tips as sobs wracked my whole body. What a fool! What a fool! Now I wonder – did I really love Him at all? I really did want to follow Him no matter what – but it just seems like everything I do turns out wrong. Even when I tried to defend Him I did the wrong thing – and now this! I do love Him, but how could He ever believe it? He went to His death thinking I didn’t care, and that can never be remedied. What can I do? Where can I go? The others have surely heard about this. There’s no way I can face them now – God help me!!!”

Dear one, are you someone out there today listening to this program who can identify with the despair Peter felt? Have you blown it big-time and think you just can’t go on? I’m here to tell you there is hope, for there is more to tell of this story, tune in again next week for the rest of the story.
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In last week’s talk, we heard the first part of Simon Peter’s story. We went into the courtyard of the high priest where he had hoped to mingle with the crowd undetected. But by the end of the night he had been confronted three times. And all three times he vehemently denied that he knew Jesus at all. This was a man who just hours before had sworn that even if he had to be arrested and face death with Jesus, he would never deny Him and he would never run. He had boasted – assured Jesus in front of all the others that even if all of them forsook Him, he never would! But Jesus knew – “Simon, Simon,” He said, - “Satan has asked to sift you as wheat, but I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail – and when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” Even though he was warned, Peter was blind to his own weakness, and he didn’t see it coming. Peter was a strong man with muscles hardened from years of hauling heavy nets full of fish. He was probably the most “macho” of the bunch – impetuous and outspoken. He didn’t do anything half-way, and when he decided to do something he threw caution to the wind. Who else dared to walk on water? Who else had tried to defend his master when the mob came for Him in the garden that night? Didn’t that prove that he was willing to risk his own life? – But Satan is so sneaky! Peter didn’t expect the temptation to come through a little servant girl – he didn’t recognize it for what it was until he heard the rooster crow and Jesus looked straight at him. When the truth of what he had done hit home, the Synoptic Gospels tell us he went out and wept; Matthew and Luke say he wept bitterly! Peter is not mentioned again until three days later. Where did he go? And what did he do?

They had killed his Lord – his best friend – the one he had given up everything for, and this strong macho man couldn’t stop it. Even worse, he had abandoned Him and now he denied Him to save his own skin. He was no better than Judas! Would anyone have been surprised if he had taken his own life as well? What was there left to live for after all? For three years his whole life had been to follow this one who claimed to be the Messiah. He didn’t anticipate this relationship coming to an end. The “Messiah” was dead! Was He really not who He claimed to be after all? All the hopes and dreams had died with him. It was all gone! Nothing would ever be the same again.

For three days there was nothing but stunned silence. The grieving disciples had shut themselves up behind locked doors, and I imagine Peter wrestling alone with what he had done. Scripture gives us one tantalizing detail: Luke 24 reports the disciples saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon,” and Paul likewise lists an appearance to Cephas before the appearance to the Twelve. Neither passage tells us where, when, or what Jesus said to Peter. I can only imagine the grace in that unrecorded meeting and what it meant to a man who had denied Him.

What grace! What love! He knew Peter needed this. He needed to know he was forgiven – that his Lord still loved him in spite of all he had done. And he needed to see that Christ had risen, just as He said He would – and this was not the end of the world. By that same evening when Jesus first appeared in His glorified body to the eleven, Peter was among them, and now he knew that they forgave him too.

But what about the ministry now? Jesus walked on earth after His resurrection for forty days, showing Himself to many, and the Gospels record several appearances to His followers before He ascended. John identifies the Galilee appearance that follows as the third time Jesus had appeared to the disciples after He was raised from the dead. It is another crucial part of the molding of Simon into the apostle Peter – the “Rock”.

Jesus had appeared to the disciples behind locked doors on the evening of resurrection day, and again one week later when Thomas was present. Later, they returned to Galilee. Peter knew that familiar country well, so he said to the others, “I’m going fishing!” Peter and six other disciples went with him, and they fished all night but caught nothing. In the early morning as they headed for shore, they saw someone standing on the beach. “Friends, have you caught any fish?” He called. When they said no, He told them to throw the net on the right side of the boat. They did so and immediately caught 153 large fish. “It’s the Lord!” cried the beloved disciple, and Peter plunged into the water to go to Him.

Three years earlier, this same Jesus had seen some of these fishermen, including Simon, after they had fished all night and caught nothing. Luke 5 records the account. “Put out into the deep water,” Jesus said, “and let down your nets for a catch.” When they had done so, they caught so many fish the nets began to break. This was the day they left it all and followed Him. Now they had come full circle and He was calling Peter again in a way he could understand. Jesus asked Peter three times, “Simon, son of John, do you love Me?” The significance of three questions was not lost on Peter. Jesus told him to feed His sheep and then once more said, “Follow Me.” Peter went on to become a bold leader of the early church, although the New Testament does not portray him as flawless. Early Christian tradition says he eventually died as a martyr in Rome; a later tradition says he was crucified upside down at his own request because he did not consider himself worthy to die in the same manner as Jesus.

Scripture tells us these true stories of the failings of God’s people are written down for our learning. All the heroes and men of great faith in the Bible were imperfect people – they were all sinners, just like you and me, and the Bible doesn’t gloss over their failings. God often chooses the weak and the insignificant people in order to demonstrate His power that is made perfect in weakness. He knows our frame – He remembers that we are dust and that even when the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak. Does the promise of Romans 8:28 apply also to the things we go through as a result of our own sin? I believe it does, for our God is a God of second chances and He is the Lord our Healer. It’s true that we reap what we sow, and God’s redemption and forgiveness does not change that unchangeable law. Our repentance and remorse, no matter how sincere, does not negate the natural consequences of our sins, and some of what we reap can be life-long and even affect generations to come. But God knew all this ahead of time, and He has worked every detail into His marvelous plan. Just as He can use the sins others commit against us to discipline and mold us, He will also use even our own sin and the consequences of them for our good, just as He did with Peter. You see God’s purpose is not to perfect me to make me a trophy in His showcase; He is working to get me to the place where He can use me. Let Him do what He wants! If you think you have blown it and your life is ruined now, don’t hide from Him – run to Him – He loves you! If you are in the pit of despair and you can’t see any light ahead, just rest and listen. When the time is right and you are ready to hear it, God will give you a very precious message for someone else once you are back in the light.

Take a walk outside – just you and God – and ask Him to open your eyes. Watch for all the little signs of life everywhere around you springing from what appeared to be dead, and claim some of that new life for yourself. Isaiah 43:19 says, “See- I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up – do you perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.” Yes! The risen Christ brings new life and restores the years the locust has eaten. Remember you can do all things through Christ who strengthens you – but without Him, you can do nothing.
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We are going to talk about chaos today and how our God is forgiving and merciful – how He will use even our own mistakes and the consequences of our own sin for our good to reach us and to help us to grow in our faith. He promises us “There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,” and He is a God of second chances. There is nothing that can happen to us and nothing we may do that is so bad as to separate us from His love. God already knew all about you before you were ever born, and He knew every sinful act and even every sinful thought you would ever have – yet He died for you anyway. He has a plan for your life just as he has a plan for the big picture, and He engineers the circumstances of our lives to work together with all His other micro-plans into His one great Macro-plan for all of mankind. Yet God is limited in what He can do by a restriction He Himself has placed on His power – for He has made us creatures with a freedom to choose.

Each of our lives is like a road we are traveling to a destination. This road has intersections with many other roads which are the lives of others who become a part of our lives. There are on ramps where they come on, and there are off ramps where we change direction, and each of these ramps is a choice. The engineer who designed the road has built into it some forks where we must choose to go to the left or to the right, and sometimes we encounter construction zones where we’re forced to slow to a crawl and detours which may take us miles out of our intended course and cause interruptions in our schedules and plans. How much of what happens in my life is pre-determined, and how much is a result of my own choices? I have no control over my genetic make-up or the culture and society into which I am born. I don’t choose parents or my physical appearance or my I.Q. or my innate talents or lack of them. All these things are the hand I am dealt. And to some degree they will even determine the choices I make. Yet God does hold us responsible for what we do with what we have been given. He says, “To whom much is given – of him shall much be required”. And He has given us guidelines to live by – maps and road signs along the way to show us the way to go and help us choose the right direction. If we refuse to follow these we have no-one to blame but ourselves when we reap the fruit of what we sow. Making right choices is harder for some than for others and your heavenly Father knows this. That’s why He tells us not to judge one another. Only He knows what is in the heart of every person and He has said, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

Have you ever wondered what your life may have been like if you had taken a different path at some crossroad long ago? As a teenager I had a dream of being a medical missionary to Africa and I thought God was leading me toward that. I wanted to marry a minister who would go with me and we would be missionaries together. I even had the man already picked out – a young seminary student I met in Fort Worth where he was spending his internship and I was working for the summer for my uncle. I was so sure this was the man God had chosen for me. The trouble was, God never told him.  I went back to Minnesota and started my nurse’s training to work toward my goal. But that didn’t work out either, for in my third year I got sick and missed so many classes that I flunked out. In the meantime a classmate introduced me to her cousin, a sailor home on leave. We began to write, and the rest is history. I never became a nurse and I never made it to Africa. This was a choice I made, not to go back to school and not to become a missionary. Now were there perhaps some souls in Africa who died never knowing Christ because I made the choice not to do this? I will never know. But then are there perhaps some lives I’ve touched or some who have come to know Christ who wouldn’t have if I had not taken the path I’m on? My husband and I were born only three days apart and lived 30 miles apart. If I had not had that nurse’s training, would we have ever crossed paths? In spite of some very difficult trials in my life journey, I now believe this was the path God chose for me and He has been guiding all along, teaching and pruning and molding me. And I believe He has used my circumstances (both good and bad), and other people whose lives intersected with mine and even my own wrong choices and turned them into good.

How many of you have seen the old classic movie, “It’s a Wonderful Life”? The main character, played by Jimmy Stewart, thinks his life has gone so sour it’s not worth living, and he wishes he had never been born. So God sends an angel to show him what things would be like if he really had never existed. His eyes are opened to see all the good things that have occurred as a result of his life which might have never been.

There is another movie I saw several years ago that had a related theme. It was called “The Butterfly Effect”. I had missed the beginning of the film so was quite confused at first as it seemed to flip back and forth between several very different stories all involving the same character, and some with some terrible outcomes. I finally realized it was a picture of parallel paths of life the same young man would have experienced if he had simply made a different choice at several junctions on the road. This thinking was made up of “if onlys”, and he thought (like many of us do) when bad things happened that things would have been different and turned out alright if only he had done “this” or not done “that”. But for every change in his path that might have been, there were unseen things down the road that were just as bad, and good things that never came to be.

The Bible is full of choices people made that changed the course of history – yet God used them all and wove every one of them into the tapestry of His marvelous plan already in place before the foundation of the world. What if Eve had never taken the fruit off that tree? What if Noah had given in to the scorn and ridicule of his contemporaries and stopped his work on the ark? What if Abraham had waited instead of taking things into his own hands and fathering a son by Hagar? What if Esau had never sold his birthright? What if Rahab had not hidden the spies at Jericho? What if Ruth had listened to her mother-in-law and had gone back to Moab? Both of these women are names in the genealogy of Jesus. Would He then have never been born? And what if He had chosen not to be?

You see the “What if’s” are endless. It does no good to dwell on the “What if’s” or the “If only’s”. God tells us His ways are higher than ours and past finding out. He sees the whole picture where we see only a piece. Our job is not to change destiny. Our job is to trust and obey and believe Him when He says He will work all things for our good. Follow the map and the road signs He gives you and you’ll make it just fine. Remember the words of God in Jeremiah 6:16: “Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths; ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls.”
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Last message we focused on His resurrection through the eyes of Mary Magdalene, to whom John’s Gospel gives a special resurrection encounter. Today we will look at another key player – Simon Peter. Mark’s account says three women came early to the tomb with spices and found the stone rolled away. Inside the tomb they saw a young man dressed in white, who told them Jesus had risen and said, “Go, tell His disciples and Peter.” Luke tells the scene somewhat differently and mentions two men in dazzling clothes. Mark’s special mention of Peter has always caught my attention. Why single him out? The text does not tell us. Luke 24 later reports that the gathered disciples were saying, “The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon.” I take those details as an invitation to think about Peter’s restoration, but I should not turn my inference about where Peter was into a fact the Gospels do not state.

In order to answer that question let’s see if we can get inside the heart and mind of Simon Peter as he has lived the last four days:

“Yes, only four days – it seems like forever – the whole world had been turned upside down, and nothing is the same as it was. Only four days ago we were all together in that upper room He had chosen to celebrate the Passover. Yet it wasn’t a celebration like other years – this was different. Like a lowly servant He washed our dirty feet. There was an ominous feeling among us as Jesus said so many strange things we didn’t understand. He was talking about going away and said we couldn’t come along. He said one of us was going to betray Him, and He said we would all forsake Him. How could He say that? He was our teacher, our mentor, our brother – We ate together and walked together and slept together for three years. He was our whole life! I told Him, ‘Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will!’ – And do you know what He said? His answer was, ‘This very night, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times.’ ‘Never!’ I cried – Even if I have to die with You, I will never disown You!’ Just the thought was appalling to me. I was as loyal to Him as a man could get. Hadn’t I left everything I owned to follow Him? He said He was no ordinary man. He could walk on water, I did it! When He asked us who we thought He was, I said, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God!’ and He called me blessed and said He was going to build His church on that. He changed my name to ‘Peter’ – That means ‘rock’. He called me a rock! – and now He was saying I would deny Him?”

“We went out to the garden called Gethsemane after the supper. It was on the Mount of Olives, on the route toward Bethany. It was late, and Jesus asked us to watch while He prayed. He took Peter, James and John farther with Him, then went on alone. We could see He was in anguish, and we could not stay awake. Then came Judas with the arresting party, carrying lanterns, torches and weapons. Judas identified Jesus with a kiss. I wasn’t about to let this happen – I was going to protect Him! I drew my sword and struck the high priest’s servant. John tells us his name was Malchus. Luke says Jesus touched the man’s ear and healed him. Jesus told me to put my sword away. Then He allowed Himself to be taken. He said He could appeal to His Father for legions of angels, but then how would the Scriptures be fulfilled?”

“There was so much noise and commotion, and in the dark we couldn’t tell what was what or who was who. Were they going to arrest us all? We ran, but then I remembered His words that we would all fall away and my own claim that I never would. I turned around and followed at a distance. John’s Gospel says another disciple also followed Jesus and was known to the high priest. Christian tradition often identifies that unnamed disciple as John, but the text itself does not.”

“A crowd grew, and we managed to blend in so much that we just went with the flow, right into the courtyard of the High Priest. It was cold out there. They had built a fire and people were warming their hands. I just pretended like I belonged and blended right in – I was determined to see what was going to happen to my Master. This worked until suddenly a servant girl said to me, ‘You also were with Jesus of Galilee!’ It took me by surprise, and I wasn’t going to let a servant girl blow my cover. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ I said, and I just walked away. I went to stand in the gateway – but lo and behold, another girl saw me there and said to the people around us, ‘This fellow was with Jesus of Nazareth.’ I swore, and said, ‘I don’t know the man!’ They seemed to believe me and I was just beginning to feel safe again when several people came up to me saying, ‘Surely you are one of them – your accent gives you away!’ This was getting out of hand – I sure couldn’t admit it at this point. I began to call down curses on myself and again swore to them, ‘I don’t know the man!!!” The words were barely out of my mouth when I heard it – the rooster – he was crowing – and just then the soldiers walked by with Jesus, and He looked at me – just looked, and the pain in His eyes bored straight into my soul!”

“I stumbled out into the darkness, the tears blinding my eyes, the words pounding in my head – ‘My God – What have I done?!’ It’s true! I just did what I swore I would never do! I said I would die with Him, and look what I did! I felt the pain radiating down my arms and out my fingertips, as sobs wracked my whole body. What a fool! What a fool! It seems like everything I do turns out wrong. I fell asleep when He needed me, even when I tried to defend Him I did the wrong thing – and now this! I do love Him, but how could He ever believe it? What am I going to do now? The others are going to hear about this. I bragged in front of them, thinking I was stronger, more loyal – better than they were. How can I face them now? It will never be the same. They must have all gone back to Bethany, but I can’t go there – not after this!”
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Last time we went with Simon Peter into the courtyard of the high priest where he had hoped to mingle with the crowd undetected. By the end of the night he had been confronted three times, and three times he denied knowing Jesus. Just hours before, he had sworn that even if he had to face death with Jesus, he would never deny Him. But Jesus knew – “Simon, Simon,” He said, “Satan has asked to sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail – and when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” Peter was blind to his own weakness, and he didn’t see it coming. When the rooster crowed and the truth of what he had done hit home, the Synoptic Gospels tell us he went out and wept; Matthew and Luke say he wept bitterly. Peter then disappears from the Gospel narrative until the resurrection. Where did he go? And what did he do?

The Gospel of John places the disciple whom Jesus loved at the cross, where Jesus entrusted His mother to that disciple’s care. Christian tradition identifies this beloved disciple with John. Peter, however, is absent from the crucifixion accounts. Scripture does not tell us where Peter spent those terrible hours, so what follows is partly an attempt to imagine the anguish of a man who had denied his Lord. He had given up everything to follow this one who claimed to be the Messiah. Now Jesus was dead, and Peter must have wondered whether all his hopes and dreams had died with Him.

For three days there was nothing but stunned silence. The grieving disciples had shut themselves up behind locked doors – afraid of the Jews who had such power to kill their Master. Would they be coming for them next? And what had become of Simon? He grieved alone, completely cut off from any news of what was happening outside of the walls of his hideaway. But God had him right where He wanted him.  At last the stubborn proud and impulsive heart of Simon Peter had been broken. Psalm 51:17 promises, “a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” During those three silent days, God was working on Peter’s heart – big time – molding and pruning him into a vessel fit for His use.

Mary Magdalene and the other resurrection witnesses carried the news that Jesus had risen. Mark’s Gospel gives the message, “Tell His disciples and Peter.” John says Mary Magdalene ran to Simon Peter and “the other disciple, the one Jesus loved,” and the two ran to the tomb. Luke also tells us Peter went to the tomb and left wondering what had happened. Later that day, the disciples on the road to Emmaus returned to Jerusalem and heard, “It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.” Paul likewise says Christ appeared to Cephas and then to the Twelve. Scripture does not tell us what Jesus and Peter said in that private appearance, but what grace and love it must have conveyed to the disciple who had denied Him.

But what about the ministry now? The relationship between Jesus and His disciples was different now. He had a glorified body and appeared to them in ways they had never experienced before. He walked the earth this way for forty days, showing Himself to many. The Gospels record a number of resurrection appearances. John 21:14 calls the Galilee appearance the third time Jesus had appeared to the disciples after He was raised from the dead. What were they supposed to do during this strange in-between time? Peter announced, “I’m going fishing!” and Peter and six other disciples went out and fished all night and caught nothing. In the early morning as they headed for shore, they saw someone standing on the beach. “Friends, have you caught any fish?” He called. When they said “no”, He told them to throw the net on the right side of the boat. They did so and caught 153 large fish. “It’s the Lord!” cried the beloved disciple, and Peter plunged into the water to go to Him. Jesus had breakfast waiting on the shore.

Years earlier, this same Jesus had met some of these fishermen, including Simon, after they had fished all night and caught nothing. Luke 5 records the account: “Put out into deep water,” Jesus said, “and let down the nets for a catch.” When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that the nets began to break. When Simon Peter saw this he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” Then Jesus told Simon not to be afraid and said that from then on he would catch people. They pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed Him.

It was not a coincidence that these two events were so similar. The first marked Peter’s call; now Jesus was restoring and recommissioning him. Three times Jesus asked, “Simon, son of John, do you love Me?” and three times He charged Peter to care for His sheep. The three questions naturally echo Peter’s three denials, although John does not explicitly explain the symbolism. Then Jesus again said, “Follow Me,” and foretold the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Peter went on to become a bold leader of the early church, though the New Testament still shows him as a man who could be corrected. Early Christian tradition says Peter eventually died as a martyr in Rome; a later tradition says he was crucified upside down.

Dear one – have you done something in your life that you regret? Would you give anything to be able to undo what you’ve done? Do you feel like you have failed Jesus and nothing can ever be right again? Do you think He can’t possibly forgive you? Remember Peter! Oswald Chambers writes that the sense of having done something irreversible can make us despair, but Christ calls us to leave the lost opportunity with Him and go on to the next thing. In another devotional Chambers says that God’s purpose is not to make us a trophy in His showcase, but to make us useful. That is a message Peter needed, and so do we.

 Let Him do what He wants! When you are in the dark, listen, and God will give you a very precious message for someone else once you are back in the light. He gives you the gift of humiliation (Just as He did Peter) to produce in you a softness of heart. There is nothing we can do to stop Him from loving us and nothing He can’t use to His glory and turn into good if we will just believe and trust Him. Remember Peter!
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In my morning devotions this week I was reading once again from the book of Luke where in Chapter 11, Jesus tells this parable: “When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first.”

Now we know this is a “parable” – a story Jesus told to illustrate a spiritual teaching. He says the evil spirit comes out of a man. The house He’s talking about is the mind, the heart of a man. Why did the evil spirit come out in the first place? This is the story of a person trying to clean his own house in his own strength. It looks like he has succeeded – the house is “swept clean and in order.” Mission accomplished – right? But he has forgotten that the purpose of a house is to be a home for someone. What good is a perfect spotless house if it’s empty? The point is if we try to clean up our act by sheer will-power; if we want to live the life of a good person and think we can accomplish that by gritting our teeth and getting rid of all our bad habits and behaviors without replacing them with something, we will very soon discover it is impossible to maintain. Mankind without Christ remains under a curse. We are born sinners and no amount of will-power or good intentions can change that. Sin has a hold on us that we cannot break. It is true that, without Christ, we are indeed in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves. The attraction of sin is that initially it “feels good” and we have a natural desire for pleasure. But the thing is, Satan “downloads” his best first and lures us with his lies and half-truths to deceive us into thinking these pleasures are “good”. You’ve probably heard the phrase, “How can it be wrong when it feels so right?” Poet John Bunyan once said, “Fools make a mock of sin, they will not believe it carries such a dagger in its sleeve. ‘How can it be’, they say,’ that such a thing so full of sweetness should ever wear a sting’? They know not that it is the very spell of sin to make men laugh themselves to hell.” More than ever, before we live in an age and a culture of “instant gratification”. We want what we want when we want it, and why should we have to go without or even wait for anything? We think we are “entitled” and the enemy of our souls feeds right into that. The thing is, by the time we realize that thing we wanted doesn’t satisfy, we are already on that slippery slope that leads only downhill. God’s method works just the opposite – He leaves His best for last and the things that really are truly “good” are the things we are willing to work for and wait for. So what do we do when we finally realize this? We decide to turn over a new leaf and get rid of all those empty pleasures. But it doesn’t work. Although it may seem to at first, we find we can’t keep our commitment and we will eventually fall right back into it – it is our nature.

When parole and release decisions are made, officials may consider risk of reoffending, often called “recidivism,” along with many other factors. Recidivism is real, but the rates vary greatly by how it is measured, the population studied, prior criminal history and the type of offense. In national studies, released property offenders have often shown higher overall rearrest rates than released violent offenders, so it would be wrong to say simply that the more violent the crime, the higher the recidivism rate. The broader point for my analogy is that some people do fall back into destructive patterns after release. Changing a deeply rooted pattern is difficult, and external consequences alone do not automatically change the heart or the way a person thinks. The same principle can apply to a sinful habit in our lives. What can we do about it?

Paul gives us the answer in Romans 12:2 where he says: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is. His good, pleasing and perfect will.” The key is in the little word “be”. He doesn’t say we are to transform our own minds – he says we are to “be transformed.” That indicates an acting on our minds by something outside of us. Who is it that does this transforming? It is the Holy Spirit which Jesus has promised will come in and indwell every believer that invites Him in. It is He that must come to live in that “house”. We are promised that the light has overcome the darkness and where the Spirit of God is, evil must flee.

Do we have to “clean out our house” first then before the Holy Spirit will come in to live there? No, because we can’t do it alone. Because the blood of Jesus has paid the penalty for sin that we owe, He loves and accepts us just as we are, and He is willing to enter and transform anyone who truly believes and has that desire. He has promised to not only change our thinking but even to give us a willing heart. “It is He who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” It’s enough to just be willing to be made willing. Ask Him to do this and He will.

A little booklet by Robert Munger that I’ve had for many years has a great illustration of this. It’s called “My Heart Christ’s Home”. He had invited Christ into his heart and said to Him, “Lord, I want this heart of mine to be yours. I want you to settle sown here and be perfectly at home. Everything I have belongs to you.” So the first thing he did was to give Jesus a tour of the house, and as they surveyed each room together – the library, the dining room, the drawing room, the workshop, there were things here and there that they both recognized as out of place in a house where Christ lives, so together they did some housecleaning. It went well until they approached the staircase and Christ said, “There is a peculiar odor in the house. There’s something dead around here. It’s upstairs. I think it’s in the hall closet.” “As soon as He said the words, “says the author, “I knew what He was talking about. Yes, there was a small hall closet up there on the landing, just a few feet square, and in that closet, behind lock and key, I had one or two little personal things that I didn’t wasn’t anybody to know about – and I certainly didn’t want Christ to see. I knew they were dead and rotting things. And yet, I loved them, and I wanted them so for myself that I was afraid to admit they were there. I went up the stairs with Him, and as we mounted, the odor became stronger and stronger. He pointed at the door and said, ‘It’s in there! Some dead thing!’ I was angry – that’s the only way I can put it. I had given Him access to every room in the house and now He was asking me about a little two by four closet. I said inwardly, ‘This is too much. I am not going to give Him the key!’”

“Well,” He said, reading my thoughts, “If you think I am going to stay up here on the second floor with this odor, you are mistaken! I will take my bed out on the back porch. I’m certainly not going to put up with that!” And I saw Him start down the stairs.

Now when you have come to know and love Christ, the worst thing that can happen is to sense His fellowship retreating from you. I had to surrender. “I’ll give you the key,” I said sadly, “But you’ll have to open the closet. You’ll have to clean it out. I just can’t!” “I know,” He said, Just give me the key. Just authorize Me to take care of that closet and I will.” So with trembling fingers I passed the key over to Him. He took it from my hand, walked over to the door, opened it, entered it, took out all the putrefying stuff that was rotting in there and threw it away. Then He cleaned the closet, painted it and fixed it up, all in a moment’s time. Oh what victory and release to have that dead thing out of my life!

Then a thought came to me. I said to myself, “I have been trying so hard to keep this heart of mine clear for Christ. I start on one room and no sooner have I cleaned that, then another room is dirty. I am so tired and weary trying to maintain a clean house and obedient life. I’m just not up to it!” So I ventured a question: “Lord, is there any chance that you would take over the responsibility of the whole house like you did that closet? Would you take the responsibility to keep my heart what it ought to be and my life where it ought to be?” I could see His face light up as He replied, “Certainly – that’s what I came to do. You can’t be a victorious Christian in your own strength. But I’m not the owner of this house. I’m just a guest. I have no authority to proceed since the property is not mine.”

Running as fast as I could to the strong box, I took out the title deed to the house, signed it and handed it over to Him. “Here,” I said, “Here it is – all that I have and all I am forever.” He took my life that day, and I can give you my word – there is no better way to live the Christian life. He knows how to keep it in shape. When we yield to Him, deep peace settles down on the soul – that peace that passes all understanding.”

Jesus says He is standing at the door and knocking. But the knob is on the inside, dear ones. You must open the door and invite Him in. He wants all of you, but the choice is yours. We can be “filled with the Holy Spirit” only to the degree that we yield our will to His. Let Him have His way. He loves you, and you will never regret it.
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We live in an apartment complex that is unique. The building’s three floors surround an oval shaped center atrium so that when we exit our apartment we don’t face a wall with doors on the other side of a hall, but it’s rather like going out onto a balcony with a railing where we can see not only what’s going on in the atrium below, but from our door we can see the doors of all the other apartments except those directly above and below us on our side. This atmosphere of “openness” was the first thing that attracted us to Garden Court as we were looking for an apartment. Because of these features, we who live here see each other often and it’s easy to make friends and I like that.

But like most good things, this set-up also creates a “down-side”, because just like in a small town, everybody knows everybody else’s business. Our walls are very good for sound proofing, but once we are outside our doors we can hear anyone else talking anywhere on the walkways or in the atrium. The sounds are even magnified because they echo. But because most of us are senior citizens, some of us are hard of hearing which makes it easy to hear only part of a conversation which is really none of our business, and then jump to a conclusion that something was said which really wasn’t said, or it was taken out of context. They think they know something about someone then which really isn’t true and then they pass it on to someone else as fact. This is how gossip spreads, and sometimes people can be hurt and alienations can develop that could have been avoided.

All we have to do is read the newspaper advice columns to see how prevalent this same dynamic is in families among people who once loved each other. Misunderstandings are often at the root in these situations. One says or does something that offends the other – maybe with no intent whatsoever to do so. The offended party then goes to complain to others instead of talking to the one they should be talking to, and before you know it there is an estrangement that can last for years or even a lifetime.

There is another kind of family where this happens too. I’m talking about our church family. I saw it in the church I used to go to and I’ve seen it in the one I belong to now. The church is one place where people are expected to love one another and all get along because we have common beliefs and values. Why does conflict arise then between members of the same body of believers? I know our church is not unique in this respect, and I have come to the conclusion that there may be two things at work here. First of all in this “enlightened” 21st century we are seeing a downplaying of teaching about Satan and how he works to cause trouble among believers so we will take our eyes off of Jesus and become preoccupied with one another. We don’t recognize spiritual warfare when we see it, we don’t keep our spiritual armor on, and we don’t even know who our real enemy is. Personality conflicts and differences of opinion and ways of doing things cause friction and we think the problem is “those other people” when it’s really not. Then to compound the problem, we don’t sit down with that person who offends us and talk to them about it one to one. Instead we pretend everything’s fine and then do our complaining behind their back to someone else who we think will be more sympathetic to our point of view. Then that person tells someone else and so it goes until the problem is blown all out of proportion and the story barely resembles the way it began. It’s like the old children’s game of “telephone” where one person whispers a story to the next person in a circle and each person in turn passes it on until it comes back to the original teller. The end story is nothing like the original even though every person in that circle is certain that he repeated what he heard word for word. When this happens in a church, resentment grows toward others for things they may not even be guilty of, love goes out the window and our witness to one another and to the community is made ineffective and tarnished, while our real enemy jumps up and down with glee.

The second dynamic I see here is that God allows the friction and disagreements we have with our fellow sinners for a reason. Yes I said “sinners”. As long as we live in these mortal bodies that is what we still are. Yes, we are covered with the robe of righteousness Jesus provided with His blood. Those sins have been paid for and we are now under grace, but we’re not perfect yet, and because we have freedom to choose, we are going to still say and do things that hurt each other. The relationship that exists between members of a church body is like between a husband and wife. Even spouses who love each other very much are going to have disagreements – some of which can cause huge problems.,, but it is when they choose to communicate and find a mutual solution that they both learn, they both grow and they both become stronger. When they make a commitment to talk about a problem, and work it out, the process is painful and there might be some shouting and crying before they get through it, but they come out better than they were before. Proverbs 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” The same is true in a marriage and the same is true of a body of believers. If there were never any disagreements, we would never be sharpened and we would never grow. So when these times of friction come it doesn’t have to be a negative thing. On the contrary, God may want to use this for our good to make us stronger – and whether that happens or not is going to depend on how we handle the conflict. 

Jesus Himself told us how in plain language: He told us what to do when someone offends us, and He told us what to do when we are the offender. In Matthew 5:23-24, He says, “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to y9our brother – then come and offer your gift.

Then in Matthew 18:15-17, He says, “If your brother sins against you go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother. But, if he will not listen, take one or two others along so that every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.

Now notice in both cases, He says you are to go and talk to this person – one to one, in private, with the purpose of reconciling. Whether it is you who are the problem or whether it is he or she – you go! If you need to apologize, swallow your pride and do it. Notice also in the second scenario Jesus says, “show him his fault.” He may have offended you and not even know it. He may have sensed your resentment and not even know why, and in many cases once the parties are willing to talk about it they will find it to be nothing but a misunderstanding. Even if there was an intentional offense, when I decide I am not about to go to that person because it is he who owes me an apology, that  day may never come because just as likely as not, that person feels the same way about me.

If you have a gripe against a brother or sister in your church, you don’t go complaining to the pastor, or to the council or to any other person before first talking openly, honestly and privately with the person in question. Nine times out of ten, doing so will nip the problem in the bud and there will be no need for it to go any further nor for you to carry resentment around like a weight on your back.

Paul exhorts us in Ephesians 4: “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. --- Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God with Whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other just as, in Christ, God forgave you.”
↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index
Spinning Our Wheels

← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
As so often happens when I wait on the Lord to give me something to use for the Sunday Morning Thought, He once again gave me a lesson from my own life – a simple thing and yet profound, because I believe He wanted to teach me something.

Have you ever felt like you’re spinning your wheels and getting nowhere? Like for every two steps forward you end up one step back – or even sometimes two forward and three back? (Kind of like trying to climb a slippery hill) My week was kind of like that. We have a big yard and I also have lots of flower beds. Every spring it’s a race to get that lawn cleaned up and raked so it can be mowed before it’s grown too long. We thought we had a jump on it this year with the snow gone early, and at last I could concentrate on the flowers. – And then came the wind. An entire day of non-stop strong south wind. South of us is a corn field, the chaff of which was now all over our lawn. We hired three young people to help and still it took a week to re-rake and haul six heaping trailers-full of corn husks off the lawn so it could be mowed.

Maybe you can identify with the frustration. Maybe you are a farmer who has had to replant a field because of hail or drowned out crops; maybe you are a young mother of toddlers, who collapses into bed at night after straightening up the house that looked like a cyclone hit it, knowing you will just have to do it all over again tomorrow. Or maybe you are living on a shoestring, barely making it from paycheck to paycheck, and every time you think you are finally getting a little ahead, the transmission goes out on the car or the washer breaks down or unexpected medical bills set you way back again.

It’s hard to keep a positive attitude some days. You ask yourself, “What’s the use” Why bother to even try?” and you think, “There’s got to be more to life than this!”

The Bible tells us about a man who felt this way. In his time, he was the wisest man on earth, and also the richest. He had everything any man could ever want, but he found no pleasure in it. He wrote a book about that, and he had a lot to say about that elusive entity called “wind”. The book is called “Ecclesiastes” and the author is King Solomon. Here are some of the things he said: “What does a man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun? --- The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; round and round it goes, ever returning to its course. --- When I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless – a chasing after wind – nothing was gained under the sun. Who can straighten what God has made crooked? When times are good, be happy – but when times are bad, consider: God has made the one as well as the other. Therefore a man cannot discover anything about his future. ---- No-one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it. --- No man has power over the wind, to contain it. Whoever watches the wind will not plant – whoever looks at the clouds will not reap; as you do not know the path of the wind, or how the body is formed in a mother’s womb, so you cannot understand the work of God, the maker of all things. As a man comes, so he departs, and what does he gain, since he toils for the wind?” – Here was the wisest of the wise, and even he could not figure out the meaning of life. With all his riches, he realized that on his own he was no better and no happier than the poorest beggar, because his life had no meaning. But then he began to see that it is God who gives it the meaning, and he said: “Then I realized that it is good and proper for a man to eat and drink, and to find satisfaction in his toilsome labor --- for this is his lot --- to accept his lot and be happy in his work – this is the gift of God. --- Here is the whole conclusion of the matter. Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

You see God is the one who engineers things – not I. It does no good to wonder why He does this or allows that. He will never tell me. He says His ways are not my ways, nor His thoughts my thoughts, for His thoughts and His ways are higher than mine. His ways are “past finding out.” Jesus said it too, when talking to Nicodemus in John 3. He said, “You should not be surprised by My saying: You must be born again – The wind blows where it will – you hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it’s going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.” You see the Holy Spirit works in our hearts once we are born again, and He does the work on His terms – not ours. Our job is not to question the way He works – our job is to trust – to believe that God is Love, and everything He causes or allows in our lives are for our ultimate good. Whether I see any meaning or worth to my life depends not on the circumstances at all, but rather on my attitude. Life was never meant to be easy. It’s not a straight line but more like a spiral, with ups and downs, ebb and flow – and there’s a reason for that. God wants to teach us how to persevere. This world is not our ultimate home. Rather it is a testing ground. Rick Warren, in his book “The Purpose Driven Life” says we are here on temporary assignment. Each of us has an assignment to serve God and serve each other within the parameters of the lot we have been given, and it’s kind of like basic training. It’s tough on purpose, because He’s getting us ready for eternity. Have you ever wondered why there never seems to be enough hours in the day? I don’t know anyone (except maybe little children) who doesn’t sense this. It’s built into us you see, because we weren’t meant to be constrained by time – we were made for eternity. Those times when the clock keeps ticking and we seem to be getting nowhere will be frustrating, but they are also necessary for our character development, and God sees the positive things that come out of these times that we may not see at all.

There is a wonderful message relating to this in a movie I’ve referred to before, “Mr. Holland’s Opus”. Glenn Holland had a dream. He wanted to compose beautiful music and he had a masterpiece inside his head that he longed to get down on paper. But his whole life was taken up by other things – necessary things like making a living for his family. His life revolved around his high school music students and his family and just couldn’t find time to finish that opus that still begged for his attention. You may remember that upon his retirement, his family had arranged a surprise when he went to pick up the last of his things at the school. The entire auditorium was full of friends and fellow teachers and hundreds of former students. The mayor had been one of his students, and as she stood and greeted him she said, “Mr. Holland, look around you – there is not a person in this hall today whose life you have not touched. Mr. Holland – we are your masterpiece!”

God may be creating a masterpiece through you, and you don’t even know it. “Be not weary in well-doing, for in due time you will reap- if you faint not.”
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I’m going to talk about sin today – not a very popular subject in our society these days. It’s “judgmental” they say, and it’s not politically correct to be judgmental. Even in many churches, we don’t hear much about sin anymore. Public-school law, however, does not simply “outlaw prayer”: schools may not sponsor or coerce devotional prayer, while students retain the right to pray privately and to engage in protected religious expression. Government-sponsored posting of the Ten Commandments has also faced constitutional limits. My deeper concern is what children are taught about morality. Biblical morality is often treated as out-of-date in a culture that prizes tolerance and diversity. I worry that many young people from Christian families are not being given a strong enough foundation to examine those competing ideas. I hope parents are involved in their local schools and know what their children are being taught. I saw the tension myself when I went back to school fifteen years ago. During a discussion on religion in my Philosophy class, many students who identified as Christian did not understand sin or salvation in the way I had come to understand them from Scripture. In a class called Marriage and Family Living, I also heard ideas about adultery and marriage that deeply disturbed me. Those experiences made me realize how important it is for Christians to know what they believe and why.

What do you think? Are you a “sinner” or are you a “good person”? Is it possible to be both? God’s Word says in Jeremiah 17:9-10: “The heart of man is deceitful above all things and beyond cure – who can understand it? I, the Lord, search the heart and examine the mind.” Proverbs 20:9 asks, “Who can say, ‘I have kept my heart pure, I am clean and without sin?’” Isaiah says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray” (Isaiah 53:6), while Psalm 14:3 says there is no one who does good, not even one. In the New Testament, we read in I John 1:8-9: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us – but – if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

We hear the term “the new morality” tossed around and some will say the old rules of right and wrong are outdated – “We have ‘evolved’ to a higher more tolerant morality.” “It’s the 21st century, for crying out loud!” But this “new” morality isn’t “new” at all – it’s simply the old immorality. Things we knew were clearly wrong a generation ago are now accepted as right. The Bible tells us, “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness.” Well that day has arrived, my friends, and thousands are being deceived and don’t even know it. How can this be?

God’s Word has not changed. Jesus Christ is the same today, yesterday and forever, and His statutes are everlasting. Jesus said He did not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them. God never gave a law without a reason, and that reason was love. He made us – He knows us better than we know ourselves. Doesn’t it stand to reason then that He would know the most efficient methods for the care and maintenance of what He invented? His desire for us is long life, peace and happiness and it’s His user’s manual that tells us how to get that. But we won’t know that if we have never read it. We still have federal laws and state laws and regulations most of us still try to follow – but how many realize those laws were based on God’s laws in the first place. When human beings don’t recognize and respect the authority that made the laws, they feel free to break them. When children grow up in homes where the Word of God is absent, how can they learn right from wrong? Their parents may try to teach them, based on their own concept of morality, but what happens when they get in school and hear a message that undermines what their parents have said? How do they know then what is true and what is false? God’s commandments are no longer anywhere to be seen, and even children of Christian homes are going to be confused. Peer pressure is very powerful in shaping young minds, and Satan is alive and well on planet Earth. What does he tell them? “What? – do you think you’re better than we are? C’mon in – the water’s fine – everybody does it – you don’t know what you’re missing! Get real! Something that feels so good can’t be wrong!”

You see, we tend to think of sin as something obviously evil – like murder or robbery or rape. We think we’ll recognize it and avoid it, so we depend on our own wisdom and on what we see other people do. So, we go along with the crowd and find that they were “right” – it is fun – and it brings an instant experience of pleasure – with no downside that we can see. All the inhibitions just fade away and by the time we see the danger, we are in so deep we can’t get out. This is the way the enemy works, and he is working overtime because he knows his time is short. He knows he has been defeated and he’s going down and he’s hopping mad about it, so by golly, he’s going to take as many of us as he can along for the ride. He must laugh with glee when he sees how easy it is for us to walk right into his snares with our eyes wide open. It’s much easier for him now than it used to be, because we have become a generation of instant gratification. We can have whatever we want right now, and pay for it later. We just don’t see that this principle also works in the affairs of everyday life. Every choice has a consequence whether good or bad, and if it doesn’t come now it will later. This is God’s law of sowing and reaping and it is as solid as the law of gravity. The reaping will come, whether we want it to or not. David Jeremiah says, “God always saves His best for last, but Satan “front-loads” his best, and it’s downhill from there.”

The Old Testament repeatedly describes periods of spiritual darkness. In I Samuel 3:1, “the word of the Lord was rare” in those days. The book of Judges closes with the statement that “everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25). Before the flood, Genesis likewise describes widespread human wickedness, while Noah and his family were preserved through the flood. Later, in the period of the Judges, the people repeatedly forgot the Lord and turned away from the covenant. Jeremiah 17:9-10 tells us: “The heart of man is deceitful above all things, and beyond cure – who can understand it?” In Proverbs 20:9, Solomon asks, “Who can say, ‘I have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin?’” Isaiah says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray” (Isaiah 53:6), and Psalm 14:3 says there is no one who does good, not even one.
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Last week we took a look at the old enemy called “sin”. If we know God’s Word at all, we will realize we are all sinners, for we read in James 2:10 that whoever sins in even one point is guilty of breaking the whole law. God is holy and perfect, and requires that His children be the same. He is a God who can’t even look at sin, it is such an abomination to Him. And Jesus says we are to be perfect, just as our Father in heaven is perfect. In His Sermon on the Mount, recorded in Matthew 5, Jesus says our righteousness must “surpass” that of the most pious church leaders. Then He goes on to say that our righteousness will be measured not only by what we do or don’t do, but also by every word we say and even every thought we think. He says to lust after a woman is to commit adultery, to covet anything of someone else’s is the same as stealing, to hate anyone, or even to be angry at someone is a sin every bit as much as murder. Wow! His standards are higher than we ever knew! Who could possibly meet them? – Yet, He says if we don’t, we cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. Now, for the person who does not understand why Jesus came and what He has done, the sermon on the Mount can bring nothing but despair and condemnation, because we realize we cannot possibly do it. But you see, this is exactly what He intended His words to do when He said them. He knew we couldn’t do it, but He wanted us to know it too. You see, we tend to judge our own “goodness” by how we measure up in comparison to other people – and those who are the so-called “pillars” of the church do this more than anybody else. This was the problem with the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. They worked and worked to be sure they obeyed every law and regulation to the letter, and they looked down on anyone who didn’t do the same. Yet Jesus accused them of straining out the gnats while swallowing a camel. He called them, “white-washed tombs full of dead men’s bones”, for He knew the blackness of their hearts. In His parable of the Pharisee and the Publican, He said it was the Publican who went to his house justified before God rather than the pious Pharisee, because the Publican knew he was a sinner, and it grieved him.

As human beings, we are born with a sense of what is “fair” and what is not. We see this in even the youngest children. How many times have you heard them say, “It’s not fair!!!”? We carry this into our adult lives where we tend to rate sin according to what we decide is the most heinous. We mentally give each sin a score on a scale of one to ten with the worst sins at the top. If ours fall at the bottom with things like little white lies or saying some hurtful words or thinking unwholesome thoughts, we think we are really pretty good. We even think of some of those “little” things as not sins at all, because of course, we always have a good reason for what we do and it’s usually someone else’s fault. We see others doing things even so bad that God calls their sin “an abomination” and we feel justified in judging and condemning those people. But we forget that God has a different standard than we do when He does His measuring. Man looks at the outward appearance, but God looks at the heart. He has not singled out certain sins as more unforgiveable than others – to Him, all sin is an abomination. Yes, there are certainly sins which have more severe consequences and some which affect other people on a wider scale. There will be a price to pay according to the law of sowing and reaping, but none of that has anything to do with whether we “deserve” forgiveness or not, because all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Every one of us “deserves” the wages of sin, which is death, and none of us is worthy enough to even approach a holy God. This is why we need a Savior!!!

Jesus said we are not to judge other people. He didn’t judge them – He just loved them. He told us, “I did not come to judge the world, but to save it.” Oswald Chambers says: “ When our Lord faced either people with all the forces of evil in them, or people who were clean-living, moral and upright, He paid no attention to the moral degradation of one or the moral attainment of the other. He looked at something we do not see – namely the nature of man.”  And what is that “nature”? We are born sinners – there is no escaping it. Does that then make us “bad” people? Can I be a sinner, and still be a “good person”. Jesus said there is no-one who is “good” except God. We have no righteousness of our own. Even St. Paul, who lived only for Christ alone, had to struggle with sin – so much so that he asked, “Who can deliver me from this body of death?” But he knew the answer to his own question, for then he said, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord”, and “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” Now what does that mean – to be “in” Christ Jesus? He has given us a gift – a gift so precious it’s worth could never be measured. For He took on His shoulders the cumulative sin of all time for the entire human race and nailed it to a cross. He paid the penalty for us. “He who knew no sin, became sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of God.” His agony on that cross and His resurrection from the dead opened the way for us who are sinners to approach, with boldness, a Holy God – for we are now “in Christ” if we have accepted this precious gift, and when God looks at us He no longer sees our sin because it is covered with the robe of righteousness that is the blood of the perfect sacrifice – the lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.

Does this mean then that we aren’t going to sin anymore – that we are perfect now? Have we now become “good people”? The answer is “yes and no.” When we are “in Christ”, He is also in us, because He promised if we will open the door to our hearts and invite Him in, He will come in. His Holy Spirit “indwells” the believer and a process of transformation begins – the renewing of our minds. We are born again into a brand-new life – and just as a baby grows, we grow spiritually into the likeness of that life, and we become more and more like Christ. Just like a baby learning to walk, we are still going to fall down, but our Father doesn’t condemn us for that. He just picks us up and says, “Try again!” you see our physical bodies still remain under the curse, and they must still pay the price. We will continue to sin, and we will die. But as we grow in our new spiritual life, the Christ in us increases and the sinful nature decreases. Sin will no longer have the hold on us it once did – we will find the things that once held an attraction no longer do, and they will be replaced by a desire for the things of God. He will do the transforming, but we must choose to yield to His hand. Again – Oswald Chambers writes: “God nowhere holds a person responsible for having the heredity of sin, and does not condemn anyone because of it. Condemnation comes when I realize that Jesus Christ came to deliver me from this heredity of sin, and yet I refuse to let Him do so.” Sin is still serious business – it has not been removed from this world – and we still have to live in this world. But Jesus has promised us abundant life here and now – we find that in the truth that sets us free – for there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. Hallelujah!
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In the past few weeks, I have spent several hours sorting through old photos of my husband’s family. There were a good number of people I couldn’t identify, and neither could my husband. We found an old album full of wonderful pictures which must be of his ancestors, but we all were clueless, and Irene is no longer here to help us out. We have the family history but it would have been so nice to be able to match the faces with some of those names. Some of the newer baby pictures were hard to sort as well. They are all grown up now and we don’t remember what they looked like then. This all got me to musing on the brevity of our life here on this planet, and I remembered the words of the old song: “Sunrise – Sunset- swiftly go the days. I don’t remember growing older – when did they?” I don’t very often think about how old I am until I look in the mirror, or look at my hands, and I see my mother. If I leave this world at the same age my parents did I only have fifteen years left, and there is so much I still want to do. Two weeks ago we became great-grandparents for the second time – this time it’s a beautiful little girl named Ava Grace. Time marches on and there will soon be a new generation in charge.

God has made it this way on purpose, because you see, this world is not our permanent home. It is a testing ground we are just passing through on the way. Solomon said in Ecclesiastes 3: There is a season for everything under the sun – a time to be born and a time to die, and for most of us, it isn’t long after we’re gone that we aren’t even remembered.” I know if Jesus tarries there will come a day when some of my descendants may see a picture of me and wonder who that was.

My husband brought home a library book the other day on the history of Faribault County. It’s hard to imagine how new European settlement still was here in the mid-1850s, on land long inhabited by Indigenous peoples. Moses Sailor settled here in 1855 and is remembered as the first permanent white settler of Faribault County. A county history says that Mankato, laid out about three years earlier, was then a small village of about fifteen houses. Frost was not platted until 1899. Nearby rural places such as Dell were already part of the local landscape before the railroad town of Frost grew up. Many little villages that sprang up during that time are gone now, with little or no trace that they were ever there.

Whenever we travel by car on four or six-lane highways through big cities I can’t help but wonder – if some of our pioneers who came by wagon train through this same land could see what I see today, what would they think? Surely it would be the stuff of science fiction, completely foreign to them and incomprehensible. So then I wonder what will be here in another hundred years. What will science and technology come up with that we can’t even imagine? Or is it a dream to think the world is going to last another hundred years.

In my lifetime we have seen the genesis of so many things we take for granted that our parents lived without and our grandparents never would have believed. I saw the first jet planes, the first rocket-ship and men walking on the moon! When I was a child we had no television or VCRs, no computers or even word processors, no microwaves or electric coffee makers, no automatic washers, no dryers, no water-softeners, no air-conditioning or even automatic furnaces controlled by a thermostat. Our furnace burned coal and Dad had to shovel it in. For those who had a telephone, they had to share the line with their neighbors and take turns using it. If we wanted to call long distance we went through a human operator. Dick Tracy had a 2-way wrist radio that worked just like the cell phones of today – but he was a comic strip character. Can you imagine having to iron everything you wear? Can you imagine keeping house with no paper towels, no plastic of any kind, no store-bought cookies or sliced bread, no cake mixes? We didn’t even have a refrigerator until I was eight – we had an “ice-box” and the ice man would bring a huge block of ice every 4 days. There were no freezers and no super-markets. Little mom & pop grocery stores were every few blocks because everyone had to go to the store almost every day. There was no way to keep things fresh. Farmers who butchered their own meat had to take it to the town locker. If you wanted fresh meat, you went to the butcher shop – if you wanted baked goods, you went to the bakery, and your milk, butter and eggs were delivered daily to your house by the milk man.

Today we can make a tasty full meal in less than an hour, but my mother had to make everything from scratch. If I had to do every day all the things my mother and grandmothers did just to keep the house running, I would get absolutely nothing else done. Yet somehow life was simpler then. I know – it doesn’t make sense, but people seemed to have more time then for family things, having fun together, and visiting friends. All our modern “time-saving” devices have really saved nothing at all, because every minute of the day is filled with other things. I don’t know anyone who doesn’t wish they had more time for this or that. There are days I wish I could just wiggle my nose and time would stand still just long enough for me to catch up.

I’ve heard it said that we humans use only a fraction of our brains, but that old claim is a myth. We use the whole brain, though not every part is equally active at the same moment. Even so, the capacities of the human mind are astonishing. Look at all the discoveries of today’s physicists and astronomers and biologists. Who would have ever thought we could take live pictures of the surface of another planet or store tremendous amounts of information on a microchip you can hardly see? And all this progress, especially in the realm of technology, is increasing faster and faster. The Bible says in the end times, “Many will run to and fro, and knowledge will increase.” I see our age of rapid travel and expanding knowledge as a striking echo of those words. Do you remember the story of the tower of Babel in Genesis 11? God said, “If as one people speaking the same language have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them.” So He confused their language, and “The Lord scattered them over the face of the earth and they stopped building the city.”

We have come full circle, folks. We now have the technology to communicate with anyone anywhere in the world and hear them in our own language. We have the power to take over God’s job and create human beings in a laboratory with no need for male and female. How long do you think He will allow this? It isn’t going to slow down any! He has been extremely patient with us, but I think it won’t be long now before He turns to His Son and says, “It’s time, Son – go get My people because I’m done – it’s closing time!”

We aren’t meant to know just when that will be. Jesus said He will come at a time we do not expect, and in Mark 13 He admonishes us, “When the Son of man comes suddenly, do not let Him find you sleeping. – What I say I say to everyone – Watch!!!” Are you watching?
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This week I got a new car. Not really new, but new to me and it’s the newest and nicest car I’ve ever had. Our daughter’s car bit the dust and she needed one to get to work, so we let her use mine until we could help her find a decent car she could afford. After several weeks with no luck, my hubby said, “How about if we sell her yours and get you a new one?” Now you would think I would have jumped at that, but I didn’t. It wasn’t because of the expense either – it was because I didn’t want to let go of my old car. That old ’88 Bonneville with its rust and worn off finish was not pretty, but it was my friend. It was comfortable – easy to get in and out of. It fit me, and I knew just exactly how to handle it and what to expect. I didn’t want a different car! – But then I remembered I had gone through the same feelings last time – when I had to let go of the ’83 Crown Victoria that had been my dad’s car. It wasn’t just any old car – it had sentimental value. But within a few months I had fallen in love with my “new” Bonneville. The title is transferred to Kelly now – and it’s no longer mine. I’m trusting that once again when I get used to my pretty new Le Sabre I will like it just as much.

What is it about changes that cause us such angst? Maybe you’re not like me in that regard, but I am a creature of routine. I like things done a certain way at certain times and I don’t like to be taken out of my comfort zone. I don’t like interruptions when I’m in the middle of something, and I want to be warned ahead of time if I’m having company or if I’m asked to do anything that involves preparation. I don’t like it when my plans are changed by circumstances or other people. It makes me anxious and sometimes resentful. Now I know this is not reasonable – the whole world is not going to conform to fit my schedule. Because I see interruptions and changes as irritants rather than opportunities, my attitude prevents me from seeing the blessings that can come out of them. I recognize this as a lack of faith on my part because my God has promised to work in all things for my good – and that includes the little things as well as the big. He is working on me in this area, but sometimes I’m a slow learner.

We all tend to forget sometimes that because we live in a fallen world and in the dimensions of time and space, all things are in a constant state of change. Everyone and everything grows old, and things and people affect one another. The only thing in existence that does not change is God, and He uses the interaction of all His creation to accomplish His purposes. He has given us free will, but to expect to have the freedom to do my own thing without interference is not living in reality and will only set me up for a constant state of frustration.

I wonder sometimes if this need to be in control and resistance to change isn’t at the bottom of some of the friction between believers. We are brothers and sisters in Christ, and we are to love one another, but sometimes we act like we don’t. I recall when our church switched from pews to padded chairs. It was a close vote, and some were quite upset when those pews were taken out. I was one of those who didn’t like it. “It just wouldn’t seem like a church without pews.” But like with most everything else, now that I am used to those chairs, I like them, and I think everyone else does too.

Life is like a journey on a road. We are going to run into obstacles and road-blocks and detours – some big and some insignificant. Most of us will probably never realize some of our dreams and goals for our lives, but that’s okay. God has something else in mind that’s even better even though we may never see it.

The movie, “Mr. Holland’s Opus”, illustrated this beautifully. Glenn Holland was a gifted musician with music inside his head crying for expression. His dream was to become a successful composer, but he had to make a living for his family, so he took a job as a high school band teacher, intending that it should be temporary. Year followed year and he worked on his masterpiece in his spare time, which there never was enough of. The story follows his life and his interactions with his students and his family. His hair turns gray and thinner and the day finally comes to retire. In all these years he has never realized his dream. His wife goes with him after the last day of school to empty out his office. In the empty school they hear a noise coming from the auditorium. “There’s not supposed to be anyone in there!” says Mr. Holland. But when they open the door to investigate, the entire auditorium is filled with hundreds of friends and former students from all his years of teaching. One of them is the mayor now, and as she leads him up on stage she says, “Mr. Holland – look around you – there is not one person here today whose life you have not touched. Mr. Holland – we are your masterpiece!”

It is submission to His will that God wants for your life and mine. His ways are not our ways for they are higher than ours. He sees the whole picture that we don’t see. What we want for our life may be what He wants too, but it may not. If it is, He will open the doors and make the way and we are to forge ahead, trusting that He will deal with the obstacles. Oswald Chambers uses two images that fit here. In one devotional he compares the spiritual life to a river that persistently finds its way around obstacles. In another he says that ordinary, seemingly random circumstances can become “pinholes through which I see the face of God.” Keep paying attention to the Source. God can use even the obstacles and small circumstances to widen the channel through which His life flows.

The prophet Jeremiah asks us in Lamentations 3, “Who can speak and have it happen if the Lord has not decreed it? Is it not from the mouth of the most High that both calamities and good things come? Why then should any living man complain?”

Jesus said we cannot by worrying add one inch to our height or make one hair of our head white or black. Let God have His way with you – He is in control – you don’t have to be. Proverbs 12:25 tells us, “An anxious heart weighs a man down.” Peter says to “Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you.”, and Paul tells us in Philippians 4, “The Lord is near – do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition with thanksgiving, present your requests to God, and the peace that passes all understanding will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

The older I get the more I realize that for all my effort I really haven’t done a very good job of managing my life. I’m on the downhill side now and much more willing to let God take over from here. I’m tired of trying to make everything and everyone conform to my wishes – it never worked anyway. Yes, I have some regrets – missed opportunities and some wasted years. I know now that some of my hopes and dreams will never be – there’s not enough time left, and there are some things I’m just no longer able to do – but thank God my God is a God of mercy. He remembers that I am dust. And through the blood of His Son, shed for me, He accepts me and loves me as I am; He meets me where I am; and He uses me where I am. I am so blessed!
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Two of our great-grand-daughters are the same size, they are first cousins and they live in the same town. Their moms are together a lot so these little girls are best buds, and as inseparable as sisters. But one of them just turned two and the other is almost two, and now there is a problem. You can probably guess what it is. The last two times we saw them at family affairs, there was a lot of crying going on, because although there were plenty of toys to choose from, Destiney wanted what Savanna had, and Savanna was just as determined to have whatever Destiney had. They have reached the age now when they can reason: “She has something I don’t, and that’s not fair!”

It brought back some memories from my own childhood where I was the same way. My brother and I were less than a year apart and we did everything together. One day we were at Grandma’s house and she had bought 2 books of paper dolls – one for girls and one for boys. We were having great fun “dressing” our “dolls” and getting along just fine until Charles noticed that my paper doll had a teddy bear and his didn’t – so he took it! Now I didn’t have the teddy bear and he did and that was not fair (especially since it was supposed to be mine in the first place. So I promptly stabbed him in the back with my scissors! Now I thank God to this day that they were child’s blunt – point scissors and they only left a red mark, but of course he let out a yelp which brought Grandma running. That day I got the only spanking I ever got from my loving grandmother, and the sting was twice as bad because in my child’s mind I didn’t deserve it. “What I did was not my fault – it was his because he took my teddy bear and that was not fair!”

This kind of thinking seems to be universal, almost programmed into us. Kids think life has to be fair and they are very quick to pick up on it when it looks like it’s not – especially if they perceive themselves to be short-changed. In the teenage years this dynamic often resurfaces and there’s a lot of competition going on. But by the time we reach adulthood we’re supposed to have matured in our thinking and be past this – but are we?

In Matthew 20, Jesus told a parable of a man who needed workers in his vineyard at harvest time. He found some workers early in the morning and promised them a set amount for a day’s work, the payment to be made when the work was done. Several more times throughout the day the man’s recruiter brought in more workers. Finally the grapes were all harvested and it was time to pay the men. To the surprise of those who first came early in the morning, those who had worked only one hour were paid first, and they received the same amount the earliest workers had been promised – so when it was finally their turn, those who had worked steadily all day long thought surely they would receive more – but they didn’t. “Whoa! Wait a minute”, they thought – “this is not fair!!” And what was the land owner’s reply? “Friend”, he said, “I am not being unfair to you! Didn’t you agree to work all day for this amount? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?”

At the beginning of this parable Jesus said the kingdom of heaven is like this. The landowner represents God, so Jesus is saying God is going to reward some people we don’t think deserve it. We may have been a Christian living in faithful service our entire life and God is going to give the kingdom of heaven in the same measure to one who has wasted his entire life and then repented on his deathbed. It’s just not fair! But Jesus says “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”

It is said the Lord works in mysterious ways. We don’t always understand what He does or what He says or even what He allows, and we rarely really know why. God tells us in Isaiah 55, “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are my ways your ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.” Our job is not to figure out why God does this or that, nor why He requires what He requires. Our job is to trust that He knows what’s good for us better than we know ourselves, and He loves us, so whether we think things are fair or not doesn’t matter.

There are other Bible stories that leave us wondering about this too. I always could identify with poor Martha when she was left to prepare a big meal for company all by herself while her sister just sat. I know what it is to make a feast for a houseful – it is exhausting – and I had all the modern conveniences Martha didn’t have. Yet Jesus seemed to have no sympathy for her at all. Essentially He said what Mary was doing was more important because she was learning from His teaching. Martha may have wished she could be doing the same thing, but what would have happened if she had? Maybe Jesus would have been content to go all day without a prepared meal, but I’m not so sure about all their other guests. Jesus loved Martha, so why did He seem so callous toward her problem? It just doesn’t seem fair, does it?

Then there’s the incident after Jesus’ resurrection recorded in John 21 where He predicts that Peter will give his life for the gospel. The disciple whom John’s Gospel calls “the disciple whom Jesus loved” is following them, and Peter asks, “What about this man?” Jesus replies, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? – You must follow Me!” Early Christian tradition identifies that beloved disciple with John and says John lived to old age at Ephesus rather than dying as a martyr. The exact fates of several apostles are known mainly from later tradition. But the point Jesus was making is clear enough: whatever God’s plan was for the other disciple was none of Peter’s business. Each person is responsible for his own walk, and that is what we are to concentrate on. We are not to compare ourselves with others.

Then there’s the parable of the prodigal son from Luke 15: When the younger son insisted his father give him his inheritance now, he wasn’t the only one that benefitted. The father divided his property between the two sons. In fact the older brother probably got a larger share because his was the “birthright” as the firstborn. He made the choice to stay and work the land as an obedient and faithful son while his brother ran off and left him to do it all while he partied. So what was the reaction of this responsible older son? He resented his brother so much that when he finally came home he was angry that their father even let him in. On top of that the father threw a huge party for him. Why, he acted like this bum was royalty or something and treated him as though he had never done anything wrong! This was certainly “not fair”! So the older brother refused to even come in the house, he was so angry. “You never did anything like this for me”, he shouted at his father, “Even after all these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders!”

What was his father’s reply? – “My son – you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” – You see this older son didn’t even know what he already had. Although he still had his share of the father’s estate, his brother now had nothing – yet his resentment was still so great he begrudged him even the little his father now gave him. And aren’t we just like that, thinking others are worse sinners than we are – therefore they don’t deserve God’s unconditional love? The fact is none of us do, but He loves us anyway, and doesn’t He have a right to do what He wants with His own love?

Paul says in I Corinthians 13:11 “When I was a child, I talked like a child; I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.” Isn’t it time we do the same?
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Have you had enough rain then? We human beings do have a tendency to grumble when conditions aren’t just to our liking – especially when the situation is something we can’t do anything about. We grumble when there’s too much rain and we grumble when there’s not enough; we worry that it’s too muddy to plant our crops and we complain because the grass and the weeds are going crazy and it’s too wet to mow – or hoe. Then the dry days come and we grumble because it’s too hot and the grass is turning brown and the crops are wilting. But think about it! – Has there ever been a time when the rain didn’t come or the sun didn’t break through? Can you remember a year when there was a crop failure in our area? We are so blessed to live where we do. We have no need to irrigate or to ration our water, and neither do we have to evacuate our homes because of flooding. It all evens out, but I guess we just have to have something to complain about. Human nature really hasn’t changed much. Sometimes I think it would be well to remember the prayer that begins every meeting of AA and Alanon: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” God is faithful and He is the Lord our Provider. Jesus says He knows the things we need. We are not to worry about it. If we set our minds on the things of the kingdom of God, He will give us whatever we need without our ever having to ask.

We have a nice asparagus bed that had a large bare spot, so my husband ordered 20 new plants to fill that area. They came just as we were ready to leave on a short vacation over the weekend, so I put them in the refrigerator to keep until we got back – only while we were gone this every day rain thing started, so in the refrigerator they stayed. Now the weather forecast didn’t sound promising at all, so hubby decided there was no point in waiting any longer and risk losing the plants. We went out on Monday and planted asparagus in soil that was half mud. On Tuesday I planted gladiola bulbs in mud. “They may sit there and rot”, I thought, “but if I had gotten them in earlier they would be sitting in mud now anyway, so I’ll have to trust that if they’re supposed to grow they will grow.”

Conditions are not always ideal for doing the things we need to do, but it’s not our responsibility to control the conditions – our responsibility is to do the work we have been called to do. Remember Jesus’ parable of the sower? Some seed fell along the path and the birds ate it. Some fell on rocky ground where the soil was shallow and the plants withered because they had no root. Some fell among thorns and was choked. Only the seed on good soil matured and produced a crop – thirty-, sixty-, or a hundred-fold. As a crops insurance adjuster, my husband sees many fields where the yield varies widely from one area to another even though the seed was the same and it was planted the same way. Jesus explained that the seed is the Word of God and the soils represent different responses to that Word; the sower is the one who sows the Word. I also see God as the master gardener who prepares hearts and brings growth. We who know the Word are vessels He uses to pour that seed out. We are the body of Christ – His hands, His feet and His mouth. We cannot see into each individual heart, nor can we determine when seed will germinate, take root or be ready for harvest. Our assignment is simply to sow. We may never see the fruit of our labor in this life, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t any. Something you may have said or done that you don’t even remember may be the very seed that lands on receptive soil and takes root in that heart.

A few weeks ago we attended our grandson’s confirmation. Each of the confirmands had written a testimony of how they came to know God which they read as part of the service. Isaiah said he had always believed, but said he first became really aware of God and wanted to know Him better one day at our house. He said, “I asked my Grandma Johnson where the Bible came from and she explained to me all about it and said the stories in Genesis are true. That’s when I started to really know about God.” That afternoon at his open house I told him I don’t remember that conversation, and he replied, “Well I do!!” --- I think God purposely uses these little things we don’t even take into account so we don’t become too proud. And He orchestrates encounters between people that seem to us to be just coincidence, but which may have far-reaching results for the Kingdom of God. Remember the Ethiopian official in Acts 8? An angel directed Philip toward the desert road from Jerusalem to Gaza, and then the Spirit told him to go to the man’s chariot. Philip obeyed, explained the Scripture to him and baptized him. Acts does not tell us what happened after the man went on his way rejoicing. Ethiopian Christian tradition has long connected this convert with the gospel’s arrival there, although the kingdom of Aksum became officially Christian centuries later, in the fourth century. Philip probably never knew how far the influence of that encounter might reach.

Jesus promised that He will not only prepare the hearts to receive the seed, but He will give us the right words to say at just the right time. Do you believe this? Or are you waiting until the circumstances are perfect and the soil is “just right”? Jesus also said, “We must work the works of Him who sends us while it is day, for the night will come when no man can work.” There is urgency here! We know this when we plant seed in Minnesota – if it isn’t planted in time it will not mature before winter. Do you believe Christ is coming soon? Are there loved ones who are not yet in the fold and you haven’t said anything for fear of offending them? What if Jesus comes today? Or what if they die today? If we wait until the soil is ideal for planting, we may be waiting too long, and seed that is still in the bag is of no use at all.
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The Variety section of the Minneapolis Star Tribune for May 15, 2010, contained the story of an amazing man. The Reverend William Berg had just turned 100 and was planning to preach the following weekend – Pentecost Sunday, May 23 – at his old church, Augustana Lutheran. Not only would he preach; he planned to lead the entire service. “It will be a history lesson,” he said, for the service would recall the kind of worship he remembered from childhood.

This is a man so on fire for the Lord he still reads three chapters in the Bible every day while also reading simultaneously 24 other books and from two books of poetry written by his wife. He is in the process of writing his own eighth book (all since he turned 88) and he’s setting up speaking engagements out-of-town for June, July and August.

What is the secret of this man’s extraordinary positive and youthful attitude and energy? He would be the first to say it doesn’t come from himself. The excitement he felt in church so many years ago has never left – “That memory still excites me to this day”, he says, “and I still marvel that someone like me was called to deliver the greatest news in the world – the news of Jesus Christ.”

Think of it my friends – if all of us who name the name of Christ could have the zeal this man has, God would turn the whole world around! Why is it then that so many churches today are like the church in Laodicea that Jesus addressed in Revelation 3: “I know your deeds”, He said, “that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to vomit you out of My mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich, and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness, and salve to put on your eyes so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me.”

Now you’ve probably seen pictures of Christ knocking at the door. I used to think this depicted Him knocking at the hearts of unbelievers, but it’s not – He’s talking to the church here! What is He saying, then? Isn’t it believing in Jesus that makes me a Christian? If I believe and I go to church and try to obey the commandments, how can He say I am lukewarm, and poor, and wretched and blind?

How many new converts have there been in your church in the past year? How many have come to your church to check it out and found Christ in the process? Or are you just assuming everyone sitting in that sanctuary on Sunday morning is already a Christian so your church doesn’t need any altar calls or repentance or “conversion”? How many of your young people who are confirmed think of confirmation as like graduation from church, and after that day you never see them again? The fact is in our country young people are leaving the church in droves because they find it boring, and they see nothing there that is relevant to their growing and many have finally had to close their doors because the only people left are the old people, and they’re dying off. You see the thing is, we are not only wretched and blind – we are also deaf, because Jesus is knocking and we can’t hear it.

We think to make our church more attractive to outsiders we need more and better programs, more variety in our music, etc. but even though most everyone has some good ideas, implementing them is another thing, because only a few are willing to do the work and commit to the ongoing effort involved. Then these few end up burned out – not wanting to abandon their leadership knowing if they don’t do it nobody will. Is there freedom in your church, is there victory? Is there unity? And what about this abundant life of peace and joy Jesus promised? Where is it?

The solution to this problem has already been given to us, and it was given at Pentecost. There is a reason Jesus told His followers to stay in Jerusalem and wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit. He had bodily ascended into heaven ten days earlier. In heaven there is no time as we know it. He could have sent the Spirit immediately, but He didn’t. Pentecost was the day chosen for several reasons. Maybe you thought the day of Pentecost began on that 50th day after Jesus’ resurrection, but no – Pentecost was already an established Jewish holy day – one that involved a festival which drew people from many nations and languages to Jerusalem. It was called “The Feast of Weeks”, a harvest festival to celebrate the ingathering of the last of the wheat harvest (the latest crop of the season) and this harvest occurred 7 weeks after the cutting of the first sheaf of the early crop of barley during the Feast of Unleavened Bread.

The Feast of Weeks had another striking feature. Unlike the unleavened bread associated with Passover, Leviticus 23 instructed Israel to present two loaves baked with leaven as part of the wheat-harvest offering. In later Jewish tradition, Shavuot also became associated with the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai and the covenant between God and Israel. The Bible itself presents the feast first as an agricultural festival; the explicit connection with Sinai developed later in Jewish interpretation. That distinction does not diminish the Christian parallel I see here – it simply helps us keep Scripture and later tradition in their proper places.

Now it was time again for the “Feast of Weeks” that 50th day after Easter called “Pentecost.” It was the day God would establish a New Covenant not based on law at all but on grace, for the Law formerly written on stone would now be written in our hearts. For the first time, the Holy Spirit of God would enter in to the hearts of men, and just as leaven grows and increases in volume, a transformation now begins from the inside out by the renewing of our minds as we yield to His transforming power. And for the first time this New Covenant would be a free gift to everyone – not only to the Jews. The church was born on that first Pentecost after Easter.

The Bible says the church is the Bride of Christ. Just as the bridegroom enters in to his bride at the consummation of their marriage, so the Spirit of Christ wants to enter in to His spiritual bride that they may become one. This is why He stands at the door. But He will never force His way in. That door must be opened from the inside and each of us must make an individual decision whether or not to open that door. Jesus told His followers: “You know how to give good gifts to your children – how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him. Did you know you must ask? That you must invite Him in? It is one thing to believe with your intellect – it is another to make Him your Lord and Master and give Him the freedom to control your life. There is much misunderstanding in the church about the role of the Holy Spirit. Part of that is what it means to be filled with the Spirit. God wants us all to be filled with His Holy Spirit, but that can’t happen as long as we insist on having our own way with no regard to what He wants for us. We are filled with His Spirit only to the degree that we yield to His control, and we can’t do that at all until we open the door and ask Him in. The Power God has promised to us is there for the taking, and it is free – Christ bought it for us, but we can’t have that power and refuse the giver of that power at the same time. Without the Holy Spirit living in our hearts we can say we “believe” all we want, but there will be no victory and no unity, and this is the message the church of today is missing. This is why we are weak and lukewarm, wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. In Colossians 1, Paul calls it a “mystery”. He says: “I have become the servant of the church by the commission God gave me to present to you the Word of God in its fullness – the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 

This helps explain why Reverend William Berg chose Pentecost Sunday for the special service that followed his 100th birthday. Pentecost was his favorite church holiday. As the Star Tribune story reported, he contrasted Christmas as celebrating God with us, Easter as God for us, and Pentecost as God in us. His point was that nothing happens until God is in it.
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Let’s focus on the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost and what that means to us today. Jesus said when the Holy Spirit came His followers would be filled with power from on high and they would be witnesses for Him to spread the gospel from that upper room in Jerusalem outward, even to the very ends of the earth.

What was this mysterious power that gave such courage and boldness to this small group of men who only a short time ago had fled in fear when their Lord was captured – who had cowered behind locked doors after His death? Even the knowledge that Jesus had risen was not enough by itself to equip them for the task ahead. Acts says Jesus told the apostles to remain in Jerusalem and wait for the promised Holy Spirit, and it also describes a gathered community of about 120 believers. When Pentecost came, Peter preached and about 3,000 people were added that day. The apostles and the wider community were transformed by the Spirit’s power. The light of the Spirit inside them opened their spiritual eyes to see and understand with new clarity what Jesus had taught them, and they were ready to tell the world.

Where is that power today? Was it a temporary thing God gave to a select few just to give the church a “jump start”? Or is it still here and we just don’t know how to access it? If the Holy Spirit comes into the hearts of believers today, when does He come, and how? And how can we tell if He’s there or not?

We aren’t going to find the answers to these questions “out there” somewhere. It’s only logical that if you want to learn something about someone you go to that someone. If I want to know who this Holy Spirit is and what He does for me, I’d better check out what He says. First of all, St. Paul tells us in his second letter to Timothy, “All scripture is ‘God-breathed’ and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” And Peter – this same Peter who denied Christ three times, but who on the day of Pentecost stood boldly to witness to thousands, says this: “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty --- and we have the word of the prophets made more certain (and you will do well to pay attention to it) as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of scripture came about by the prophets’ own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. Now both Paul and Peter are speaking here about Old Testament prophecy, for the New Testament didn’t yet exist, but they had the very words of Jesus Christ Himself who was the fulfillment of these “God-breathed” Old Testament prophecies, and Jesus said of His own words; “The Words I speak are Spirit, and they are life.” He said to the apostles, “When the Spirit of truth comes, He will guide you into all truth.” We can have confidence that the Holy Spirit who now dwelt in these mortal men did that very thing, and when we now read their words we can trust that they are true and every bit as “God-breathed” as the words of the Old Testament prophets.

Someone has said the Word of God is like a hologram. A hologram is created in layers by a concentrated laser beam of light. Light again is needed to enable us to see with our eyes the three-dimensional image that is captured within the hologram. In the same way, the Word of God has many layers, all created by the light of the Holy Spirit. In order for us to see into those layers and understand the whole picture, we must have that same light within us to enable us to see the image with our spiritual eyes. The more we yield to the Spirit’s working, the more layers will come into focus and more truths will be revealed. Scripture itself bears witness that it is the Spirit that teaches us through the Word, for Paul says in I Corinthians 2:14: “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.”

Okay then, if this is true, we have the evidence that this Holy Spirit is still here and still working in the hearts of those who believe and who want to know what that Spirit says. I can testify from my own experience – if you have a desire to understand, but you don’t – ask the Holy Spirit to open your spiritual eyes and your spiritual ears as you read, and show you the living truths hidden there – and He will; a little at a time, layer by layer. You will begin to see why the Bible is different from every other book, because it is alive!

Okay – the first step then to learning about the Holy Spirit is to believe He exists, He is here, and He will guide you to the truth through His Holy Word. Jesus promised, “If you continue in My Word, then are you my disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  “Disciples” are learners. Jesus’ disciples were his students and He taught them. Now He will teach us as well if we want to learn, and He does it through His Holy Spirit working in our hearts.

So what does Jesus say then about this work of the Holy Spirit in us? We find it in John 3 where He says, “No-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again --- flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Is He talking only about heaven when He says “the kingdom of God”? In Luke 17:20-21, Jesus says the kingdom does not come in a way that can simply be pointed out. Some English translations render the final phrase “the kingdom of God is within you,” while others translate it “among you” or “in your midst.” The wording is worth noting because Jesus was speaking to Pharisees. Whatever translation we use, the kingdom is not merely a distant place to be looked for somewhere else.

Alright, now we know where it is – or at least where it’s supposed to be – but He says we can’t see it unless we are born again – so how do we get “born again”? Let’s look to Paul for the answer to that. In his letter to the Romans (Chapter 6) he says, “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. --- Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we also will live with Him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, He cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over Him. The death He died, He died to sin – once, for all; but the life He lives, He lives to God. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Then in II Corinthians 5:17, Paul says, “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone – the new has come!”

So we see it is by identifying with Christ in His death and resurrection that our sinful nature is put to death and our spiritual nature now takes over. It is the Spirit that gives birth to the spirit in us. Baptism visibly joins us to Christ’s death and resurrection and bears witness to the new life we have in Him.
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In our last message we took another look at the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer. Jesus promised before He ascended back into heaven that He was going to prepare a place for us, and in the meantime He would send the third person of the triune God, the Holy Spirit, to be with us always, even to the end of the world. That Spirit came with power on the day of Pentecost and has been here ever since. We do not have to ask Him to come. But we do have to open that door of our hearts that He is knocking on – He will not force His way in. Do we then have to ask Him to fill us? No – He is ready and longing to fill us to the brim and running over. If we are not filled with the Holy Spirit, it is not His fault – it’s ours! The heart of a born again believer will be filled with the Holy Spirit to the degree with which that heart is yielded to Him.

This past week I have been cleaning house in anticipation of our granddaughter Elisha’s graduation open house. There are some parts of the house that didn’t get cleaned, but that’s okay because nobody is going to see those (at least I hope not!) Do you have a “junk drawer” in your kitchen or even a “junk room” in your house where everything goes that you don’t know where else to put it? How about your spiritual “house” – Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit. Do you have a room in that temple that accumulates junk and garbage? Do you think you can invite the Holy Spirit into your “heart-house” and He will never see that junk room? Do you even keep it locked to be sure He doesn’t? How this must grieve Him! He wants so much to inhabit your life completely, to the farthest corners of the house. When we choose to limit that access, His hands are tied because He cannot violate our right to choose, which He gave to us when He made us. We are “carnal” Christians, trying to balance on the fence between good and evil, and then we wonder why our lives are no different from those of the world.

Do you think you must first clean out that junk room before you let Him see it? You will never do it – there will always be more garbage you bring home to fill it up again. This is living a fruitless life of trying to clean up your own act, failing and feeling guilty, over and over again. Don’t you know that without Him, you can do nothing?

God knows what is in the heart of man – “He remembers that we are dust.” Do you think He doesn’t already know what filth you’re harboring behind that locked door? He doesn’t expect us to clean it all out and keep it clean, because He knows we can’t. That’s why He became a man and paid the penalty Himself for our sin – to set us free from all that guilt and secrecy and failure. He did not only set us free from the “wages of sin,” which is death – He set us free from the power of sin. Oswald Chambers makes this point in several devotionals. He says God does not merely pretend that wrong is right; through Christ’s atonement He makes unholy people holy. Chambers also says the problem of sin is deeper than individual acts of wrongdoing – it is the inward claim to independence from God. When we reach the end of our own resources and recognize our need, Christ can give us a new nature and a new life.

Chambers returns to that same theme when he contrasts outward morality with the deeper nature of self-rule. A person may look respectable or openly immoral, but either way the root problem is the claim to belong to oneself rather than to God. His point is that Christ came to deliver us from that inherited bent toward sin, and that we must allow Him to do so.

Remember Jesus’ words in John 3:19? “This is the verdict – light has come into the world, but man loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” But then in John 5:24, He says, “I tell you the truth: Whoever hears My words and believes Him who sent Me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.” – Eternal life is not something we get when we die. If we are in Christ and He lives in us, we are already raised with Him. We already have eternal life and we cannot die – the body will die, but it is only a shell, and physical death is only a door.

Paul tells us in Ephesians 2, “You were dead (in your transgressions and sins), in which you used to live when you followed the ways of the world, --All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. We were by nature objects of wrath. But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – God has raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.”

Think of it, dear ones! Because of that blood shed for us, we no longer have any reason to fear God’s wrath, no matter what terrible things we may have done. He sees us as clean – we can approach boldly His throne of grace – we are His children! Our Lord’s words to us now are not, “Do this” or “Don’t do that”, but, “Come to Me.” If the Spirit detects anything in you that is wrong, He doesn’t ask you to make it right. He only asks you to accept the light of the truth, and then He will make it right. I have already been made holy in the eyes of God – but I cannot experience this sanctification in this body without yielding my life and my will to the working of the Holy Spirit. We are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. We can’t transform ourselves, and He can’t transform us either if we don’t let Him. Jesus came to make me what He teaches I should be. The moment you are willing for God to change your nature, His re-creating forces will begin to work. Open your heart to him today – open all the rooms. He already knows what’s in there – let Him have His way and He will clean it out. “The one who calls you is faithful and He will do it!”
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As so often happens, this is another one of those weeks when I’ve had to depend on the Lord to give me what He wants me to talk about through my daily circumstances. The last few weeks have brought me some sorrow, some joy, and much contemplation. Memorial Day is always a time for reflecting, and the older I get, the more loved ones there are who have left this earth behind.

We took our newly filled urns to Dell cemetery for our two little boys who are buried there. I recalled another time years ago when we did that and a woman, I didn’t know asked me about them. Then she said something I thought was very strange at the time – she said, “Bless their little hearts – they’re the lucky ones.” I didn’t think they were so lucky, but I never forgot what she said, and over the years I’ve come to see what she meant, and I even think now she maybe was right. There is a passage in Isaiah 57 that says, “No-one understands that the righteous are taken away to be spared from evil. They enter into peace and find rest as they lie in death.” I have no doubt that those babies are with Jesus enjoying an existence that is so far above and so much fuller than what they would have had here. They never had to contend with temptation or know the struggle between the flesh and the spirit or the heartaches that living in a fallen world brings. And I have never had to wonder where they are.

The value of this assurance was brought home to me so much more in the past few weeks because of the sorrow of a family in our church. (I have permission from them to tell this story.) A few years ago, this family welcomed an exchange student from Norway into their home for a year, and he graduated from High School here. He bonded with them immediately and was loved as one of their own. He shared a room with the son of the family and they became best friends. They kept in touch after Nils went home, and he came back to visit several times since. When the son got married, Nils came all the way from Norway to be his best man. Next month one of the girls will be married and Nils was to be in that wedding too. He was bringing his father along this time to meet his American family, and they already had their tickets bought. But two weeks ago, Nils ran head-on into a truck – he was killed instantly.

He was the nicest and most charming young man you could ever find. Everyone liked him and his sense of humor made him just plain fun to be with. He was intelligent, witty and handsome, with so much potential.

This kind of tragedy is devastating enough in itself – especially when it’s one so young, but the grief of our friends is compounded in this case because they don’t know for sure where he is. When he first came, he was not a Christian, but he came to church regularly with his host family and seemed comfortable there. I was his Sunday School teacher, and he willingly took part in the discussions and took his turn reading scripture, but when I asked him if he had accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior, he said “no”. I then asked him, “Do you want to?” and again he said, “no”, but in a polite way, without offense. I told him I appreciated his honesty and I wouldn’t want him to say “yes” if he didn’t mean it. I said I hoped he’d continue to come to Sunday School (which he did) and I told him I intended to pray for him whether he liked it or not. He didn’t have a Bible, so I gave him one for Christmas. When he graduated, Nils gave me one of his pictures which I put on our refrigerator as a reminder to pray for him. But I did not pray for him every day as I had intended to, and I regret that now, because I don’t know if he came to Christ or not before he died as a young man in a car accident.

His host family witnessed to him by their actions as well as their words. I know they prayed for him regularly and Jesus certainly loved Nils through them. If he ever accepted Christ, he didn’t tell them so. They hope – but they can’t be sure, and that is so painful.

Billy Graham often quoted Proverbs 29:1 in evangelistic appeals: “He who is often rebuked, and hardens his neck, will suddenly be destroyed, and that without remedy.” But I don’t believe this applies to Nils because if anyone ever had a soft heart, he did. I don’t believe he had locked the door to his heart. He wanted to do things right, and I think he knew accepting Christ was not something to be taken lightly – it involved a total commitment. He wasn’t ready to make that commitment until he could be sure he wouldn’t go back on it.

Did Nils wait too long? I don’t know, but I do know one thing. We are promised that God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to the knowledge of the truth. Jude 22 tells us to be merciful to those who doubt, and it’s just not like God to tell us to do something He won’t do Himself. Jesus said the merciful are blessed, for they shall be shown mercy. In Romans 9 we read, “It is written: ‘I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion’ – It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”

I couldn’t help but think of the rich man who came to Jesus in Mark 10 – the figure often called the “rich young ruler” when the Gospel accounts are read together (Luke calls him a ruler). “Good teacher”, he asked, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Did Jesus tell him to believe in Him? No, because this young man was still under the law of the old covenant – yet he claimed he had kept all the commandments from his youth. Verse 21 says, “Jesus looked at him and loved him”, and then He said, “One thing you lack – go – sell everything you have and give it to the poor, and you will have treasures in heaven. Then come and follow Me”. The young man’s face fell, and he went away sorrowful, for he had great wealth.” (You see, he wasn’t ready yet to make Jesus Lord of his life.) “It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God”, said Jesus. Incredulous, His disciples asked, “Who then can be saved?!!!” “With man, this is impossible”, Jesus said, “but not with God; all things are possible with God.” Notice Jesus didn’t try to stop this man from going away, and He didn’t try to change his mind – He just let him go – yet it says He loved him. I’ll bet Jesus knew something they didn’t. I’ll bet, even though we are not told so, that young man came to the place where he was willing to give his all. I don’t know if Nils had time to do that, but God knew his heart, and I know He loved him. We must not grieve as those who have no hope.

At the same time, let this be a warning to those who think they have all the time in the world to get ready – your soul may be required of you today. And let us not procrastinate either in praying for our unsaved loved ones and witnessing to them the way of salvation. You never know when you may get that phone call in the night, and then spend the rest of your life wondering, “What if?”
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What does it mean to be “born again”?  Does the concept of “new birth” in Christ have a basis in Scripture? And if so, why do we hear so little about it in most of our churches? Let’s talk about this:

If you’ve read the gospel of John, you can probably recall the account in John 3 where a Pharisee named Nicodemus came to Jesus at night. He knew this Jesus was someone different from anyone he had ever heard, and he wanted to learn more, but he was afraid to come in the daytime because he knew most of the Pharisees saw Jesus as a trouble-maker and a threat to their strict religious way of life – Why, this man could even be called a “blasphemer” because He had the audacity to claim His Father was God! And what did Jesus tell Nicodemus? He said, “I tell you the truth – no-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again --- no-one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. --- The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear the sound of it, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”

Is this passage hard to understand? It was for Nicodemus. “Can an old man enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” he asked. “How can this be?” So what does this passage say to us today? What does it mean to be “born again”?

I’m sad to say that many Christians live their whole lives with this idea that if they believe Jesus died for their sins and rose from the dead, and if they are baptized, then they will go to heaven when they die. But in the meantime they live lives of bondage, because they try to live the Christian life in their own strength and willpower, and they don’t even know there is another option. I was like that for many years. The more I wanted to be like Christ and live the “good” Christian life, the more I saw my sin and the hold it had on me, and the more guilty I felt. I could not read my Bible without feeling condemned because it seemed to set a standard for those who follow Christ that I could never meet, no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t claim any of God’s wonderful promises with faith because I saw them all with an “if” clause attached, and I knew I did not meet the requirements. When I tried to pray, there was no joy and no power in my prayers because I knew I was like the one James talks about in James 1:6-7 who was like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind of my doubts. Jesus said I should then not think I would receive anything from the Lord, because I was “double-minded and unstable”. I saw God as a severe disciplinarian sitting on His throne with a big club, ready to bop me on the head as soon as I stepped out of line (which was often) and whenever I asked Him for anything, it seemed like He always said, “No,” for no other reason than that I had the audacity to ask for something I didn’t really believe He’d give. Whenever anything had happened in my life (Which was also often) I was convinced it was God’s doing and it was because I deserved it – after all, wasn’t He in control of everything? I didn’t believe I had any choices in life – I thought all the decisions were made for me by circumstances or other people, and God was engineering the whole thing. The fact is, I was resentful and blaming Him for all the emotional pain He longed to deliver me from, but I never admitted that to anyone – not even to myself. Wouldn’t that have been an act of rebellion? And I knew what God did to rebels! If anyone was ever in bondage to sin, it was me, and I was miserable! Boy was I a mess!

Now was I a “Christian” during that part of my life? Yes, I think so. I believed the Bible was true and that it was God’s Word. I believed Jesus was the true Son of God, born of a virgin and that He died for the sins of the whole world and rose from the dead. I had been baptized and confirmed, and when I said my confirmation vows I truly meant them, and I was a faithful church goer. I had probably heard the truth I was missing many times, but it never registered because there was a stronghold in my mind that prevented the truth from ever reaching my heart. Would I have gone to heaven if I had died in that condition? I think so, because I did believe as much of the truth as I could at that point, and my salvation did not depend on where I was in my Christian walk – my salvation was by the grace of God through the blood of His Son. But – I had missed the joy I could have had here in this life through Christ. I had not yet entered the gate of the kingdom, because I was not yet born again. – God had to bring me to the point where I had nothing of myself left at all – where my eyes could be opened to finally see the rotten depravity of what I was. When I came to the realization of what I had buried in my sub-conscious mind – that I hated God – all I wanted was to die – and only then was I ready at last to live. You see the Holy Spirit could do no transforming or renewing of my mind as long as I insisted on hanging on to the reins of my life.

Oswald Chambers writes that the Sermon on the Mount exposes the natural person’s inability to live up to Christ’s standard. As long as we think we can do it in our own strength, he says, we have not yet recognized our spiritual poverty. Chambers points us back to Jesus’ words, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” --- Theirs is what?!! Do you see it?!! This is the gate by which we enter the kingdom. It is only when we come to the realization of our own poverty that we can finally “die to self”, be buried with Him into His death, and be raised again a brand new creature. This re-birth in the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit is the “getting on place” for our new life as citizens of the kingdom of God.

Jesus gave me a promise, and it’s the same promise He has given you. In John 8:31-32, Jesus said: “If you continue in My Word, then you are truly My disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.” I took Him up on this promise and began a remarkable journey. I found more promises, like John 7:38-39: “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. Whoever believes in Me, as the scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” By this He meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were later to receive. And like His words in John 16:13: “When He, the Spirit of Truth, comes, He will guide you into all truth.”

Paul asks us in Romans 6, “Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized in Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” – You see the “new birth” and the baptism of the Holy Spirit are one and the same. It is the Spirit that gives us this new life. Baptism visibly joins us to Christ’s death and resurrection and bears witness to the new life we have in Him. Eternal life isn’t something we get only when we die – if we are born again, we already have it. Jesus also promised, “He that lives and believes in Me will never die.” Physical death for us now is only a door. He said He had come that we may have life – and have it more abundantly – here and now. We can have the joy, the victory, the freedom, and the unity of the body that He promised. If you have not been born again – you have not entered the kingdom. Give Him the reins of your life and ask Him to show you the way – and He will. Nothing would please Him more.
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Two weeks ago my younger brother who lives in Virginia came to see us with a delightful lady he plans to marry. They brought along our older brother from Mason City. We spent part of the day looking at old pictures and reminiscing about all the places we lived as children and the things that happened there. Then last week my husband and I were in Albert Lea so we drove out to the cemetery where my parents are buried and then went by the house where they lived for 47 years. The formerly white house is brown now with a brand new deck and front door and new landscaping. There was evidence in the yard that another crop of children are being raised in that house, and it did my heart good.

The house where our own children grew up is gone now and so is everything else that was there. It is now a field – the only evidence that it was once a building site is the one-time entrance to the driveway. We lived in that house 29 years and my husband’s grandparents lived there for many years before us. We moved out in 1993 and no-one ever lived there again, yet it remained for 16 more years until the undergrowth was so dense the house couldn’t even be seen from the road. It was hard to see that after all the years of work we had put into the place, but now it is even harder to see it giving no evidence that we ever existed.

Time always moves forward and never back. We can’t recover the things that once were, nor should we. God has planned it that way and sometimes we don’t like it - those “golden years” aren’t always so golden – and yet if given the choice, how many of us would really want to go back and live our lives over again? If we could do that, we may be able to avoid some of the mistakes we made along the way, but we would just make different ones.

Poet Helen Steiner Rice, in her poem “Growing Older Is Part of God’s Plan,” reflects on this same truth:

Time cannot be stopped. Youth gives way to age, but Rice sees the passing years not simply as loss; they can bring peace, truth, love, and a clearer awareness of the spiritual treasures we may have missed when we were younger.

Do you believe God has a plan for your life and everything happens for a reason? God’s Word tells us He has had a marvelous master plan from before the world ever was, and that plan has unfolded down through the centuries and will continue to do so according to His time. His first promise of a redeemer was given to the first man and first woman – yet it was centuries before that promise was fulfilled. The stage had to be set and all the players in place for that to occur just as it was prophesied. During Jesus’ ministry He said several times, “My time has not yet come.” Then when the time did come for Him to give His life for the sins of the world, He knew it. Jesus Christ fulfilled the Scriptures concerning His suffering, death and resurrection in the events of that final week. There are still prophecies Christians understand as awaiting fulfillment, but you can be sure God is not surprised by history. Until then God has a purpose for the lives of every one of His children here on earth – threads that He weaves into the fabric of the master plan of which each of us is a part. There is not one thing that has ever happened or ever will happen in your life that He does not know about, and that He cannot use in His plan for good as we trust Him.

Pastor Rick Warren, author of the best-selling book “The Purpose Driven Life”, describes this life as preparation for eternity and emphasizes that we were made by God and for God. His point is that life does not finally make sense until we understand it in relation to the One who made us.

You see it does no good to try to figure out why things happen as they do and when they do. So many events seem to be the result of a random throw of the dice, but they’re really not. It all fits into the plan. If we try to make sense of it all – to figure out which things God actually causes and which things He just allows; which things are the result of our own choices, which are the result of other people’s choices, or which are just a result of living in a fallen world or just being in the wrong place at the wrong time – trying to analyze all this in this way is bound to just give us a headache! Remember Job? If there ever was a man who had a reason to ask, “Why?”, it was Job. And he did ask why – but God never gave him the kind of explanation he was seeking. Job was not told about the heavenly dialogue with which the book begins. Through his anguish he could still say, “Even if He kills me, I will still trust Him,” and, “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away – blessed be the name of the Lord.” In the end, the book says God restored Job’s fortunes and gave him twice as much as before. It then lists seven sons and three daughters – the same number of children named at the beginning. The text itself does not explain that difference. In my Christian understanding of eternal life, I take comfort in believing that the children who died were not lost to God and that Job would see them again. That is my faith-based reading of the story, not something the book of Job explicitly says. We also see in Job that the adversary acts only within limits God permits. For me, the larger lesson is that we can trust God even when we do not understand why suffering has been allowed.

King Solomon was the wisest king who ever lived, and it was God who gave him that wisdom. Solomon tells us in Ecclesiastes 3: “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die: a time to plant and a time to uproot: a time to kill and a time to heal: a time to tear down and a time to build: a time to weep and a time to laugh: a time to mourn and a time to dance: a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them: a time to embrace and a time to refrain: a time to search and a time to give up searching: a time to keep and a time to throw away: a time to tear and a time to mend: a time to be silent and a time to speak: a time to love and a time to hate: a time for war and a time for peace. What does the worker gain from his toil? I have seen the burden God had laid on men. He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men. Yet they cannot fathom what God has done, from beginning to end.”

So we see trying to figure it all out is fruitless, feeling guilty or pining for yesterday accomplishes nothing, and worrying about tomorrow won’t change a thing either. All we have been given is today, and Jesus said each day has enough troubles of its own. We’re to take one day at a time, spend it well and use it to His glory, because that’s what we are here for. We don’t have to know God’s reasons to trust Him. Someday it will all be revealed and we will see the finished masterpiece, but not here, and not yet.
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A few weeks ago, my generous husband gave me a wonderful gift. He bought me a round-trip plane ticket to visit my sister I hadn’t seen in years. She is still my “little” sister to me as she’s 12 years younger than I. I had never seen her house which is in a beautiful neighborhood of Las Vegas. For a week I had my own air-conditioned bedroom and bath and was made to feel very much at home. They also showed me there is much more to the city of Las Vegas than casinos. Linda had taken a week’s vacation from her job to spend it with me, and since her husband went to work Monday through Friday, we had five days to just relax and reminisce and do things we liked to do. I am so glad I went.

But there was one thing that cast a pall over it all, for the one thing I had hoped and prayed would happen that week didn’t happen. I’m not young anymore, and I know if it’s another 10 years before I see her again, that day may not come at all. So, I prayed earnestly both before I went and while I was there that the Holy Spirit would give me the right words to say and prepare her heart to receive it – because you see, my little sister does not believe in God. I thought surely this was a time God had provided and she would listen to me. In the past she has been willing to listen and to read books I have given her, so I brought along another book that would surely help her see the light at last. I know she loves me and she knows I love her, so she patiently listened to all I had to say and wasn’t at all defensive. She respected my right to believe what I do, and she knows my concern for her is because I love her, but in the end, she said, “you can no more convince me to believe what you believe than I could convince you not to”, and she refused to take the book.

How are we as Christians supposed to react when something we are so sure God is in seems not to be after all, and things just don’t turn out the way we thought they would? Jesus has promised us that if we ask anything of the Father in His name, and according to His will, He hears us and He will give us what we ask for. Surely, He does keep His promises, doesn’t He? The Bible tells me God is not willing that any should perish, but that all shall come to the knowledge of the truth. Yet He has created mankind with a free will to choose, and He will not violate that right He Himself has given us. Is there any hope then for those who have heard the truth but refuse to accept it? Will God have to wipe the tears from my eyes when I get to heaven and find that my little sister, whom I love, is not there?

There are many instances in both the Old Testament and the New where God has orchestrated the events in people’s lives to bring about the pieces of His marvelous plan. Surely His working in this way does affect some of the choices people make and will partly determine the direction they take. God knows every person ever born better than we know ourselves. He knows our every thought. He knows before we are even born who will accept His gift of redemption and who will not, and how He must grieve over those who will not. He tells of the joy among the angels in heaven when just one sinner turns around and comes to Him. Jesus said, “Whoever comes to Me I will in no way cast out.” We are told to go, to search out the lost, and to make disciples. We are told to pray for them and to be a channel of Christ’s love for them. Yet in the end the bottom line is, the ultimate choice is up to each individual person. We cannot make anyone believe what they do not believe, no matter how much we love them – and God will not. He does not want robots.

We were five children brought up in the same home with the same parents, baptized and confirmed in the same church by the same pastor. What was it that caused Linda to question what the rest of us accepted as truth? These kinds of things are mysteries to us, but God knows. In I Chronicles 28, David told his son, Solomon: “The Lord searches every heart and understands every motive behind the thoughts – if you seek Him, He will be found by you.” We are told that God’s ways are “past finding out” – we are not able to comprehend them – therefore we are to simply trust them with all our hearts and “lean not on our own understanding”. In Isaiah 55:8-11, God says, “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are your ways My ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts. (Yet) As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is My Word that goes out from My mouth: It will not return to Me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”

Now I believe this, and I believe for each encounter I have experienced with my sister where God spoke His Word through me, some seeds were sown. I see no evidence that any have taken root, and I’m sure some did fall on the hard ground. Some may have gotten through only to be choked out by the weeds – but those words are there, permanently engraved in her mind whether she is aware of it or not. My trouble is things always have to make sense to me, and I keep trying to guess how God is going to work. Then when He doesn’t do what I think He should, I am disappointed. Maybe Linda will never come to faith in God in my lifetime, but maybe she will and I will be privileged to see it. Maybe one day something I have said or something in one of the books I gave her will suddenly click and a light will come on – but if not, that doesn’t mean she won’t still come. I have said all there is to say, and I promised her I will say no more about it but I will continue to pray that God will show her that He is love and He loves her. She said that’s fine – so the ball is in her court now. In spite of its many casinos, Las Vegas is also full of churches, so I know there are God’s people there, and she is bound to run into some of them. I would be pretty arrogant to think I’m the only one God can use to reach my sister, and it would be foolish to believe that if I never see her again, she has missed her only chance for heaven. God’s timing is perfect and His plan for each of us is perfect. I know He answers prayers so I am not giving up on my sister and I know – neither is God.

There are countless stories of people who came to Christ after years of wandering. John Newton, who wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace,” is one of the best-known examples. His mother, Elizabeth, was a devout Christian who taught him Scripture and hymns when he was very young, but she died before he was seven. Newton later spent years at sea and lived a life he himself came deeply to regret. His conversion was gradual, beginning in earnest after a terrifying storm at sea in 1748, and he eventually became a minister and hymn writer. His story still reminds me that there is no hopeless case where God is at work.

Do you have someone you love who is not yet in the fold? Don’t ever give up your hope, and never stop praying for them. Your God loves them even more than you do – so much that He poured out His blood for them.

Jesus promised our prayers will be answered. There is power in the prayer of a believer. He loves you and He hears.
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For those of us whose dads are no longer here, this is another of those days for reminiscing. My dad has been gone for over fourteen years now, and I do miss him, but I could never wish him back because I know where he is, and it’s a much better place than here. Dad accepted Christ as his Lord late in life, and some of those early years in our house were difficult, but there were good times too – times I didn’t learn to appreciate until I was able to let go of the bad, and forgive him for being an imperfect human being who made mistakes – just like me.

God has given fathers an awesome responsibility – they are to be models to their children of what God is like. God’s word tells us what that model should look like. Exodus 34 says, “God is merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.” Psalm 103 says, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him, for He knows how we are formed – He remembers that we are dust.” And Paul tells us in Romans 8, “You did not receive a spirit of fear but the spirit of sonship whereby we cry, ‘Abba-Father’. The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” The word “abba” is a term used for a father in a close intimate relationship with his child just like we use the word “Daddy”. Can there be any closer bond between a father and his child than for that child to crawl up into his father’s welcome lap and wrap his arms around his Daddy’s neck in love and trust?

But God our Father does not simply shower us with affection. He also disciplines us when we need it, and sometimes that is very painful. God instructs fathers to do the same in order to mold their children into responsible and upright adults. In Hebrews 12 we read, “The Lord disciplines those He loves, as a father does the son in whom he delights. ---- If you are not disciplined – then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” Discipline is not intended to be just punishment – its purpose is to teach, and it is to be carried out in love – not anger. There is also more to teaching than discipline. God tells fathers to train up their children in the way they should go. He says they are to teach them His laws and talk about them with their children “when they rise”, when they “come in” and “go out,” and when they “walk along the way.”

So, in order to model to their children the fatherhood of God, fathers are to teach, discipline, and (most of all) love. If they do it “just right” their children are guaranteed to turn into fine upstanding, God-fearing adults. That sounds pretty good – there’s just one thing wrong with the concept – it ain’t gonna happen! There’s never been a father born who is not a sinner carrying into his role as “father” all the dysfunctional baggage he received from his own parents. Life is like a relay race. Each generation runs his leg of the race, receiving the baton from the previous generation and passing it on to the next. The trouble is you can’t pass on what you have not received. Many children grow up with no father at all in the picture. They haven’t the foggiest idea how to be fathers. Others have fathers who are angry and abusive, or they are pawns in a bitter divorce where they feel caught in the middle and torn in two directions. How can they pass on what they don’t have?

Christian psychiatrist and author Paul Meier has written about the way our experience of an earthly father can color our image of God as Father. A child who has experienced abandonment, distance or abuse may find it especially difficult to trust the language of a loving Heavenly Father, even when he or she understands it intellectually. Christians aren’t immune to this problem. One may know the Bible from cover to cover and still struggle at a deep emotional level to believe that God’s promises of love really apply personally. The message received from an earthly father can become a distorted lens through which we see God, and that lens sometimes has to be healed.

Does God expect children of such relationships to “honor” their fathers? Indeed He does. This command is so important God put it as one of the “Big Ten” “honor your father and your mother” – this is called the first commandment with a promise” – that promise was that it will be well with us, and we will live long on the earth. Notice the commandment does not say to honor your parents as long as they treat you right and give you what you want and don’t make any mistakes. Even if we can’t honor or respect our father for who he is or what he does, no matter how bad a job he does in that role, it is God who put him there, so we are to honor our father for that reason alone. I know – sometimes children have been so wounded by their parents that this is impossible. God doesn’t expect us to do what we can’t do – but He says in these cases we are to give our burdens to Him – because nothing is impossible with God, and He can work in our hearts that which is impossible to us.

Willie Stargell, the Hall of Fame outfielder who spent his major-league career with the Pittsburgh Pirates, grew up without knowing his father, who had left before Willie was born. Stargell was nineteen when they finally met. He later recalled that instead of judging his father only by the past, he came to accept him as he was and eventually grew to love him. That does not erase what happened, but it is a powerful picture of what grace can make possible.

You see, God encourages us to look at others the same way He looks at us – through the eyes of grace. I was doubly blessed because not only did my erring father finally become a Christian, but I also had that opportunity to have a long talk with him which helped me so much to understand why things were the way they were and why he was not capable of living up to my expectations of him. Only then was I able to look back and see the good part of my childhood relationship with my dad. One incident especially stands out for me. I was 5 years old. We had just come home from a visit to Grandma’s and rain was coming down in sheets. We waited a long time in the car for it to let up, but when it became apparent it wasn’t going to, my dad took off his shoes and socks, rolled up his pant legs and then took off his shirt. He carried me with that shirt over my head and ran through the water into the house. We were both soaked, but I never felt so secure or so loved. Deuteronomy 1:31 says, “The Lord your God carried you as a father carries His child.” This was my dad modeling to me the love of God who is the only perfect parent there is. Is your dad one of those who blew it? Hang on to the good memories and build on them. Love him as he is and let the cleansing love of God our Father wash over you both.
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Some people think once you become a Christian, that means life will be easy from now on, because after all – God is on our side – right? Yet we know that bad things do happen to good people. A split-second happening, a random choice or just being in the wrong place at the wrong time can and does change the lives forever of countless innocent people, and being a Christian seems to make no difference at all as to whether or not we experience pain or grief in this world. The news is full of these things every day – In just the past week a woman on vacation with her family fell to her death while taking a picture, another teenager was killed by random gunfire, a farmer on the road with his tractor crossed the railroad tracks and didn’t hear the train, and another Minnesota family lost their promising young son in Iraq. Why does God allow these things if He loves us? Does He really love us – or even care?

I have been a believer all my life – yet there was a time when it seemed God had turned His back on me, and I couldn’t understand it. Our third child, a beautiful boy, was stillborn. So, when we had another son the following year, there never was a child more wanted. Ricky was beautiful and healthy and perfect and he was the light of our lives – sweet and loving and always happy. But when he was 11 months old, he died suddenly one night of fulminating pneumonia. We didn’t even see it coming. I remember as I walked outside the next day the whole wide world looked dead – just as dead as I felt inside. Where was God? How could He let this happen? This shook my faith as nothing ever had before, and it took a long time before I could believe again that God loved me. I was very angry with Him, and carried this anger deep inside.

Years later, a serious reading of the book of Job finally helped me to see that it was OK to tell God I was angry (He already knew it anyway) and it was OK to ask Him why.

Let’s examine this story of Job and see what he has to tell us about trusting God. I will be reading excerpts from throughout the book’s 42 chapters, beginning with Chapter 1. 

“In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. He had 7 sons and 3 daughters, and he owned 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 yoke of oxen and 500 donkeys and had a large number of servants. He was the greatest man among all the people of the East.”

Now through a combination of enemy peoples and natural disasters, God allowed all Job had to be taken away, including all 10 of his children. On top of that, Job was afflicted with painful festering boils from the soles of his feet to the top of his head.

What was his first reaction? He tore his robes and shaved his head which was customary to indicate grief, but then he fell to the ground in worship, saying, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”

“You mean he never even complained?!” you say. Oh yes – We read that after 7 long days of sitting in the ashes in agonizing silence, Job began to speak. He cursed the day he was born and began to ask why.

“I loathe my very life,” he says – “therefore I will give free rein to my complaint and speak out in the bitterness of my soul. I will say to God, ‘Do not condemn me, but tell me what charges you have against me. Does it please you to oppress me, to spurn the work of your own hands while you smile at the schemes of the wicked?! Your hands shaped me and made me! Will you now turn and destroy me?”

Yet in all his anguish of soul, Job received no answer. He didn’t understand it – yet he knew God must have His reasons, for even after all this he still said, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him!” And in chapter 19 he said, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end He will stand upon the earth – and after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see Him with my own eyes – I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!”

Job still trusted and longed to be with God even though he couldn’t find Him. In chapter 23 he says, “If only I knew where to find Him --- but if I go to the East, He is not there; if I go to the West, I do not find Him. When He is at work in the North, I do not see Him. But He knows the way that I take; when He has tried me, I will come forth as gold!”

Finally, after many days, Job 38:1 says, “The Lord answered Job out of the storm.” Does He answer Job’s question of “Why”? Not directly. Instead, the speeches that follow confront Job with the vastness of creation and the limits of human understanding. The book does not give Job a simple explanation for his suffering; it calls him, and us, to trust the wisdom of God even when the reason remains hidden.

Our job is not to find out why – our job is to trust Him, knowing that in His supreme power and authority, God knows what He is doing. He is the only one who sees the big picture and it is all part of His magnificent plan.

The end of the book of Job tells us that God restored Job’s fortunes and gave him twice as much as before. The livestock are listed in doubled numbers, while Job is again blessed with seven sons and three daughters. Scripture does not explicitly say why the number of children is not doubled. I have always loved the thought that his first children were not truly lost to God—that they had simply gone on ahead. That is my faith-filled way of reading the passage, rather than something the text itself states.

When I look back now in retrospect at the loss of our two sons, I can see the blessings that came out of that. It was a time of molding and pruning that I needed to grow in my faith and to be able to understand the pain of others when they lose loved ones. I can now comfort others with the comfort with which He has comforted me. That experience also strengthened our marriage, and God gave us 2 more precious children after that who might not be here otherwise. On top of all that I can still look forward with confidence to the sweet reunion one day with our sons who went on ahead.

Sometimes God will show us why we had to endure a particular trial, and sometimes He does not. John the Baptist was imprisoned and executed even though Jesus knew his situation. Paul suffered greatly for his faith, and Christian tradition holds that many of the apostles eventually died as martyrs, although the New Testament does not record the deaths of all of them. Just because you are a Christian does not mean you are guaranteed a life of ease or immunity from trials and tribulation. On the contrary, Jesus said, “In the world you will have trouble,” but He also said, “Take courage; I have overcome the world.”

The apostle James says because of Christ we can “count it all joy when we must suffer various trials and tribulations, because we know the trial of our faith produces perseverance, and perseverance must finish its work so that we may be mature and complete, lacking nothing”. God’s purpose in putting us here in this fallen world is to refine us into pure gold. He does the refining – we are to do the trusting, and He promised “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

I thank you for listening today. My prayer for you is that you will experience the joy of the Lord and the peace that passes all understanding no matter what your circumstances – that inner assurance that God is in control and He loves you – because He really does.
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Last week our congregation met and welcomed the pastoral candidate presented to us by our diligent search committee, which has spent many hours and much prayer, to find the man God wants to be the next shepherd of our flock. Sunday morning the church was full as we got our chance to hear Pastor Dennis Anders preach. Then during our usual Sunday School hour, it was question and answer time.

There was not a question or concern that I might have had that was not covered. We know where this pastor stands on the social issues of our day as well as on the gospel of Christ and His Holy Word. He shared what he would have to offer us, both in practical ways as well as a spiritual leader, and both Pastor Dennis and his wife, Mary, seemed excited about the potential they see here. I like them very much.

Now of course there is no way we can know for sure what someone is really like in a few short hours. We don’t really know what kind of pastor he would be any more than he can know what he might be getting himself into if he should become our pastor. It’s human nature for us all to be on our best behavior in situations like this, and to always put the emphasis on the positive while playing down (or even hiding) anything negative. But I think we were all as honest as we could be with each other, and we’re realistic enough to know we all have flaws because we are all human. It is the Holy Spirit within us that makes us a family in Christ and enables us to love each other anyway. I saw no red flags here, but that doesn’t mean no-one else did. This man seems to be all I am looking for in a pastor, and he seems to be genuine, but that assessment may not be true for all my fellow congregants. – Today is the day we vote on whether to call Dennis Anders to be our pastor. Then if the result of the vote is “yes”, he must still decide whether or not to accept our call, based on what he knows about us and whether the Holy Spirit leads him to say “yes”. We would very much appreciate your prayers for wisdom, discernment and guidance as we vote, and the same for Pastor Dennis and Mary if they must decide. To those of you who have already been praying for us – “Thank You”

The transition involved in the arrival of a new pastor is always a process, and this process will involve change and perhaps some compromising. No two pastors do things the same because, like us, each comes with his own spiritual gifts and physical abilities and talents as well as his own “baggage”. If the man is worth his salt, he will see things in our church that could use some change and he will want to implement that change. It’s human nature for us to balk at that because we all have our comfort zones. That usually means we just like things to stay as they are because that’s what we’re used to. We just don’t like change – at least not at first.

It’s usually little things that are the sparks that ignite friction in a church. God has given us instructions in His Word on how to handle conflicts that might arise, and if we would just remember to follow them, the little things would never grow into big ones.

Sometimes the problem is in the inter-personal relationships between members of the body, or between them and the pastor, and again, it’s usually something little that’s allowed to mushroom because it’s not confronted head-on at the outset. Someone’s feelings are hurt because of misunderstandings or personality differences; People say the wrong thing or speak in a mean way; someone ignores them; the pastor doesn’t visit them in the hospital or he “plays favorites” and you are not in the number. So you feel wounded even the times when the other party may have no idea what they’ve done that hurt you. But instead of going to that person as God says we should, we go and tell someone else instead. Then we get the reputation of a trouble-maker and again can’t understand it when others ignore us or push us away. If allowed to keep growing, this scenario results in resentments and feelings of self-righteousness with all parties thinking they are the ones in the right who deserve an apology, and the other person needs to admit his wrong and repent. We never see the log in our own eye, so the conflict remains and the unity is broken.

Satan loves it when this happens! His greatest joy is to rob us of ours, and you can be sure when the unity of a body of believers is fractured by things such as these, there is some spiritual warfare going on. We need to focus on the real enemy at these times and recognize his sneaky tactics. Your brother or sister in Christ is not your enemy!

The unity God wants in a body of believers is just like that of a husband and wife. He made us all different for a reason, and when we disagree, it’s dealing with those disagreements that round off our rough edges. It’s a painful process, but necessary, because without it we never see a need to change. Proverbs says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another”. God intended it to be that way because we need that pruning and molding.

When conflict arises in your church is there blaming going on? Do you decide this person or that person is a hypocrite” because they sure aren’t acting like a Christian is supposed to act”?

We’re no different than the congregations in the early church that Paul wrote his letters to. Listen to what he told the Colossians in Chapter 3: “As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with one another and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues, put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. Let the Peace of Christ rule in your hearts since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom.”

Now who was Paul talking to here? We think we have problems when we come with preconceived beliefs from different denominational backgrounds that are all called “Christian”. This congregation of Colossians was made up of Jews and Greeks, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarians, free men and slaves – all groups who were once life-long enemies, outcasts or widely separated social classes. Without Christ they would have crossed the street to avoid any contact at all with one another. Now suddenly they are to consider every other person in that church as a beloved brother or sister. Paul used words like “patience”, “Compassion”,”bearing with”, “forgiving”. Are these things even needed in a happy-go-lucky, “everyone always gets along” group of people? No – Paul is reminding us here that the only way to avoid disillusionment with the church is to dismiss our illusions from the beginning: The church will be full of frustrating, messed-up, baggage-carrying people who need grace – just like you and me!

Pastors are not perfect either – yet we often expect them to be. Yes, Scripture says they are to be above reproach, but that’s a tall order for one born in sin just like us. They are going to fall now and then, and they will disappoint us. When they do, are we there to help them up and support them even as we should if it’s one of us down there? To be a pastor is an awesome responsibility. We need to help him or her in this task without expecting them to be perfect. They deserve our honor and respect as shepherds God has placed in the position to guide us and help us in our walk. And how blessed we are when our pastor is one who teaches and lives the truth that sets us free.
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Thirty years ago this week our country celebrated the bicentennial of its birth. Because we had just taken our oldest son to upper New York State to begin his education at West Point, we purposely timed our return so we could be part of the celebration in Washington, D.C., on July 4, 1976. The new National Air and Space Museum had opened only three days earlier, on July 1, so we were among its earliest visitors. That evening we watched a spectacular fireworks display as the night sky lit up over the Tidal Basin. As we “oohed” and “aahed” over the beauty of it all, we couldn’t help but swell with pride that we could call this country our home. Flags were flying everywhere, and as we drove home to Minnesota we saw that patriotism was not confined to Washington.

Those of my generation remember reciting the Pledge of Allegiance regularly in school. Practices have varied among schools and states over the years, and the words “under God,” added by Congress in 1954, have at times been the subject of constitutional challenges and public controversy. After September 11, 2001, patriotic displays and recitation of the pledge became especially visible again. For me, the words still raise a deeper question: what do liberty, justice, unity, and our acknowledgment of God really ask of us?

The Pledge of Allegiance was written by Francis Bellamy and first published in 1892. His original wording referred to “my flag.” The wording was revised in the 1920s to identify the flag specifically as that of the United States of America, and Congress added the words “under God” in 1954. The pledge itself was part of a national public-school observance connected with the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the Americas in 1892—not something first introduced in 1924.

Bellamy’s own words sum up his intent for wording the pledge as he did. He said: “The true reason for allegiance to the flag is the republic for which it stands. And what does that vast thing, ‘the Republic’, mean? It is the concise political word for the nation (the one nation) which the Civil War was fought to prove. To make that one nation clear, we must specify that it is ‘indivisible’. And we as a nation do stand for equality on the doctrine of liberty and justice for all.”

To “pledge” something means to promise or to give our sacred honor, and to pledge “allegiance” is to promise devotion and loyalty. Why to a flag? The flag is a banner or standard proudly displayed as a symbol of a nation or a cause. From ancient times armies have proudly been led into battle with their eyes on their flag. It stood for the nation they were fighting for, and if the bearer of the flag fell, another would immediately take it up again to keep it constantly held high. The flag gave them courage and loyalty, and when a battle was won it became a symbol of victory.

The flag of the United States of America represents our country just as the cross of Christ represents what we as Christians believe, trust in and give our lives to. It isn’t the cross we worship – it is the man who died on it to give Himself as a ransom for us – but we proudly display the cross in our churches and our homes and even wear it around our necks as a sacred symbol. Our flag is the symbol of our country which is a nation made up of 50 states which are united in purpose and in goals – the goals of liberty and justice for all, and in that unity we are indivisible. What then is “liberty”? It is freedom – the quality or state of being free, the condition of legal non-restraint with the power of choice. And what is “justice”? It has to do with fairness, integrity and honesty. It’s an ideal of just dealing or right action – “that virtue which gives each his due according to the laws of truth” – Oh Oh! What “laws of truth” are we talking about here? Is it necessary then to take God into consideration in order to experience liberty and justice? I maintain that it is! My liberty – my freedom to choose – has a boundary, and that boundary is where your freedom begins. If I feel restricted or deprived of “offending” someone else, I am not free! True freedom is found in only one place, and that is in Jesus Christ who is the truth that sets us free. How can we even know the truth if we deny the one who is the author of it?

And what about justice? Who is to say what’s fair or honest? Justice in a nation has to do with its legal system. Where do the laws of our land come from? We hear people say, “You can’t legislate morality,” but we do it all the time! Our laws of the land are based on moral values, and those values come from our fathers who agreed that God’s laws were right. Without God in the equation; everyone is left to decide for himself what’s right or wrong, and the result is chaos – never unity – and certainly not justice.

Are we still a nation “indivisible” – or are we becoming a divided people? The Bible says, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘there is no God’.” Do we want to stand by while fools make the decisions, we must all live under? There is something wrong when it is acceptable to burn the flag which is a symbol of our nation but unacceptable to salute it if we acknowledge the authority of God.

Let’s display that red, white and blue this Independence Day with pride, and remember what it was intended to stand for – one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.
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 Satan blinds the eyes of unbelievers and sets up strongholds in their minds;  he prowls around roaring like a lion seeking someone to devour; and  he has targeted the bride of Christ for destruction because he knows he’s defeated and his time is short.

But our God has given us the formula to counteract the lies of the evil one. Even better than an antidote for his poisonous venom, we have the antitoxin to prevent us from ever being infected in the first place. It’s in the form of a protective shield all around us just like a suit of impenetrable armor. “Be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power!” says Paul in Ephesians 6. “Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation, and the Sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”

Just as God has His army of angels in the spiritual realm, Satan also has his army of fallen angels, and they are out to get us. God’s army protects and watches over us, and He has commissioned us as well to serve in the army of Christian soldiers under the leadership of our captain, Jesus Christ. Each of us has been given a set of spiritual armor, and all we have to do is put it on.

The first piece we are told to put on is the belt. The King James translation calls it a “girdle” because it “girds” the body. A common expression in the Old Testament was to “gird up one’s loins” when preparing to fight a battle or to move fast for any reason.  Because men wore loose-fitting tunics or robes, it was necessary to tuck them up into the belt so they would be out of the way and not get tangled up in one’s legs. The belt of a Roman soldier was made of leather with attached flaps that hung down so it covered and protected the whole area of the pelvis. It had to be put on first so the breastplate could be attached to it. Our spiritual belt is the belt of TRUTH. How does “truth” protect us as a belt? Remember the devil is a liar – every attack he initiates has a lie at its base – whether it’s a temptation to sin, or to doubt, to worry or to fear. As long as we are wearing our belt of truth, his lies cannot harm nor sway us because we will immediately recognize them for what they are. Jesus said, “I Am the Way, the truth and the life” and He said, “If you continue in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth and the truth will set you free – if the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed.” It is only by “continuing” or “abiding” in the Word of God that we will really know the truth. It must become so ingrained in our minds that it becomes a part of us. When Satan sees his opportunity to attack with his lies, he isn’t going to warn us first – when it hits us there will be no time to find your Bible and hunt  for the truth you need to counteract – you need to know it already. When Jesus was tempted by Satan in the wilderness, in every instance He used scripture to fire right back at the enemy without hesitation. He wants us to be able to do the same, and if we abide in His Word, we will be. His Holy Spirit now lives in us – the same Spirit that wrote that Word and the same Spirit that reveals it to us when we read. Jesus promised that this Spirit would guide us into all truth. When He does, we are to “put it on” as a belt, and wear it.

Our next piece of armor that goes on is the breastplate. The soldiers’ breastplate was made of either very thick hard leather or of iron or bronze. Like a bullet-proof vest, it covered the heart and all the vital organs of the torso. Our spiritual breastplate is called “RIGHTEOUSNESS”. Whose righteousness? All of our righteousness as a natural man or woman born in sin is as “filthy rags”, and Satan knows that. The Bible says it’s out of the heart that all kinds of wickedness comes. It is here that the enemy will target in a full-blown attack. He is called “the accuser of the brethren. And he’s very good at it. You know the line – “You are a terrible person! You said you weren’t going to do that again, and here you are, right back where you started! Didn’t God say you have to repent? If you’re still sinning, you haven’t repented! You’re not eligible for any forgiveness from God so you might as well hang it up! What a miserable excuse for a Christian – you’re never going to get it right!” You see how cleverly he twists the truth? The fact is, without Christ, every one of these arguments is true. “There is no-one who does good and sins not – no, not one.” Satan will capitalize on this, and as long as he can keep us feeling guilty, we cannot stand against him. Guilt is the key to our defeat because we know the wages of sin is death – but righteousness is the key to victory, and the breastplate of righteousness we wear is fastened to our belt of TRUTH. If we had to depend on our own righteousness, of course we would fail miserably, but praise the Lord, we have a righteousness not our own because Jesus Christ has paid the full price for all our sin. Because He became sin for us and received the full wages due – death on a cruel cross, a great exchange has taken place, and we have now “become the righteousness of God “. Through one man sin came into the world and was passed down to all men. So also through the obedience of one man was the power of that sin eradicated. All our many sins were nailed to that cross. We are now righteous in the eyes of God and free to approach His throne of grace with boldness. The relationship between God and man that was broken through Adam’s sin has now been restored. The accuser of the brethren has been cast down. His accusations are no longer heard by God at all. God sees us now through a filter – that of the blood of His Son, which has washed us white as snow. And as an extra bonus, the Bible tells us we have an “advocate” with the Father – a “defense attorney” if you will, who stands now perpetually at God’s right hand to intercede for us. Only He has the right or the authority to do that, because it was His blood that was poured out for you and for me. He gave His righteousness to us as a free gift. Now we must put it on and own it. This is the truth Jesus was talking about that would set us free. This righteousness of God is our breastplate, and it is fastened to the belt of truth. – The truth that is found only in the only source of absolute truth – the Word of Almighty God.
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In our series of talks on Spiritual Warfare so far, we have looked at the piece of the armor of God called  the Breastplate of Righteousness. Today we will put on the shoes and take up our shield.

A roman soldier’s shoes were made of strong heavy leather with thick soles with metal studs to provide traction on uneven and slippery ground. There were sides to support the ankles and prevent them from turning, and long thongs which were laced up over the calves to just below the knees. These shoes enabled a soldier to move fast, to march, and to run at a moment’s notice. Soldiers in combat today sleep with their boots on so they will be ready if they have to move quickly in the night. Paul says in Ephesians 6:15 you are to have “your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.” What is it we are to be ready for, and what is this “gospel of peace”?

Way back in the Old Testament Isaiah prophesied a Messiah to come who would be called the “Prince of Peace”, and in Nahum 1:15 we read, “Look – there on the mountains – the feet of the One who brings good news, who proclaims peace!” That one finally came in Bethlehem when angels appeared to shepherds and proclaimed glory to God and peace on earth. The word “gospel” means “good news”, and what better news could there be than that God had provided a Way by which the chasm between God and man, because of sin, had been bridged and a new covenant made between the two with terms of peace. Romans 5:1 tells us that, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through Jesus Christ. You see the peace we’re talking about here is not peace with the enemy, or even peace with each other, but peace with God. When we have this peace in our hearts we will be able to transmit it to others, but we can’t give it if we don’t have it. This peace comes from knowledge of the Word and the conviction that His Word is truth. Do you see how the armor fits together and the pieces complement one another? This conviction and the peace that comes with it prepare us so we will be ready at all times to stand our ground and to move out at a moment’s notice. Charles Stanley, in “When the Enemy Strikes,” makes the same point: we stand firm because we know who we are in Christ, know we are forgiven and loved, and can face hardship and even death with the deep inner peace that our relationship with Christ is secure.

Are you prepared to transmit this good news to others? In I Peter 3:15 we are told to “always be prepared to give your answer to everyone who asks you for a reason for that hope that you have” – that “peace that passes all understanding”.

Now – we have three pieces of the armor on: The belt, the breastplate and the shoes. It is these three that are essential pieces to be kept on at all times. We are in a war here, and our enemy is sly and devious and intelligent. He is constantly watching for his chance to catch us off guard, so we must remain in a constant state of alert. When soldiers in battle take a moment to catch their breath, they may put down their weapons and take off their helmets, but they never remove their boots or their protective body armor because they know they are to be ready at a moment’s notice. The same is true in our spiritual battle. Ephesians 6 says, “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place and with your feet shod with the readiness of the gospel of peace.”

Now beginning in verse 16 he says, “In addition to this”, “take up “the shield of faith, and “take” the helmet of salvation and “take” the sword of the Spirit. There they are, right beside us ready for use, ready to be grabbed and implemented as soon as the alarm is sounded. And the first one we are to grab is the shield.

The Greek word used for shield here refers to a particular kind of shield which was very large and shaped like a door. The Roman shield was made of wood covered with heavy leather and sometimes metal. It was so large it protected the soldiers’ whole body. During a barrage from the enemy a line of soldiers with shields at the front could together form a wall with these shields that could not be penetrated. The shields were designed to be drenched with water so even flaming arrows had no effect. All a soldier had to do was kneel low and his shield protected him completely.

When soldiers “take up” arms, they know that battle is imminent; the urgency is great. Charles Stanley emphasizes that the pieces of equipment we are told to “take up” are especially important when temptation comes. Our shield is the shield of faith. Ephesians 6 says this shield enables us to extinguish the flaming arrows of the evil one. Stanley uses a simple progression to illustrate growing faith: we move from believing that God can act, to trusting that He will do what is right, and finally to resting confidently in His will and timing. With faith as our shield, temptations, persecution and physical, emotional or financial troubles need not dictate our response. We can trust God to defend, provide and carry us through.

God’s word tells us that Hebrews 11:1 says, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for – the evidence of things not seen.” Jesus told us, “Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet believe.”

Even though through the blood of Christ we are already protected by His truth, His righteousness and His peace, we still have areas that will be vulnerable to attack. We still live in a fallen world and that enemy still prowls. We have a choice to make now. So we stand with this armor on and just take what is aimed at us, hoping we don’t get hit in an unprotected spot, and hoping we can hold out until the barrage abates? No – we are called to keep our eyes on the Captain and listen for His orders. When the attack comes we are to grab our shield, our helmet and our sword and move out. Without a shield we would be sitting ducks. Only our faith gives us the courage to move – and that faith is a choice – we are called to “take it up.”
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We have all the pieces of our armor on and our shield in hand. We have done all we can to stand. But now it’s time to “move out”, to fight that fight of faith – to claim and to take back that territory lost in the fall which Jesus Christ has redeemed. It is His and He is our Captain. He wants to give this territory to us, but it will never be ours if we don’t take it, and we don’t do that by standing still.

Have you ever seen a dog steal a bone from another dog and then crouch with that bone between his paws, snapping and growling at anyone or anything he thinks is after that bone? Satan is like that dog. His roar is bone-chilling at times and very intimidating. He is not about to let us know that he is really as powerful against God’s armed soldiers as a de-clawed pussy-cat with no teeth. You see he is already defeated. Jesus did that for us – the territory is ours! But Satan is a liar, and has been from the beginning – he comes to steal, kill, and destroy. He knows he’s defeated, but he doesn’t want us to know it. If he can convince us that he is still in control and he is stronger than we are, he can hold on to that ground that is rightfully ours, prevent us from advancing, and make our Christian witness completely ineffective.

Most Christians seem to have the attitude, “I wonder where the devil is going to strike next. Derek Prince suggests that the boot should be on the other foot. The devil should be wondering where the church is going to strike him next. The victory is ours, and it is assured. In our flesh we can do nothing, and it is true that if we try to fight Satan in our own mortal strength, we will fail. But God says, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” Paul tells us in II Corinthians 10:3-5 – “though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the Contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”

You see it is one thing for a division of soldiers to hold a position with good defense, but quite another thing to gain ground from the enemy. Sometimes standing our ground is all we are able to do, and our armor will enable us to do that. We are told to resist the devil, standing firm in our faith. But for how long? We are human beings! We get tired, and we get discouraged when we must keep on fending off attacks that come over and ever. How can our strength hold out when there seems to be no end to this war? If all we can do is “stand our ground”, we are eventually going to run out of steam, because although the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak. There is a point at which we can no longer just hold our position, and we must make a choice. Will we retreat, will we surrender, or will we take up our weapons and fight? Armor and a shield may keep us alive, but defense alone has never won a war. 

If we read Ephesians 6 through verse 16 and then stop, we have only half of what our Commander-in-Chief has provided for this war. The victory is found in verses 17 and 18: “Take the helmet of Salvation and the Sword of the Spirit which is the word of God. And pray in the spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.”

We have a sharp double-edged sword in its scabbard hanging from our belt of Truth. It’s been there all along – but it does us absolutely no good at all if we never take it out of that scabbard. Jesus promised us that if we would continue in His Word, we would be His disciples. (That means we would keep on learning), and then we will come to know the truth, and that truth will set us free. His Word – that’s where the power is. And that is our first offensive weapon against every onslaught of the enemy of our souls. Hebrews 4:12 says, “The Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow – it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” Now what does it mean that “it penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit? Each of us is a trinity of body, soul and spirit. I am a “soul” – that is the part of me that is the” command center” of my personality, my self-consciousness – how I think, how I feel, and what I choose. What I choose is the product of what I think and feel, and that in turn has been shaped in part by my heredity, by my environment and by my five physical senses. This “soul” lives in a body, while here on earth, which it will one day leave behind; and this “soul” which is the “real me”, has a spirit which gives it life. But the Bible says “the soul that sins shall die” and it says, “The wages of sin is death” – so since we have all sinned, we were all spiritually dead in our sins. The wonderful thing now for Christians is that we know Jesus Christ took this penalty for sin upon Himself – “He who knew no sin became sin for us on that cross so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” This is called “the great exchange”. Now if He had remained dead, so would we, but He rose again and it is in His resurrection that Satan and death are defeated. We whose sinful nature was crucified with him have also been raised with Him to a new life if we know this and believe it. This is what it means to be born again. We were spiritually dead, we were buried with Him and now we are raised with Him as brand new creatures. Baptism visibly joins us to Christ’s death and resurrection and bears witness to the new life we have in Him. You see Jesus not only set  us free from the penalty of sin – He also set us free from the power of it – and yet we so often still choose to live as though He never did.

The spirit of a man is where the life is, and it is the spirit that gives life to the soul. The spirit is fed by feeding on the Word of God and it is nourished, whether the soul feels it or not. It is the Holy Spirit of God that gives life to the spirit of man as the two become one when we accept Jesus Christ as our Savior and ask Him to be Lord of our lives. That is the point at which we are born again and inherit eternal life – so when the body of a Christian dies, the soul with its living spirit only passes through a door from this life to a better one. Death has already been defeated. So you see when this sword of God’s Word penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit, it is penetrating to the very deepest part of who you are and makes a distinction between the soul that has life and the one that does not. In the same way this same sword penetrates to the very deepest part of where the life of the body is. It is your joints that enable your body to move, but deeper still, it is the hidden marrow inside your bones where the life is, for it is the marrow that manufactures the blood, and the life of the body is in the blood. Just as your blood gives life to your mortal body, so the blood of our Redeemer gives life to your soul. It is in Him we live and move and have our being. That is where the power is. Without this sword of the Word of God in our hand, we cannot prevail against the enemy of our souls. We must read it, study it, digest it and memorize it so that we can wield it just as Jesus did when tempted in the wilderness. For every temptation to sin, to doubt, or to fear, we must have our sword ready to strike immediately with the words, “It is written!”
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This week we will again celebrate the birth of our country as an independent nation. We have family picnics and parades and fireworks and proudly display the red, white and blue. But Why? We say we live in a democracy – that our government is one “of the people, by the people, and for the people”. Most of us believe that even with all its flaws, our form of government works the best – we believe this so much that we want to “help” nations that are oppressed to realize the same freedoms we have, and we are willing to sacrifice human lives to do that. Yet sometimes it seems like our efforts are counter-productive and it’s kind of like casting our pearls before swine, because they turn on us. They don’t trust us, and can’t believe we don’t have some selfish ulterior motive. America as still the most powerful nation on this earth, but we are not respected and admired as we once were – now we have become only more feared, and even hated. Why do you think that is?

For as long as I can remember, I have heard the United States called a “Christian nation”, and I’d like to think it is. Polls do indicate that the majority of Americans do still claim to be Christian, but is that statistic a misleading one? It’s true that Christians have more freedoms here than anywhere else on earth. We can worship as often as we want to in whatever church we choose without fear. The government does not tell us what can or cannot be preached in our churches, nor does it have any control over what we read, in our homes or out of them. We have ready access to as many Bibles and Christian books and tapes and CD’s as we could possibly want. There are Christian radio stations and television channels with programs to suit any worship or preaching preference. And even secular stations such as KBEW air Christian programs without restriction. The true gospel is there for the taking and there are very few, if any, Americans who could claim they have never heard it. Yet the number of Christians here is going down rather than up. The ratio of Christians to those of other world religions in America is narrowing, and now over half of those who claim to be “Christian” in the polls admit they never attend church and never read the Bible. How can this be?!!

Can it be that we have taken our freedoms so for granted that we don’t even realize the treasure that we have? And can it be that our Christianity has become so watered down and infiltrated with the ways of the world that those outside can no longer see any difference between Christians and non-Christians?

Our enemy, the devil, still prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. When I first gave this message, I felt that Christian language and assumptions were becoming less prominent in American public life and that many values I had taken for granted were being challenged. I was tempted to describe the schools and media in sweeping terms, but the situation is more complicated than that. Public institutions must remain neutral among religions, while individual students still have rights to religious expression. The spiritual question for me is not whether the government will teach my faith for me; it is whether Christians themselves know what they believe well enough to live it with courage and love. The Bible warns against calling evil good and good evil, and Jesus warns that His followers may face hostility. Satan’s most effective lies are often mixed with enough truth to sound attractive. If we claim to follow Christ, then we must keep returning to His Word, examine our own hearts and take our stand without hatred or fear. Jesus says, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” That conviction may be unpopular, but it is ours to live faithfully rather than impose angrily on others.

Public demonstrations and protest marches avail little in this battle, because the opposition won’t hear it. They are convinced they are right. Alistair Begg says, “The heart of the human problem is the problem of the human heart.” This is where the battle line is drawn. Nothing will change until hearts are changed; and that is done one to one, not in anger and shaming and judging, but in love. Only when the deceived see Jesus in us will they begin to wonder if we don’t have something desirable that they don’t have. They think because they are saying and doing whatever feels good, they are rich and free. Only when they begin to reap the harvest of what they sow do they finally begin to suspect maybe they have been blind to some things, and they see they are not free at all, but in the worst kind of bondage. Begg says, “People are scurrying for freedom - they will never find freedom until they find the truth that sets them free.” And where is that truth? Jesus says it in John 8: “If you continue in My Word, then you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free --- I tell you the truth – everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So, if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

What is this truth that sets us free? Simply this – that Jesus Christ is exactly who He says He is – “The alpha and the omega (the beginning and the end); Son of God and Son of Man; destined before the foundation of the world to be the spotless Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Nothing we do or don’t do could make us right with God because without Christ we are depraved – “There is none that does good and does not sin – no – not one.” So, God became a man so that He could die in our place – the supreme sacrifice – once – for all the sins of all mankind. Through His blood alone we now may approach the throne of a holy almighty God and He no longer sees our sin because it is covered. Romans 8 begins with these words: “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of Life has set me free from the law of sin and death.”

When we accept Christ as our Savior and our Lord, His Holy Spirit comes to live in our hearts, and only then does the transformation begin. We become new creatures – born again to be transformed by the renewal of our minds until His will becomes our will and we think like He does. Then living according to God’s will becomes as natural as breathing – it becomes the desire of our hearts and a delight – could there be any more freedom than that?
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The fourth day of July is considered the “birthday” of the United States of America. On July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence. The engrossed parchment copy most people picture when they think of the Declaration was signed primarily on August 2. The Declaration contains these famous words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Many brave people fought and died in the struggle for American independence, and many others have sacrificed in the years since to defend the nation and its ideals. Yet even people who live in a land with broad political freedoms can still be locked in spiritual and emotional bondage. That is the kind of freedom I want to talk about here.

I’m not talking about those locked in our prisons. I’m talking about those who are locked in spiritual and emotional bondage, often of their own making – self-imposed bars and shackles that imprison us and prevent us from becoming all that our Maker and Redeemer intended us to be. I saw a powerful example of such bondage this week on a TV reality program about those who are compulsive hoarders. Four different people (3 women and a man) who live in houses that are so filled with “stuff” they have collected that there is no space to even walk – they have to climb over piles of this stuff just to get from room to room. None of these people set out to do this, and they have no real explanation as to why they are in this situation. They all know their lives are out of control, but they are powerless to do anything about it because they have no idea where to even start. Cameramen now come in with the professionals trained to help these people break free of their addiction. When these helpers show how to begin by getting rid of these things one item at a time, all four of these hoarders suffer real anxiety over letting go of even one thing. Their recovery is painfully slow and every bit as hard as recovery from any other kind of addiction, whether it’s to alcohol, drugs, nicotine, food, sex or anything else that has such a hold over one’s life. These are the strongholds the enemy of our souls builds in our minds one brick at a time until we can no longer break free.

What is it that causes people to become caught in traps they never intended to enter? Addiction, compulsive behavior, and weight problems can have many biological, psychological, social, and environmental causes, so no single explanation fits everyone. What I am thinking about here is one part of the picture: how an apparently harmless choice, repeated again and again, can become a habit and eventually feel stronger than our ability to change it. Our human nature gravitates toward immediate gratification. We don’t like to wait, and we don’t like to deny ourselves pleasure even when doing so may help us in the long run. Spiritually, that is why Scripture’s image of sowing and reaping speaks so powerfully to me: choices have consequences, and those consequences often appear later.

I know what it’s like to fight that constant “battle of the bulge”, and I can actually thank God for that because that thorn in the flesh has given me more empathy and compassion for others fighting similar battles. I never thought of myself as a hoarder, but maybe I am to a degree because as I watched those hurting people in their houses of trash, there was one of the four I could actually identify with. She was an articulate educated woman who was very creative, and most of what she had were things she had bought over the years and saved to use in some “project” someday. It was her perfectionism that triggered her addiction. She had many unfinished creative projects all over the house. They were never finished because as she got close to being done she saw they weren’t as “perfect” as she wanted them to be, so she would lay them aside, intending to get back to them later. In the meantime she kept buying more and more materials for other future projects only to find eventually her house was so full of all this “stuff” that even if she wanted to go back to one of these unfinished projects she probably could never find it, and if she did, there was no longer any place in the house left with enough space to actually do what she wanted to do. By then the only thing that gave her any pleasure in life was buying more things with visions of what beautiful things she could make with them “someday”.

When we moved to our apartment from a big house and had to downsize about 90%, which was a very hard thing for me because I too had many things I had bought and collected and saved for projects that never came to be. I had to let go of many of those dreams and take a look realistically at what was even possible for me to get done at this stage of my life. So I narrowed my expectations down and brought along only what I would need to do some projects in a few media rather than many. Yet here we are, at Garden Court almost 5 years, and some of what I brought along has yet to be touched.

The past few weeks there has been a lot of violent weather in our area including tornadoes. People who never dreamed it could happen to them have lost everything they owned. I had to ask myself how I would take it if that happened to me, and I realize if it should happen, I would grieve for my “things”. The Bible says we brought nothing into this world and it is sure that we will carry nothing out. I know this – yet my “things” give me pleasure, and I don’t want to part with them. 

Oswald Chambers repeatedly warns against allowing possessions to possess us. His point is that our grip on material things should remain loose enough that losing them does not destroy our peace. Jesus Himself said, “A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” He doesn’t require us all to be destitute, but He does teach us not to make material possessions our master or our primary concern. When we follow Him and learn from Him, we will know the Truth – and it’s that truth that sets us free.

That truth is that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, for His shed blood has paid the full price for our sin. We now can approach boldly the throne of our creator knowing He loves us just as we are and He hears us. When we make Jesus Christ Lord of our life, His Holy Spirit enters our heart and begins the process of transforming, working in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. We can trust Him to keep His promises, and when we do, those shackles just fall away.
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As I am writing this I am looking out the window at the trees moving gently in the wind with leaves rustling ever so softly and I am thinking, “What a perfect day to be outside.” Yesterday was one of those too. I spent the day working in the flowers and thoroughly enjoyed it as the soil was just at perfect consistency after the generous rain the other day. Some days I wish I could be split so I could work out there and still get done what needs to be done inside at the same time.

The welcome and refreshing breeze got me to thinking about what a beautiful blessing wind can be, and yet how terrible it can be when unrestrained. Anyone who has lived through a tornado, hurricane or blizzard knows the fury of its power. We can harness wind with turbines and windmills, but we cannot simply command it to start or stop. Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3, “The wind blows where it will – you hear the sound of it, but you don’t know where it comes from or where it goes.” Wind is invisible; we know it by its effects. The gospels also tell how Jesus calmed a storm on the Sea of Galilee, leaving the disciples to ask, “Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey Him?” On another occasion Jesus came to them walking on the water; John adds that after they took Him into the boat, it immediately reached the shore toward which they were heading. However we picture that remarkable moment, the point is the same: forces that were beyond the disciples’ control were not beyond His.

Wind is all the more mysterious because it is invisible. You can’t see the wind; you see what it does. You can feel it and hear it, but you can’t hold it in your hand. Jesus used the wind as an image when He spoke to Nicodemus about those born of the Spirit. Then, at Pentecost in Acts 2, the disciples heard a sound like a strong rushing wind, saw tongues “as of fire,” and were filled with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit was not absent from the world before Pentecost – the Old Testament and the gospels repeatedly speak of the Spirit at work – but Pentecost marks a new outpouring of the Spirit and the beginning of the church’s public mission. Jesus also gives us the picture in Revelation 3 of Himself standing at the door and knocking. God does not force loving fellowship upon us; He calls us to respond. The more completely we yield ourselves to His Spirit, the more room we give Him to transform our minds and lives. Once you dare to open that door and let yourself be carried by the wind of the Holy Spirit, you will never be the same again.

Several years ago, when I took some college, I took an elective course in ceramic sculpture. Our second assignment was to create a sculpture that was a “dichotomy”. Our instructor gave us no other guidelines, and many of us (including myself) didn’t even know what a dichotomy was. But thankfully I had a dictionary so I could look it up. A dichotomy is a “division into two parts mutually exclusive or opposed by contradiction.” Ufda! How are you supposed to illustrate that? “Well”, I thought “he’s testing us, to see how creative we can be”, so I started by doing what I had already learned to do. I made part of my lump of clay into a slab about ¼ inch thick and cut it into small bricks. Then I started building a house. From that point I just went with the flow of what came into my head as I worked. As I worked the clay in my hands, the picture began to form in my mind and it all came together beautifully. The bricks would not hold together for a roof, so I thought I must make it round, like an igloo, with a domed roof. Still the bricks kept falling down when I would get to the center. Frustrated at first, I began to think, “what can I do with a building with only part of a roof? Aha! I know – it’s a building that’s crumbling and falling down!” Inside this building is a frail old man, cowering in a fetal position, with hands raised as if to ward off the crumbling bricks falling down on him. He is blind and paralyzed with fear because he doesn’t know what’s happening. Okay – so far so good. Now, what is the opposite of an old emaciated blind terrified man inside a house that’s falling down all around him? How about a healthy happy young girl - vibrant and full of life- facing into the wind as she stands on the edge of her world, looking to the dawning of a new day. There she stood, with her back to the crumbling house – just outside the door. But it may as well have been a hundred miles away, because neither of the subjects in the sculpture is aware of the existence of the other.

In my assigned journal I wrote: “you see it’s the wind that’s causing the destruction of that house. Safety for the old man is only a few feet away, outside that door – but he will never know it. When he had eyes to see, he chose not to and now he cannot. When he had strength to stand and to walk and to dare to move out, he chose not to, and now he cannot. He doesn’t see the way out, and he couldn’t get there if he did. He has no idea that just on the other side of that door stands one who is happy and free. The very same wind that has brought destruction on the old man is exhilarating to the girl as her hair flows and flutters behind her and she drinks in the sweet fresh air that gives her life” Is that a dichotomy, or what? I got an “A”.

To me this sculpture is a good illustration of the difference between one who is spiritually alive and one who is dead. The only thing separating them is a door – only the door to life through the Holy Spirit swings inward. He will come in if we open the door. He will open our blind eyes. He will give us His life and His strength. It is so close and yet, to some, so far. They would rather stay in their self-made prison than to open that door. All it takes is a choice. How tragic!

Whether a mighty rushing wind, or the gentle breeze of a still small voice, the Holy Spirit – the life-giving breath of Almighty God – comes to every man and every woman. You can receive it and live, or refuse it and die. “The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through His Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord.” If you haven’t opened that door yet, won’t you do so today? You will never regret it.
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In his devotional book, “My Utmost for His Highest,” Oswald Chambers reflects on the startling Christian claim that suffering and tribulation can become places where the joy and strength of Christ are discovered. He points to Paul’s language about being “more than conquerors” not because trials disappear, but because Christ meets us in the midst of them. That sounds like an oxymoron – finding joy in suffering – yet it is a theme that runs throughout the New Testament.

Now this sounds like a bit of an oxymoron (finding joy in suffering) – it doesn’t make sense to the logical mind – it doesn’t fit with what the world teaches us about how to be happy. Yet Jesus told us the same thing. He promised He had come that we might have life to the full and be filled with the joy of the Lord. Yet at the same time He said in this world we will have tribulation. He never promised to protect us from pain, heartache, illness or any other kind of trouble. On the contrary, He must allow these things in our lives because they are the things that are necessary to mold and transform us into the vessels He works through to bring His good news to the world. What He did promise was that He will walk with us through the fires, every step of the way, and He will bring us out the other side, refined, as gold. He told us not to worry about things because His Father is the one ultimately in control, and He will allow absolutely nothing into our lives that He cannot bring good out of for us. There is not one thing of all that happens in your life that He does not know about – He even knows the exact number of hairs you have on your head.

James, the Lord’s brother, tells us in James 1, “Consider it all joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, lacking nothing.”

Now I know it’s easy to quote Bible verses and remind ourselves God has promised this and promised that, but when it comes down to the nitty-gritty – when one of these trials he’s talking about hits us sideways and we don’t know why, then we have to face the reality head-on and ask ourselves, “Do I really believe what God says?” and “Do I trust Him to walk with me through this or not?”

I have experienced many such times in my 72 years and some of those trials were excruciating. Many people have gone through things much worse than I have and God has carried them through it, but when it’s happening to you, you don’t think about those others. It’s your own pain that’s front and center and you just want it to go away. So you pray – and sometimes the trial is eased and sometimes it gets even worse. Then you wonder if God really even heard your prayer, or if He did, why isn’t He doing something about this?

When I look back now on those painful times in my life, I can see in retrospect that God was working all along through these things, to teach me about Himself and to transform my thinking so my eyes could be opened to see what is truth and what is not and what the things are that really matter in the long haul. I could see later how God had orchestrated my circumstances to bring good out of every hard thing, and it has changed me.

One particular period in my journey is an example of this. I had worked as a nursing assistant for 11 years and I liked my job. One very cold and icy morning as I left for work I stopped at the mailbox to mail a letter, and as I attempted to get back in the car, both feet suddenly slid out from under me and I landed hard, flat on my back. That fall began a chain of events that would change my whole life. I lived with constant rib pain from January to the following October when a sudden sharp pain hit me as I sat on my coffee break at work. An x-ray showed a definite broken rib. (I had done nothing that should have caused it to break.) But the x-ray also revealed something else – the clear outline of a large egg-shaped mass in the same spot as the rib fracture. So Dr. Watts immediately referred me to the Mayo Clinic where a bone scan revealed a definite large “hot-spot” on that rib. They could tell it was a tumor but could not tell if it was cancer or not, so on January 6th their best thoracic surgeon removed the entire rib with the tumor attached and waited for the pathologist’s report. It was not cancer but what is called a hemangioma – a mass of tangled tiny little blood vessels. After 6 weeks I went back to work, and a month later – like a re-run – I sat down for my coffee break and suddenly felt that same stabbing pain. I had broken another rib. That was the end of my work at St. Luke’s. Doctors in Rochester had no explanation so I determined to make the best of it and wait for the rib to heal.

In August we took a vacation to Alabama to visit our son, and when we got back we had an urgent message to call my doctor at Mayo Clinic. He told me to come in right away – that the surgeon and radiologists had gotten their heads together and they had finally found the reason for it all. I had a rare bone disease called Massive Osteolysis of a type called Gorham’s Syndrome. The layman’s term was “disappearing bone disease”.  The bone calls were breaking down and just disappearing, and no new cells were being formed to take their place. The hemangioma was similar to a strawberry birthmark and I was probably born with it. 

It caused no problem until I fell on the ice and landed on that spot which caused the tumor to bleed, and that’s what triggered the osteolysis. The surgery to remove the rib only caused more trauma to make the breakdown progress. – The thing was, now there was nothing they could do about it. This was an incurable progressive disease they knew very little about because there were only 40 documented cases world-wide since 1947, and only 3 of those involved ribs. Of those 3, they lost track of one patient, one adapted as the disease just arrested itself and stopped after 3 years, and the third one died. So they had no idea what it would do to me and could give me no prognosis.

I felt like I was left in limbo. What did my future hold? Would I end up a cripple? Would it kill me? Can anyone live without ribs? This was a real test of my faith and I wasn’t handling it very well. For three more years as the disease progressed I went for periodic bone-scans just to monitor what was going on, and I just waited. During those 3 years God was gently pruning and molding behind the scenes, teaching me to trust. Then just as suddenly as it had started, the osteolysis stopped. I was left with a hole in my rib cage the size of my hand with parts of left ribs 7 through 10 just gone. I learned to adjust to the change and the pain gradually subsided. My only ongoing problem now is that my spine is getting more crooked because of the missing ribs, but it doesn’t hurt anymore. None of the terrible outcomes I feared ever happened, and God turned it into good. I knew it was time for me to head in another direction in my life and felt in my spirit more and more that I was supposed to go back to school, so I asked God to make it possible if that was His will for me. Well He more than met my expectations. I was eligible for Social Security Disability and for re-training funds through Vocational Rehabilitation. And I was eligible for full financial aid that covered every penny. The pieces all fell into place like dominoes and God even provided me with my own car. I was afraid I might not know how to study after so many years, but made a 4.0 GPA with no problem at all. I had absolutely no doubt that God had done this, and none of it could have ever come about if He had not allowed me to go through those hard years.

This is only one example of how He works through our circumstances. When we are in the midst of the fire we don’t see the good, but God sees the whole panorama from beginning to end. He knows what we need and He is there to walk us through it. Our job is only to trust and He will bring us out on the other side. He promises us through the prophet Isaiah: “Those who wait on the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles.”
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In my morning devotion time I’ve been reading through the Old Testament books of I and II Chronicles. They are part of the history of God’s chosen people that focuses on the kings of Israel and Judah and the interaction between the two kingdoms. The whole story of the kings from Saul to the deportation to Babylon can be found in the books from I Samuel through II Chronicles. Now if not confusing, this is a history that is frustrating at the least, as one tries to keep track of when each king reigned, which kingdom, who was related to whom, and how and who killed whom and why. There was a lot of killing going on in those days, and not just in wars. It might make a good action movie if one could figure out exactly how it all exactly went down.

Now these were God’s “chosen” people! Out of all the nations of the earth it was the descendants of the 12 sons of Jacob, called the “children of Israel”, that God had singled out to be His people, and it was through them that the Savior of the world would come. Was it because they were more righteous than other people? On the contrary – God called them a “Stiff-necked” and disobedient people. Yet God had made a covenant with their father Abraham, and when God makes a covenant, it cannot be broken by man and will not be broken by God. Some of the promises in that covenant were conditional, and because the people did not keep their part of the bargain, neither could they keep the blessings they could have had. But two promises were Un-conditional – that the Messiah would come through their line, and that he land promised to Abraham would be theirs for all time. Even when their disobedience cost them everything, when they were exiled from their homeland and when other peoples moved in for the spoils, those who still recognized the true God – those God called a “remnant” – still hung on to the promise that one day they would return to the land. That covenant still stands! The land is theirs! God promised it to the children of Israel – not to the children of Esau, not to the children of Ishmael and not to the children of Lot. As unfair as it may seem to the logical mind that strives to be politically correct, Palestinians and Muslims from whatever nation are not children of Israel and according to God, are not entitled to that land, no matter how many generations of them may have lived there. Israel belongs to Israel, and Jerusalem belongs to Israel – not because they are better people (which they certainly are not) but for the one and only reason that God promised it to them. That promise stands, whether we like it or not.

Why should this be important to us? I have long read God’s covenant with Abraham as a reason Christians should pray for and bless the people of Israel. The modern State of Israel was proclaimed on May 14, 1948, following the United Nations partition resolution of November 1947. Since then Jews from many countries have immigrated to Israel.

But the modern conflict over the land cannot be described fairly by biblical theology alone. Palestinian Arabs—Muslim and Christian—also have deep family and historical roots there, and Palestinians and Israelis have competing national, historical, legal and religious claims. My own conviction about God’s covenant is a theological belief; it does not erase the humanity, history, or suffering of people on either side.

Most Palestinians are Muslim and a minority are Christian. Some radical Islamist movements have rejected Israel’s right to exist and have used terrorism and violence, but it would be wrong to treat all Muslims or all Palestinians as sharing those aims. Israel has also made formal peace treaties with Muslim-majority Egypt and Jordan, showing that political agreements are possible even when the larger conflict remains painfully unresolved.

My Christian reading of prophecy leads me to believe that perfect and lasting peace ultimately comes through the “Prince of Peace,” Jesus Christ. That is a statement of my faith, not a claim that every Muslim is an enemy or that human peacemaking is pointless. In the meantime, I believe Christians should pray for Israel, for Palestinians, and for all who suffer in the conflict.

What was it about ancient Israel that caused God’s people to experience exile, defeat and dispersion? Why have Jewish people been persecuted so terribly through the centuries? The most horrifying example in modern history is the Holocaust, in which Nazi Germany and its allies and collaborators systematically murdered six million Jewish men, women and children. That genocide was rooted in Nazi racial antisemitism. Whatever religious language individuals may have used, the Holocaust cannot honestly be described as an expression of the teaching or love of Christ.

The history of the nation of Israel tells us why, and this history is what the New Testament tells us has been written down for our learning – we, upon whom the end of the ages has come. There is a lesson for us here – a warning for us so we don’t make the same mistakes they did. We have an advantage they didn’t have, because we have the Bible that spells out the whole plan from beginning to end. We know what happens when we choose to disregard the Maker’s user’s manual. He has told us what the results of that will be, and He has recorded the story of His own chosen people as living examples of exactly what it means to reap the harvest of what we sow.

The people of Israel and Judah did not have the whole Bible as we have it today. In the days of the kings they had the Torah and other developing traditions, and the conduct of rulers had enormous influence on the nation. As I studied these kings, I was struck by how often a ruler who sought God could be followed by one who did evil, and vice versa. The biblical evaluations are more complicated than simply calling the first several kings of Judah all “good,” but one recurring warning is clear: alliances that drew the people into idolatry could have disastrous consequences. That is the principle I see behind commands such as the warning against marriages that would “turn your sons away from following” the Lord.

When Ahab, the king of Israel, married a Sidonian Baal worshiper named Jezebel, Ahab became just as evil as she was. Then lo and behold, King Jehoram of Judah, the son of the righteous king Jehoshaphat, in an effort to make peace between the two kingdoms, allied himself with Ahab and married his daughter, Athaliah. Athaliah not only led him astray but also poisoned the mind of their son Ahaziah. Most often when the record says one of the kings did good or did evil, the reason can be traced not to who his father was, but to his mother.

You see God has a reason for every law He has laid down, and every one of them is for our good. When we ignore those laws and choose to do what we want instead, we invite disaster. Those wrong choices we make can have consequences that can change the whole course of history. And when a whole nation chooses to follow the crowd instead of God, it has no-one but itself to blame when the nation falls. It’s not too late for us to repent and again become what we once were – is it?
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For over three months now, the top story on national news has been the oil spill in the gulf. It was April 20, 2010 when the rig exploded, killing eleven workers and unleashing a spate 5,000 feet below the surface that has spewed unabated until last week when the well was at last successfully capped – at least we hope so, but even now there is the danger that the built-up pressure below the cap could cause new leaks in the well pipe and in the surrounding bedrock that could make the disaster even worse. Relief wells are being drilled to tap into the same oil source to relieve the pressure so the problem well can be permanently sealed more securely, but this could be as much as a month away yet – will this temporary cap hold until then? Experts say “even if the cap passes the test, more uncertainties lie ahead: Where will the oil already spilled go? How long will it take to clean up the coast? What will happen to the region’s fishermen? And will life on the Gulf Coast ever be the same again?” There was no way to accurately measure the amount of oil gushing into the sea a mile down, but estimates are at least 94 million gallons, and it could be as high as 200 million.

British Petroleum has taken responsibility for this disaster although it may never be known what caused the initial explosion. SO far, BP has paid our $201 million to individuals and businesses for their economic losses, and that’s just a start. In the meantime, thousands have been hired to boom, skim and burn to clean up this oil, but the bulk of it is already beyond reach. Some has been carried by uncharted currents beneath the surface to unknown directions. Robert Bea, a University of California engineering professor and an expert on offshore drilling says: “I think the bottom line is that once the oil gets into the water column – not just the surface – the genie is out of the bottle, and we do not have any effective ways to get the genie back into the bottle.”

Now, they say after all this time only about a quarter of the spill has been recovered, but there are “microbes” in the water that will feed on the residue and “clean it up” over time. Okay – but how much time? Twelve years ago we heard about another oil spill, not as large as this one, off the coast of Alaska, as the Exxon Valdez ran aground and spilled its cargo into the sea. Just recently scientists plunged shovels and picks into the ground on those rocky Alaskan beaches. 6,775 holes were dug, repeatedly striking oil – still pungent and dangerous after 12 years.

Well, by now you may be wondering whether this is really a church program or a news commentary – but bear with me. There is a lesson to be found here and maybe more than one.

I can’t help but wonder if God doesn’t allow tragedies like this to get our attention and to show us we aren’t as smart as we think we are. Our God is a God of order and precision. In spite of those who think otherwise, it is He that is responsible for the ecosystem on this earth that keeps all living things in balance and provides the beauty and abundance we enjoy. We don’t realize how it all works so beautifully together until something like this happens to upset the balance, and the things we took for granted are gone. Dear people who have made their living for generations from the sea are suddenly without work and without income. Thousands of sea creatures and birds have been wiped out and may never come back, and now the tourist industry has crashed as well. Who wants to vacation on beaches full of globs of sticky tar-balls? The fact is, the experts in the oil industry knew something like this could happen, and they knew the chances of stopping it in a well that deep would be next to impossible, and they knew what the consequences could be to life in the Gulf if it did happen – Yet they had very little precautionary measures in place in case, and they thought it was okay to cut corners in their safety measures on the rig. Why? Because that all costs money, and the money was the bottom line. They took the gamble because they thought it was worth it – they just never thought it really would happen. (I wonder how many of them still think it was worth it.) The fishermen and shrimpers sure don’t think so, the tourist industry businessmen sure don’t think so, and neither do the tourists – this is not to even mention the families of those eleven men killed in the rig explosion. Greed can do some terrible things, and it hurts innocent people.

There is another lesson here as well if we will receive it. It has to do with one of God’s natural laws which is just as true and real and just as unbreakable as the law of gravity. He calls it the law of sowing and reaping. Every choice we make in life, whether good or bad, has a consequence, and sometimes those consequences can change the course of history and affect generations of people who had nothing to do with that original choice. God’s Word gives us example after example of this. What if Eve had never tasted the fruit of that tree; What if Abraham had just waited instead of trying to help God out a little and Ishmael had never been born; What if Esau had not sold his birthright; What if David had been satisfied with the wives he already had; or – what if God had decided not to send His Son to die in our place so we could be forgiven and instead let us collect the inevitable wages of sin?

Exactly how does this law of sowing and reaping work? In the natural world, we know when a farmer plants corn, he will reap corn, and not beans. God has programmed it that way. We also know there will be a time span between the time of sowing and the time of reaping. If we judged only by what we see, we would conclude that all our work was for nothing when after many days we see no sign of anything coming up. But because of our past experience (because we know how it works) we will resist the urge to go digging up seeds to see whether they are doing anything or not. So we plant – and then we wait.

Now God says His law of sowing and reaping is operative in our spiritual lives as well. Galatians 6:7-9 says, “Do not be deceived – God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap corruption; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.”

Whether good or evil, the harvest always gives us more than we sow, later than we sow. But we mortals don’t like to wait for things. We want what we want when we want it – and more and more in our society we are being taught that instant gratification is our right. “If it feels good, do it!” That’s what it means to sow to please the sinful nature. We sow laziness, gluttony and drunkenness, and what do we reap? Poverty, obesity, alcoholism and all that goes along with it – pain to ourselves and to our families that passes down from generation to generation and also spreads out laterally like spokes from the hub of a wheel. The trouble is, just as the sprouting of a kernel of corn is not apparent at first, so the down side of sin is not seen at first. The immediate result is usually pleasurable. By the time we see the destructive end results of our sin, it’s too late to undo it, and consequences of pain and crippling to ourselves and others can be life-long. Repentance and forgiveness will not negate the harvest that comes any more than capping an oil well can undo the damage already done.

John Bunyan wrote a striking warning about the deceptiveness of sin: “Fools make a mock at sin” because they do not see the sting hidden beneath its sweetness. His image is powerful – sin makes people laugh while it quietly leads them toward destruction.

What kind of seed are you planting today?
↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index
Why?
← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
The last several weeks have been very busy and hectic at our house with events that have taken me out of my comfort zone. Time spent preparing for a huge auction alternated with trips to Rochester with my husband who was seeking relief from severe back pain. In the middle of it all he suffered a small stroke which left him with a weak leg that didn’t want to cooperate. Last week he underwent a hospital procedure to open a blocked artery and hopefully prevent another stroke. Except for the back problem (which is on hold) he is now doing well and we are so grateful. During all these 90 mile trips back and forth to Mayo Clinic, I did the driving, and several mornings we had to get up far earlier than I am used to. I had to pray each time – “Lord – keep me awake and alert”, as just riding in a car for any distance tends to make me sleepy.

When I saw in the news this week about the Minnesota woman who was killed along with her daughter and two friends, and they think she may have fallen asleep at the wheel, I immediately could identify with that and realized that could have been me. One second would be all it would take while approaching a curve at 70 miles an hour on cruise control. My first thought was the old cliché, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.” But wait a minute! – Where was the grace of God for Nancy Fogelberg? She was one of His daughters too. They say she was very active in her church – she was a cherished teacher of young people, and when she was killed she was on her way to the airport to leave on a mission’s trip. Why would God choose to allow this, and remove from this earth one who was doing so much for His kingdom here? And what about her daughter and her friends?  They were fine wholesome kids with their whole lives ahead of them, or so everyone thought. And what about the boy who survived? He will never be the same, and that horrible day will be forever etched in his memory. The lives of four families will be forever changed, and for what?!

The same day we read about four Boy Scout leaders who were all electrocuted while erecting a tent and a pole struck a power line. Again in an instant, the course of history for many people is changed. All over the world, countless thousands die suddenly every day that we never hear about. And everyone who loved them are left wondering “Why?!” and asking, “God – where are you?!!!”

Is our God good? Does He really care about each individual person, as we are taught? Jesus said He even knows how many hairs you have on your head, but if that’s the case, why does He allow such pain and devastation into the lives of those He claims to love? This question is the biggest stumbling block to those who will not accept Christ as Lord of their lives. They see tragedy after tragedy with apparently no rhyme nor reason to it and no distinction between the victims of it, whether good or bad. Because it doesn’t make sense to them they conclude that God can’t possibly be really “good.”

Jesus asks in Matthew 7:9, “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?” His point was that if we give good things to our children that we love, “Then how much more will the God who is love give good gifts to His children.” Yet there was a time even in my life when I felt God had given me a stone. I was in such emotional pain all I wanted was to die. It seemed like the more I prayed for relief the worse things got, and my prayers just bounced off the ceiling. But God sent a promise to me through a Spirit-filled sister in Christ that I hung onto for five years, and He sent me a wise pastor who suggested I read the book of Job. This man’s pain was unbearable. He had lost everything he owned plus all ten of his children in one day. He knew he didn’t deserve this and he didn’t understand it. He longed for death and he wished he had never been born, yet we are told “in all this, Job did not sin by charging God with any wrongdoings.” When the horrible news came he fell to the ground and worshiped! “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart,” he said. “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away – Blessed be the name of the Lord.” Now Job’s wife was no doubt every bit as devastated by the loss of her children as Job was, but her reaction was different. She was no comfort to Job at all and couldn’t understand his attitude. She said to him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity?! Curse God, and die!” But Job replied, “You are talking like a foolish woman!” He asked his wife, “Shall we accept good from God and not trouble?” – How many times have you heard someone in a painful situation ask, Why me? (Maybe you have even asked that yourself.) But have you ever asked, “Why not me?”

Job was human too. He did ask “Why?” In chapter 10 he cries out over the God who formed him and asks why he was brought from the womb only to suffer. Later, in chapter 23, he says that although he cannot find God, God knows the way he takes and, when he has been tested, he will come forth as gold. He says his feet have followed God’s steps and he has treasured God’s words more than his daily bread. Job’s questions are real, but so is the faith that keeps reaching toward God through the darkness.

When the silence is broken and God finally speaks, He does not chastise Job for asking why – but neither does He answer the question. Instead He makes His case that indeed He is God, and all wisdom and power belong to Him. He has made everything (including you and me) and He has a reason for everything He does and everything He allows. Whether we understand that or not is irrelevant. He has promised to work in all things for our good, and He has assured us He is in control. Our job is not to understand that, but to believe it. Someday we will know the reasons for everything, but it may not be in our lifetime here on earth. That doesn’t matter. God is still God, and God is still good. When Job accepted this as true, he said to God, “My ears had heard of you, but now my eyes have seen you.” He had passed the test, and in the end God rewarded him by giving him back twice what he had before, and Job lived to see his grandchildren to the 4th generation. 

Remember, the perspective we see from is as in a mirror, dimly. We see the tapestry from the backside where all the loose threads and knots are and the picture is not evident as it is to God. He sees the whole picture from the top side – He sees our past, our present and our future all at the same time, and only He knows how it will all turn out in the end. Oswald Chambers often returns to this lesson: faith has to learn to interpret mysterious circumstances in the light of what we know about God’s character. There will be times when He seems hidden or even unkind to us; faith is the choice to hold onto His goodness when the clouds keep us from seeing clearly.

How often do we wake up to an overcast sky and say, “The sun isn’t shining today” – but it is!! It’s just that we can’t see it because the clouds are in the way. God is still there too – He always was and always will be, whether we see Him or not. He loves you, and He knows how many hairs you have on your head.
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For the last few years I have been privileged to lead a weekly Bible Study with my neighbors here at Garden Court. We take a break in the summer and resume with a new study in September. At our last meeting in June I asked the class what they would like to study next, giving them several choices, but to my surprise they didn’t choose any of those. They want to study the book of Revelation. “Ufda!” I thought. “I’m honored that they would even trust me to teach them from this difficult book, but at the same time I wondered how I can do that when there’s so much of it I don’t understand myself. I shared this concern with these dear people and they still want me to do it. So we will take as much time as it takes and study it together. I know without a doubt that I will learn as much as they do.

My first step in preparing for this was to pray for guidance to lead me to the truth, and then I went to our church library and pulled out all the Bible Studies on Revelation plus a few books of relevance. I have only begun now to dig through these and already I have learned things I never saw before. This has turned out to be a huge blessing for me because through my willingness to be a vessel God can use to teach others, His Holy Spirit is teaching me.

Now of course there is always a danger when reading books on Bible Prophecy which are written by mortals. We must not put as much trust in what these authors say as we do in the Bible itself, and it’s essential to know what the Bible actually does say so we will recognize any teaching that does not agree. This is harder to do with Bible Prophecy because so much of it is written in symbolic language, and even very esteemed Bible scholars don’t all agree on the interpretation. Some is quite straight forward and easier to understand. For instance when the glorified Jesus Christ says He is “the Alpha and the Omega – the beginning and the end”, we know He means He is eternal – He existed before anything else did and He will still exist if everything else ends. When John describes what he sees and says a sharp two-edged sword is coming out of Jesus’ mouth, we know it’s not a material sword but a spiritual one, and when we know the rest of Scripture we immediately know that sword represents the Word of God. John says there was sorrow in heaven because there was a scroll sealed with seven seals and they could find no-one anywhere who was “worthy” to break those seals and open the scroll. But then John saw a “lamb” in the midst of the throne that looked like it had been killed – yet it was alive, and then there was joy in heaven because this lamb was “worthy to open the scroll”. Now of course this couldn’t have been a literal lamb – lambs don’t have hands – how could a lamb open a scroll? No – it had to represent something else – and if we know the salvation story found in the rest of the Bible it’s very clear that this lamb is “the lamb of God” who “takes away the sin of the world”. It is Jesus Christ who died for all as the supreme sacrifice for the sins of all mankind and then was raided from the dead, and who now sits in the place of highest honor at the right hand of His Father.

Most of the book of Revelation is symbolic in this way. It is a vision God gave to John. What he sees with his physical eyes and writes down is symbolic of what he actually seeing with his spiritual eyes. John was told to write all this down and then send copies to all seven of the actual physical churches Jesus addresses at the beginning of the book. Why?  What was the purpose God intended, and how could the people even understand it when they received it?

The author of Revelation identifies himself simply as “John” and says he was on the island of Patmos because of his witness to Jesus. Early Christian tradition often identified him with the apostle John, although that identification has been debated since the early church and is also debated by modern scholars. The book in its present form is commonly dated near the end of the first century. Its message addressed churches in Asia Minor living under pressure and persecution, and its central note of hope is unmistakable: suffering and even death do not have the last word, because Christ is victorious.

The New Testament canon as we know it had not yet been formally assembled. Revelation draws heavily on the imagery and language of the Old Testament—especially books such as Daniel, Ezekiel and Zechariah. I believe those connections were meant to help believers recognize that this message of hope came from the same God they already knew from Scripture. The symbolism also reminds us that apocalyptic writing is not meant to be read as though every image were a literal photograph of future events.

The same is true for us today. If you want to understand Bible Prophecy, you can’t just take a book like Daniel or Ezekiel by itself and understand what it means – nor can you understand the book of Revelation by itself. The keys that unlock the coded messages are found throughout the books – some in the Old Testament and some in the new. But even then, a great deal of the prophecy that has yet to be fulfilled will not be fully understood until the actual events begin to unfold And then, in the same way the prophecies about Jesus’ death and resurrection became clear when they actually happened, so those of us who know our Bible will also recognize it when we see it, and then we can say, “Ah – of course! Now I understand!”

At the time the prophet Isaiah wrote down the words of Isaiah 53, do you think even he understood the meaning of those words he was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write down? How could he have? Yet when we read it today, we see immediately that this is a description of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ. We see it because it has been fulfilled, and we don’t have to struggle to try to figure it out. And if we truly are living now in the end times (as I believe we are) so we will also know the scriptures are being fulfilled when we see it with our own eyes. Until then we can only know in part, and trying to figure it all out will only result in frustration when Biblical experts who are all true seekers come up with conclusions that don’t agree. For some of it we can find the keys to unlock the codes and for some we can’t – at least not yet – and that’s okay. The point is we don’t have to worry about it because our God is still in control. If we believe the Bible is truly His Word, and active and living thing through which He Spirit works, then we can know without a doubt that the Almighty God who created the Universe had it all planned to the smallest detail before any of it ever came to be. He loves us, He gave His life for us, and He wants us to know (and trust) that He wins in the end, and when He wins, we win!

He is coming back, dear ones – He wants to take us to be with Him in that place He has prepared in His Father’s house. Only the Father knows what day and what hour that will be, but Jesus Himself gave us signs to watch for when the time is near – signs that will start slowly and then increase in intensity and frequency just like labor pains. Those signs are becoming evident now – the stage is being set. Jesus warns us to be ready, and He has already given us all we need to be sure we are. Please don’t ignore His warning. If you have never invited Jesus into your heart to be Lord of your life, now is the time. Tomorrow may be too late. Are you ready?
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The last few weeks have been a time of reminiscing for me as several events have caused me to take a good look at my own mortality and to realize more than ever that I am getting old. I hope there can be a message for you today in some of my musings.

During my adolescent years (before television) my brother and I went every week to the Saturday matinee at the Rivoli Theatre where we got in for the tidy sum of 12 cents. Along with the feature film (or sometimes a double-feature) with Gene Autry or The Three Stooges or maybe Abbott and Costello, there would be the commercial ads, a cartoon, and always the documentary newsreel series “The March of Time,” whose famous narration included the phrase “Time marches on.”. I thought about that this week as the pace of that march seems to be faster the older I get.

Last Saturday evening we went to my 50th high school class reunion. I could count on one hand the number of my classmates that I recognized without having to look at their name tags – and many were reading mine as well. The planning committee had put together a booklet with updates on all who had submitted them. There were some who were unable to attend for health reasons and a few who did come were in wheelchairs while several others are using canes. Some are living in care centers now, and out of a total of 305 in our class, almost 60 are no longer living, including three of my best teenage friends. I realized if we continue to meet every five years, that necrology will be larger and larger each time until we are all gone.

We have been again sorting through old family pictures my mother-in-law had so we can get some copies made for those who want them. We realized out of 12 children and 10 spouses in Irene’s core family, there are only 5 left. On my father-in-law’s side there are none. From my dad’s family there is one uncle left – my only uncle now since my mother’s youngest brother is gone. As we approach our 70’s it won’t be long before our generation will begin to wane as well. I realized at my uncle’s funeral that some of those I enjoyed seeing again would not be there for the next funeral I attend, and I will miss them.

Then I thought about the “role reversal” I see as those we raised and cared for are now beginning to care for us, and calling often to see if we are alright or if we need anything. There are so many things we used to do that we can no longer do, and the things we can do take a lot longer. These are the “golden years” they say. But that gold is a little tarnished. Maybe God planned it that way on purpose so that by the time it’s our turn to leave these bodies we’ll decide they are more trouble than they’re worth and we will be ready and willing to go.

I was reading Psalm 90 the other day and noticed the heading identifies it as “A prayer of Moses, the man of God.” Many psalms are attributed to David, so knowing this one was traditionally connected with Moses made the words jump out at me. He’s talking here about the brevity of life – yet Moses lived to 120. According to Acts 7, about forty years passed before Moses fled Egypt, and another forty before God called him at the burning bush. Scripture does not tell us that God deliberately assigned each of those periods as a formal training course, but looking back it is easy for me to see how life in Egypt and later life as a shepherd in Midian could have prepared him for what was ahead. Do you think Moses understood God’s purpose for all those years? Not likely, since when that call came he made one excuse after another and even asked God to “send somebody else!” But he obeyed. I wonder what was going through his head when he later walked out of Egypt with staff in hand and an entire people following. Did he think the Promised Land would be only a short journey away? He could not have known that another forty years in the wilderness lay ahead, nor that he himself would see the land but not enter it. Yet when he died, Deuteronomy 34 says that no prophet had arisen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, and it remembers the mighty deeds he performed before Israel. The prayer of Psalm 90 is as meaningful today as ever: it contrasts our brief lives with God’s eternity and asks Him to teach us to number our days so that we may gain a heart of wisdom.

We have no way of knowing how many years we have on this earth, yet we are to “number our days”. That is, we are not to waste them. They are too few and they go by too fast – the older we get the more we realize this. God has a plan in mind for the life of each and every one of us and He engineers our circumstances to bring that about. His plan may not be at all what we think it is. Our job is to accept His will for us and to make the most of each day He gives to His glory. Remember you are not your own. He created you and He bought you, so you are His twice over. Let Him do what He wants.

I’ve been working in my flower beds again this week, and it’s getting harder and harder. I have had to re-arrange my thinking about what God wants in that regard. I’ve had a goal each year to get all those flower beds done quickly enough so eventually they will all look clean and beautiful at the same time – but this mindset has only left me frustrated, because out of the 12 years we have lived here I’ve only reached that goal maybe twice before winter, and not at all for several years now. I finally realize I have been shooting for a goal that’s impossible. 

Oswald Chambers challenges our assumption that God is always leading us toward some visible result that we can call the goal. Sometimes what we regard merely as preparation may itself be the work God is doing in us. The important thing is not whether I reach every destination I have imagined, but whether I am depending on Him and obeying Him today. The process itself may be the goal from God’s point of view.

One day at a time – that’s all we are given – and who knows whether we will even have tomorrow? Let’s live life to its fullest today – it is such a gift!

im do what He wants.
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I begin with an illustration I found in “God’s Little Devotional Bible,” published by Reader’s Digest. It compares each day to a bank account that receives a fresh deposit of 86,400 units every morning. Whatever we fail to use by the end of the day disappears; nothing can be carried over and there are no overdrafts.

The point of the illustration is that each day gives every one of us the same 86,400 seconds. We may spend them wisely, invest them in something worthwhile, or let them slip away, but once a day is gone we cannot reclaim its unused moments.

It was good for me to prepare this message today because I need to hear it as much as anyone. The older I get, the faster time seems to fly. I move slower than I used to and everything takes twice as long as I think it should. I find myself grumbling and complaining. “There just aren’t enough hours in the day!” “My work is never done!” “I can’t seem to find the time to do the things I really want to do!” Can any of you identify with that? I can’t recall ever hearing anyone say they have too much time unless it’s little ones waiting for Christmas. So I would like to share some thoughts with you on the subject of Time and Priorities.

In the dimension we call “eternity” or the spiritual realm, time does not exist as it does here on earth. The Bible says to the Lord a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. God sees the past, the present and the future all at the same time. When He created man in His own image, His intention was that man should be an eternal spiritual being, like Himself, who would live forever. Not until man sinned did he begin to grow old and die. Only through the atoning blood of Jesus can that first state be restored as it was intended to be, but as long as we remain in these physical bodies we are constrained by time. There seems to never be enough of it because we are spiritual beings intended for eternity. But while we are here, we are each given an allotment of time and none of us knows how long that will be. In a 24 hour day, however, each and every one of us is given the exact same amount, and I believe God expects us to use that time as a gift and to be good stewards of it just as we are to be with our money. Now, in His sermon on the mount Jesus tells us not to worry about tomorrow. And He says, “Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be added unto you.” Besides food and clothes I believe “all these things” can also include time. We can tithe with our time just as we do with our money – and just as God blesses a cheerful giver of money by providing for his physical needs, He will also provide the time we need to do all He has called us to do. When we ask Him to He will show us where He wants that time spent and He will also show us where we are wasting it.

Remember the story of Mary and Martha from Luke 10? Mary was sitting at Jesus’ feet listening to Him as He talked with His disciples, completely oblivious to her very frustrated sister who was frantically rushing about in the kitchen trying to prepare a proper feast for her special guests all by herself. Martha finally came to Jesus when she could stand it no longer and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her to help me!!” Now I can sympathize with Martha because I am more of a Martha than a Mary. Martha wanted to please and impress her guests -and most of all Jesus- by serving a very special meal. No doubt she had spent all day on it at least – there were no microwaves or instant food then and I’m sure she fully expected Mary to at least help her serve it. I’m sure there was some resentment there, and Jesus was no help at all! She thought He would see her predicament and back her up – but He didn’t. What was His reply? “Martha – you are troubled about many things – but one thing is needful. Mary has chosen that good part, and it shall not be taken from her.” Now I wouldn’t be surprised if Martha felt some resentment toward Jesus as well for that reply. It must have been embarrassing for her to be rebuked in front of everyone no matter how gentle He was about it. And it probably made her feel like all her hard work wasn’t at all appreciated. It could be that she would have loved to have been able to sit at Jesus’ feet as well and listen to what He had to say – but if she did that, who would fix the dinner? If she didn’t do it, they wouldn’t eat, and then what kind of hostess would she be? Martha was probably a woman who never found enough hours in her day. But Jesus wasn’t saying they didn’t need to eat or that her work had no value. What He was saying was that she had her priorities mixed up – that spiritual food was more important than physical food and she was spending a lot of time on something that wouldn’t last.

Are you a Martha or a Mary? Jesus not only told us what must come first, He also showed us by His example. He had people clamoring around Him constantly for His attention so that He often didn’t even get a chance to stop and eat, let alone rest. But He would get up early in the morning and go alone up on the mountain to pray. If He needed that time of filling for His day, then we surely do. Jesus was never hurried or stressed out in His daily walk. He just kept going slow and steady at what He had been sent to do, taking first things first – one at a time. When He heard that His cousin John the Baptist had been executed, He had no chance to grieve or even pray about it because of the multitude that followed Him everywhere. But instead of becoming impatient with them He had compassion on them because He said they were like sheep without a shepherd. So He took time to minister to them and he fed them by miraculously multiplying a few loaves and fishes. But what does it say He did afterwards? He told the disciples to get into their boat and go on ahead to the other side of the sea while He dismissed the crowds – and then He went off alone to a quiet place to pray.

If we are going to be vessels the Lord can use, in order for that Living Water of the Holy Spirit to flow out of us to others, we must be refilled every day or we will run dry. That must be our first priority. And just as giving the first-fruits of our wealth to Him brings a blessing back, so does giving the first-fruits of our time. He will not only help us to set our priorities in order and organize our time, but He will renew our strength as the eagles so we can run and not be weary – we can walk and not faint. He walks along side of us and pulls with us as we take His yoke upon us and learn of Him – and find rest for our souls.
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This past week our church once again held a Vacation Bible School for the children of our area. This was the first time we held the sessions in the evenings and it went very well. About 50 children attended to have fun while learning about Jesus.

Now earlier in the year we didn’t think we would be having a Bible School this year because there just wasn’t the “manpower”. It takes much dedication and many, many hours of hands on work to prepare for a successful Bible School that lasts only five days. Every year we wonder, “Can we do this?” And every year God brings us through and it all works out. It’s a step of faith each time God impresses on the hearts of a few to say we are going to do this, and the volunteers don’t step forth until it’s almost down to the wire – and then they come. It has to be God! Our congregation is so blessed to have a wide variety of gifts that can work together, to accomplish things God initially puts into the hearts of a few – those God has given a passion for reaching young minds and planting the seeds of the gospel into receptive children. Most of the children who come to our Bible School don’t belong to our church, but have heard about it from others. In the past some of those children from outside have been instrumental in coaxing their parents to check out our church. They can be good little evangelists. Jesus loves them all – He said the kingdom of God is made up of such as these. Their faith is so simple and uncomplicated and Jesus said we could learn from their example, for “unless one receives the kingdom of God like a little child, he will never enter it.”

The make-up of our congregation at Huntley has changed enormously in the 15 years since we first came. Many new families have come over the years and they are getting younger, so we now have a very active Sunday School, “children’s church” on Sundays and activities and learning on Wednesday nights. We have new babies and some on the way and I love it!

I can’t help but think of one of the founding members of our church who would have loved it too. Her name was Greta. She lived all her life in Huntley and she loved pink – even her house was pink. I so enjoyed her because in spite of the usual limitations that go along with growing old, Greta had the most positive attitude I have ever seen. She just plain enjoyed life – she laughed a lot, and she loved children. She told me a story that illustrates the child-like faith she had. Before I ever knew her, she had had a dream in her heart to set apart a room in Huntley church for a nursery. No-one else saw the need for it because, frankly, they had no little children or babies to use a nursery. But Greta was adamant because she knew her desire was from God, and she essentially said, “If you build it, they will come!” So they built it, and Greta was right. The children began to come. If she could see the children in her church today (and maybe she can) I know she would be delighted.

How often we mortals think we have control over our lives and think we know what our future will be. And how often when we do that, God will bring things into our lives that interrupt our plans or send us off in another direction so we will learn we aren’t as smart as we think we are. Jesus never taught that we should not make common sense plans for our future – in fact, He said when a man intends to build something he should first sit down and figure out if he has all the materials and whatever else is needed to complete his project. Then he is to work diligently one day at a time trusting God for the outcome, and if things don’t work out the way we thought they would it’s because He has something else in mind. The point He tried to make was that God is ultimately in control of our lives. He loves us and when we make Him our Lord He will orchestrate the circumstances of our lives to mold and prune us as needed so we’ll grow and become more and more like Christ. The choices we make will be within the parameters He sets and when we know and live by the User’s Manual He has given us when we make our plans, we can trust Him to take care of us and work everything that happens to turn out for our good. When we live in a world filled with other people who interact with us as they make their choices just as we make ours, there is no way we can know for sure what the future holds. This is why we are told not to “worry” about tomorrow because each day has enough troubles of its own. When we take one day at a time, making the most of that day and trusting our God to guide us, He will direct our paths.

Did you have dreams when you were young – plans for what you wanted your life to be? Perhaps you already knew what you wanted to be when you grew up. Has it turned out the way you planned?

I decided by the time I was 16 that I wanted to be a missionary nurse to Africa, and I started working toward that goal. I worked the summer after graduation for my uncle in Fort Worth, Texas, and saved all my money, started nurses’ training in the fall, and kept my antenna up for God to show me where to find the man He wanted me to marry. I thought it would be a good idea if that man would be a minister who also wanted to go to Africa, so we could go together. I thought my prince had come in a young seminary student from Minnesota interning at the church I attended while working that summer in Fort Worth. It just seemed like all the circumstances worked together for us to meet and I just “knew” it was “God’s doing” and this handsome young man was “the one”. The trouble was, God never told him that, and I never saw him again.

Then when I was over half-way through nursing school, I got sick, ended up in the hospital, missed over six weeks of classes and couldn’t catch up, so I flunked out. I couldn’t understand it, but decided, “Okay, I guess I’m supposed to do this another way.” I would go back to work to earn what I needed and start nurse’s training again from scratch at a school in St. Louis run by my church. But before I ever began, a young sailor I had met through a classmate came back into my life and the road took an entirely different turn.

I never became a nurse and never went to Africa. Throughout my life there have been other times I thought I knew what God wanted for me, and those plans have again not brought about the results I thought they would. Yet when I look back on my life I can see how He has used it all, including my ignorance, to teach me to trust Him and to make me into the person I am. If I were given the opportunity to go back and live my life over, I wouldn’t take it, because there’s not one thing I would change.

One of the best movies I’ve ever seen is “Mr. Holland’s Opus” The message it gives is priceless. Mr. Holland is a high school music teacher and band leader. He teaches because he needs the money to support his family, all the while dreaming of the day he can quit his job and devote full time to writing music. He started writing his opus in the early years and works on it every spare minute, of which he hardly gets any, so the day comes when he had reached retirement age and his masterpiece has sat on the back burner all those years. Unknown to Mr. Holland, his family and the school have worked together on a surprise retirement program in his honor. When he goes to the school one last time to clean out his office, he hears noises coming from the auditorium so goes to investigate. Every seat in the auditorium is filled with former students and faculty he has worked with all those years. One of his students is now the mayor, and as she takes the podium, she says, “Mr. Holland, look around you – there is not one person in this auditorium today whose life you have not touched. Mr. Holland – We are your masterpiece!”

You see it’s not the goals we reach or don’t reach that make our lives a failure or a success – it’s the journey itself that God sees. When we trust Him to do the leading and we follow His direction, we can be assured that when we stand before Him on that day, He will say to us, “Well done, good and faithful servant – enter in to the joy of the Lord!” That’s what I want, more than anything – How about you?
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Jesus has given us a command to forgive one another just as He has forgiven us. Yet our sense of fair play tells us people should pay for the wrong they do, and when someone wrongs me, I feel I have a right to hurt him just as he has hurt me. The fact is – we don’t want to forgive. In “Forgive and Forget,” Lewis B. Smedes points out that resentment can even feel righteous when the person who hurt us really did wrong. That is precisely why forgiveness is so hard: the hurt may be real and undeserved, but holding onto hatred keeps the wound alive.

An old movie called “The War of the Roses” is a perfect illustration of this cancer of unforgiveness that eats away at the soul. A divorcing couple couldn’t reach an amicable agreement as to which of them should get their beautiful house that they should share it. It didn’t go too badly at first since it was a big house and they were able pretty much to stay out of each other’s way. But whenever they did cross paths the little irritations grew into big ones, every thoughtless act, every spiteful word was taken by the other as a personal affront to be avenged. They began to purposely damage each other’s property and each tried to outdo the other in the reciprocation. Over time the mutual malice escalated to the point of obsession, so that it consumed their every waking moment. Neither one could see that their hatred was destroying their own world as well. In the end they not only completely destroyed their beautiful house they each once wanted so badly, but they destroyed themselves as well. They fell to their deaths trying to keep from each other a beautiful crystal chandelier – the only thing left in the house of any worth at all.

Smedes describes the kind of injury that creates a crisis of forgiveness as personal, unfair and deep. Such a wound forces a choice: will we keep carrying the hurt, or will we begin the difficult process of releasing the person who caused it so that healing can begin?

Forgiving is a process. At some point we must make a conscious decision that we want healing more than we want to keep nursing the resentment. The feelings may lag far behind that decision, but the decision gives God something to work with.

Okay, suppose I do choose to forgive one who has hurt me. I want to forgive and be free of it, but I find I cannot – because I can’t forget. So how do I get rid of this resentment and hurt I feel? I don’t have some magic wand I can just wave and say, “Be gone!!” The first thing we have to do is ask the Lord to make us willing and to change our heart in this matter. If we can sincerely pray such a prayer, I can give you a 100% guarantee that He will do it – for Jesus promised us, “Whatever you ask according to My will, I will do it!” We know this is His will because He told us so. He said we are to turn the other cheek. He said we are to love our enemies, bless those who curse us and persecute us. And He also said all things are possible with God. Only rarely does this change of heart occur in an instant. It usually is a process, like the mustard seed Jesus talked about which grows into a tall tree.

For this process to begin and to grow in the right direction, we need to understand what forgiveness is – and what it is not. Forgiveness is not the tolerating of on-going abuse. ON the contrary, choosing to live as a martyr and remain in an intolerable abuse situation only builds resentment – it never gets rid of it. Neither is forgiveness absolution of the perpetrator. It’s not saying “It doesn’t matter” when it does matter or saying “That’s okay” when it clearly is not okay. Smothering conflict in order to avoid a confrontation is not forgiveness. Smoothing things over with a pacifying, “there, there” may avoid the conflict, at least for a time, but it also prevents forgiveness because the issue is never brought out in the open. They say, “Forgive and forget”, but what they mean is: Don’t make a fuss. I can’t stand noise.”

Smedes also distinguishes forgiveness from simple acceptance. We may accept people because of the good we see in them; forgiveness deals specifically with the wrong that was done to us.

Understanding is not the same as forgiving either. We may never fully understand why we were hurt, and if we make complete understanding a prerequisite, forgiveness may never begin. As forgiveness grows, though, we can gradually learn to separate the person from the wrong and see that person as a weak, needy, fallible human being just like us. Releasing someone from the past also releases us from being chained to that past.

Corrie ten Boom told of meeting a former concentration-camp guard years after the war. When he held out his hand and asked for forgiveness, she found that her emotions did not want to follow. She prayed for help and made the deliberate choice to extend her hand. She later described a powerful change within her as the act of obedience was followed by genuine forgiveness. The choice came first; the feeling followed. When we forgive, we set a prisoner free – ourselves!

But what about the person who has hurt us and does not care – someone who never asks forgiveness at all? Smedes acknowledges that indifference makes the wound deeper and forgiveness harder. Still, the other person’s refusal to repent does not have to sentence us to a lifetime of resentment.

Well, should you sentence yourself to the escalator of hate simply because the person you need to forgive does not want your forgiveness? If the people you forgive want to stay where they are, let them. You can make a solo flight to freedom. Refusing to forgive them will not change the consequences of their wrong, nor will it change their hearts. The only one it changes is me – it makes me bitter and holds me in bondage. Why should I allow any other person to hold that much power over my life?

When you forgive someone for hurting you, whether they repent or not, you perform spiritual surgery inside your soul; you can cut away the wrong that was done to you so that you can see your “enemy” through the magic eyes that heal your soul. Detach that person from the hurt and let it go, the way a child opens his hands and lets a trapped butterfly go free.

Only after we have made that conscious choice to let go of our right to resent the one who hurt us – only then does the healing begin – and next comes the forgetting. This doesn’t mean we forget the affront ever happened. When God says He remembers our sins no more, He doesn’t mean He has amnesia. He means He feels about us the way He would feel if He had forgotten, and we are the same. What is done cannot be undone and we cannot forget on command – but the forgetting will come in time if we just let it – it comes as the pain goes away, and one day we will find to our amazement that when the memory surfaces the pain is gone and we no longer bear any ill will. It is God who works this in us.

“Therefore”, says the apostle Paul, “as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with one another and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them together in perfect unity.” Colossians 3:12-14.
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There is an old adage that says, “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.” Have you seen the cartoon of the two mules, facing opposite directions on either side of a wire fence, both with their heads stuck in the fence, and protesting loudly? Though each had plenty of lush green grass on his own side of the fence, each was certain the grass on the other side must be better even though harder to reach. The cartoon is labeled “Discontent”. How often are we like those mules, not satisfied with our lot in life and always looking for something better – only to find once we reach that “greener grass” that it doesn’t satisfy either.

Happiness is such an elusive thing. Young people look for it in whatever is “fun”. Old people look for fulfillment – something that will bring meaning to their lives, and sadly many live their whole lives searching and never do find it. There is an old movie that illustrates this wonderfully. It was Orson Welles’ crowning achievement, “Citizen Kane”, made in 1941. Charles Foster Kane lived his whole life looking for love and for happiness in fame, power and riches – yet he never found it. The movie revolves around a reporter’s quest to find the meaning of Kane’s last word by interviewing everyone who knew him. All he said as he lay dying was the word, “Rosebud”. In the end one of the richest most powerful men in the world died alone in a castle filled with servants he never knew. There was no-one even to leave all his riches to. His wives both left him. He had only one friend, but lost him as well when the friend dared to tell him the truth, and Kane never spoke to him again. “You want love on your own terms, according to your rules!” said Leland. Of Kane, Leland said, “He never believed in anything except Charles Kane. All he really wanted out of life was love – he just didn’t have any to give.”

There was a point where Kane realized the world didn’t satisfy after all, so he pulled away from it. Leland said that Kane was disappointed in the world, so he built one of his own. In the film, that private world is Xanadu, an immense Florida estate crowded with exotic animals, art and treasures. Yet for all its magnificence, the place becomes almost a mausoleum. Kane walks its vast rooms in isolation while his wife spends her time doing jigsaw puzzles. She has told him again and again that the things he gives her are not what she really cares about, but he has no idea what she is asking for. When she finally prepares to leave, we glimpse his pain as he begs her to stay and tells her he loves her. But even then his plea is centered on what her leaving will do to him. She recognizes that and goes. Kane is left surrounded by possessions that cannot give him the love he spent his life trying to secure.

As the reporter ends the story he confesses his failure to find the answer to his question. No-one in the whole life of Charles Kane has any idea what he meant by the word, “Rosebud”. But as the movie ends, the audience alone is let in on the secret. We see acres of priceless treasures all crated up for shipping to who knows where, and anything not of great worth burned in a huge incinerator. Things from his childhood days, when he had nothing, had been sent to him when his parents died, but he never even knew he had them. They were worthless, so were now all tossed into an old wooden child’s sled, a word begins to appear on its surface. It says “Rosebud”.

This story is of course fiction. But there’s another man who lived a very similar life who was very real. He was a king – the richest and most powerful king who ever lived. His name was Solomon. He too lived for riches and pleasure – there was absolutely nothing and no-one that he could not buy, and he denied himself nothing. The only difference between him and Charles Kane was that he was also the wisest king who ever lived, and when he finally realized there was not one thing this world had to offer that was lasting and meaningful, he went on a quest of his own. He wrote a book about that search called “Ecclesiastes” which means, “The Teacher”. It was his legacy to everyone who would read it, to teach us what he had learned. In chapter 2 he tells how he had come to the point of actually hating all he had and all he had achieved because it was all meaningless. He says it was because “I must leave them to the one who comes after me – and who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? What was the point of amassing all he had if he couldn’t keep it?! It was all meaningless and what he calls “a chasing after wind”. – So what was his conclusion? He realized that it is God who orchestrated all things, and He has made us for Him. “A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This is from the hand of God, for without Him, who can eat or find enjoyment.” Our focus is to be on God and His purpose for our lives, and we would do well to learn this early in life so we don’t end up wasting years on things that don’t satisfy. “Remember your creator in the days of your youth”, he says, before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you will say, “I find no pleasure in them.”

In “The Purpose Driven Life,” Rick Warren opens with a bracing reminder that life’s deepest purpose is not centered on ourselves. He argues that self-will, pride and personal ambition can become major obstacles to receiving what God wants to do in us. Charles Stanley makes a similar point: believers may still pursue goals and enjoy success, but those things are received as gifts rather than treated as the source of life’s meaning. Fulfillment comes from the Giver, not merely from the gifts.

Jesus Himself had a lot to say on this subject. In Matthew 6 He warns us, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but store up for yourself treasures in heaven where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” --- He said our Father knows what we need and if we seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, all we need will be given to us. He said our life does not consist of the abundance of our possessions and we are not to long for those things. If the focus of our lives is on the things that are eternal, then we will enjoy all the more the temporal amenities of life He provides from day to day and we will be content. “Godliness with contentment is great gain – for we brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.”
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The other day I watched an episode of “Oprah” featuring people who had lived through experiences that devastated their lives. The first guest had come home from her early morning walk to find her ex-husband had entered her home and killed all four of her children before turning the gun on himself. She said she had been a believer once, but could no longer accept that a God who’s supposed to be a god of love, would allow such a thing to happen to innocent children and take away her only reason for living. In the years since this happened, she has just existed from one day to the next trying not to give in to the urge to commit suicide. The second guest had lived through losing her three children in exactly the same way, but she had moved on with her life, re-married and had two more children. She has dedicated her life to telling others her story and how God has turned a horrible evil into good. --- Now, what is it that made the difference in the response of these two women?

In my morning devotions I am once again reading the book of Job. Here is a man who lost all ten of his children all in one day, besides everything else he owned, which was a great deal. Even God said Job was a righteous man – he didn’t deserve any of this, and yet God allowed Job to be struck with the most overwhelming grief and physical agony as well, with painful boils from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. Then his best friends turned on him and blamed him for his suffering, and even his wife, out of her own grief, urged him to curse God and lay down and die.

But what was Job’s response? He told her she was talking like a foolish woman, “Shall we receive good from God and never anything bad?” he asked. “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return – The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away – blessed be the name of the Lord.” God’s plan for Job was good, but it sure didn’t make any sense! Why would God allow such devastation into the life of a good man who trusted Him? Job asked Him why, and God didn’t reprimand him for that, but neither did He answer his question. Yet Job still believed – he passed the test and still could say, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him!” God’s only answer for Job was that He was God – He was in control of all things and He knew what He was doing. Whether Job understood it or not was immaterial. In the end we know God rewarded Job’s faithfulness and gave him back twice what he had before. Job probably never did find out why he had to go through that time until he met God face to face.

Over thirty years ago, Merlin Carothers wrote a book called “Power in Praise.” It became a multimillion-copy bestseller. But the question at the heart of his message remains difficult even among Christians. We still don’t comprehend how a God of love can allow innocent people to suffer, and we still ask, “Why me?!!” Why is it that we never ask “Why not me?” or why do we never ask “Why me?” when the good things happen?

The apostle Paul also knew first-hand what it was to suffer – yet he said, “I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, to be therewith content.” This man had been in prison many times. He had been whipped, beaten and even stoned until he was left for dead. He had what he called “a thorn in the flesh” that plagued him constantly – yet even after repeated pleas to God for deliverance, God chose to let it remain. Paul was ship-wrecked and went without food or water or sleep or warmth in the cold. But he never complained. His only concern was to spread the gospel of Christ crucified. He told the Corinthians: “We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But – this happened that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God, who raises the dead. On Him we have set our hope – that He will continue to deliver us. It was this same Paul that said, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love God – who are called according to His purpose. --- What shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? --- Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? ---No! – In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loves us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

We mortals are such self-centered creatures. We want things to go our way, and when they don’t, we are like little children stamping our feet at God in a temper tantrum and demanding that He conform the world to our liking. Perfectionists are especially plagued by this. We don’t like changes in our plans and we don’t like interruptions either. We tend to feel like “victims” of the choices of other people, of situations, and even of God when things don’t go the way we want them to. Not being able to control our environment and make it conform to our wishes causes great anxiety – this even when we don’t yet even know what real suffering is. We need an attitude overhaul! We are not in charge – and we never will be! Wouldn’t life be a lot simpler if we would just accept that and let God be God?

Was God a loving God when an illness at nineteen months left Helen Keller both deaf and blind? Keller’s later life was marked by a remarkable sense of purpose, faith and service. She did not deny the reality of her disabilities; she came to see that hardship did not have to prevent a life of meaning.

18th Century English clergyman William Law penned these words: “If anyone could tell you the shortest, surest way to all happiness and perfection, he must tell you to make it a rule to yourself to thank and praise God for everything that happens to you. For it is certain that whatever seeming calamity happens to you, if you thank and praise God for it, you turn it into a blessing.”

This is the principle behind Carothers’ book, “Power in Praise.” He urges believers to praise God not only when circumstances are pleasant but also when they are painful, trusting that no circumstance is beyond God’s ability to redeem. That does not mean calling evil good. It means refusing to let what we see at the moment have the final word over what we believe about God’s character.

Praising God in evil circumstances does not mean that we approve of evil or accept evil for evil’s own sake. The point Carothers makes is that we can entrust even a terrible situation to God and thank Him in faith that He is able to work through it. We may not comprehend His purposes or feel His love in the moment, but faith chooses to rest in the conviction that His love is real and that His plan is ultimately good. Can we trust His Word for that?
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Earlier I shared with you that I have been studying in preparation for leading a Bible Study in our apartment complex on the book of Revelation. The more I read and compare Scripture with the writings of Bible Scholars who have spent years on the interpretation of Prophecy, the more I realize how much there is to learn that I don’t know. But there is one thing I do see that is becoming increasingly clear, and that is that the signs we are told to watch for that will arise in the end times are becoming apparent now, and they are increasing in frequency and in speed.

In Matthew 24, after Jesus leaves the temple, He sits on the Mount of Olives and the disciples come to Him privately. They ask, “Tell us, what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” The first thing Jesus says is, “Watch out that no one deceives you.” He speaks of wars and reports of wars, nation rising against nation, famines and earthquakes, and He calls these things “the beginning of the labor pains.”

Anyone who has had children understands the picture of labor pains becoming stronger as a birth approaches. Jesus later gives the illustration of the fig tree and says that when His hearers see “all these things,” they should know that the time is near. His statement that “this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place” has been interpreted in several ways by Christians and Bible scholars. Some connect it primarily with Jesus’ own generation and the destruction of Jerusalem; others understand it to refer to the generation that sees the final events; still others read “generation” in a broader sense. I have come to wonder whether it may include the generation alive when the final “birth pains” intensify, but I want to be clear that this is my interpretation, not something the verse itself spells out.

Ever since Jesus returned to His Father, people have tried to predict the time of His return, and time after time they have been wrong. Jesus tells us that no one knows the day or hour and, in Mark 13:32, says that knowledge belongs to the Father. In John 14 He also tells His disciples that He is going to prepare a place for them and will come again. I find the biblical imagery of Christ as bridegroom helpful in putting those promises together, but the details of an earthly wedding custom should not be treated as if Scripture itself gives us a timetable. The point is simple: we are to remain ready.

Daniel 12:4 – not Jesus – contains the familiar line that older translations render along the lines of “many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall increase.” Translations differ on exactly how to understand the Hebrew. When I look at rapid travel, computers, artificial intelligence and the extraordinary growth of available information, I can’t help wondering about that passage. I also look at dramatic events in the world and think of Jesus’ labor-pain imagery. But I need to distinguish what Scripture actually says from my attempt to recognize its fulfillment in events around me.

There is another thing we are told to watch for that is much more subtle. We are warned that in the last days many are going to be deceived and led astray by false prophets who tell them what their “itching ears” want to hear. People will “abandon the faith, and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.” Are you one of those who thinks demons are just superstition and don’t really exist? If that’s the case, the Bible warns us you may be among those who are deceived and who will not see the danger until the trap is sprung and it’s too late.

Not long ago we went through a series on this program on Spiritual Warfare. Paul warns us in Ephesians 6, “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” What are these “heavenly realms”? He’s talking about the spiritual dimension we can’t see with our physical eyes. That’s where our God and His angels live, and we don’t find it so hard to believe that, so why is it so hard to believe evil is also personified in a being with his own evil angels – an evil spiritual army that follows his orders?

Christians have long connected passages in Daniel, II Thessalonians, Revelation and the letters of John with a climactic opponent of Christ, often called the Antichrist. Exactly how those passages fit together is interpreted differently by sincere believers. Jesus does warn in Matthew 24 that false messiahs and false prophets will arise and perform signs capable of misleading, “if possible, even the elect.” A few verses earlier He separately says that the days of great tribulation will be shortened for the sake of the elect. I believe these warnings point toward a final, powerful deception before Christ’s return, but details such as the person’s political office, message or whether he is already alive today go beyond what Scripture plainly tells us.

First John 4 warns that every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God and speaks of “the spirit of the antichrist,” which was already in the world. First John 2 likewise says that the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ is antichrist and denies the Father and the Son. Whatever we conclude about a future individual Antichrist, John’s immediate warning is that the spirit of opposition to Christ is already at work.

When I first gave this message, I was deeply concerned by what I saw as the increasing secularization of American public life, including the schools. I should not say that all references to God have been removed from public schools; that is too broad. Public schools may not sponsor devotional religion, but students retain constitutional rights to private religious expression, and schools may teach about religion in an academic way. My deeper concern remains spiritual rather than legal: Christian parents cannot simply assume that the surrounding culture will reinforce Christian beliefs about truth, morality and Jesus Christ. If we want our children to know what we believe, we must teach it and live it ourselves. To me, that is part of the call to stay awake and discerning.
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One night last week, as a thunderstorm rolled through our area and I lay in bed listening to the rumble, I was reminded of another night like that almost thirty years ago – the night lightning struck the steeple of Dell church and burned it to the ground. The word spread fast and as we headed for the church at Three A.M. we could see the glow above the trees from our driveway three miles west. Within the hour the whole congregation was there, and we watched in shocked silence along with the firemen who could not save her. By dawn all that remained were the chimney, the front steps and a red-hot glowing hole in the ground. It was like the death of one much loved, and hearts were hurting that day, but this voracious monster that had consumed that special building had not killed our church – for the church was not the building – the church was its people, and we knew God allows no bad thing to enter our lives without a reason. Like He always does when we trust Him, our God worked in this also for our good. Dell church is alive and well, and strong today for having weathered that storm.

Since we moved away we have become a part of another wonderful congregation where I can see this same God working through the hard things for our good in the same way, just like He always does.

As we read through His Word, testaments old and new, we see many stories and examples of God using fire for His purposes. Men have always been fascinated by fire and what it can do. As mysterious as water, fire has properties nothing else has. Have you ever thought about that as you watch a campfire or stir a pile of burning brush? How would you describe fire to someone who had never seen it or felt its effects? You cannot grasp it or hold it in your hand. Science can explain combustion, but even an ordinary flame involves remarkably complex chemistry, energy transfer and rapidly changing gases. That complexity only adds to my wonder as I watch it.

We know that some fire is hotter than others, and outside influences can affect its properties – its color, for instance. While usually a mix of white, red and orange, fire can burn yellow or blue and even green, depending on its fuel. It must have oxygen to exist and fuel to feed it, just like we do. It seems almost alive.

Hebrews 12:29 says our God is a consuming fire, and Jeremiah 23:29 says His Word is like fire, and like a hammer that breaks a rock to pieces.

Our God manifests Himself with fire in many ways. He appeared as fire to Moses in a burning bush, and He went with His people through the wilderness for 40 years, appearing as a pillar of smoke during the day and a pillar of fire every night. When God gave the instructions for the services of the tabernacle, He said the fire on the altar was to be perpetual – it must never be allowed to go out. In Leviticus 9 we read how when Moses and Aaron offered the offering for the sins of the people, “Fire came out from the presence of the Lord and this fire consumed the burnt offerings Moses and Aaron had offered.” Remember the story in I Kings 18 of Elijah and his contest with the prophets of Baal. Verse 38 says, “The fire of the Lord fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood and even the stones, and then it licked up all the water around it in the trench they had filled.”

In the New Testament as well, we are introduced early to this supernatural fire – John the Baptist says in Matthew 3, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not even fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire!”

In Acts 2 we read the fulfillment of this promise when 50 days after Jesus rose from the dead there came the sound of a rushing wind into the house where His followers waited. Fire came into that room and divided into separate tongues and lit on each and every one of them. They were not even singed, because this was not ordinary fire. Instead they were all filled with the Holy Spirit who is still here today to fill each and every one of us with that same fire. The Word of God is fire in us if we let it be, just as it was for Jeremiah when God told him, because of Israel’s backsliding and wicked ways, “I will make My Words in your mouth a fire, and these people the wood it consumes.” Jeremiah understood and experienced that fire. In Jeremiah 20:8-9 he said, “Whenever I speak (for God that is) I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the Word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long. But if I say, ‘I will not mention Him or speak anymore in His Name’, His Word is in my heart like a fire – a fire shut up in my bones – I am weary of holding it in – indeed, I cannot!”

God’s purpose for the fire He had put in Jeremiah was to bring the people to repentance. He still uses people today as His voice to change hearts, and He uses circumstances of life as fire too – to burn away the chaff that messes up our lives, to purify us by killing the spiritual pathogens that would infect us, and to refine us as silver and gold, melting and molding us into vessels fit for His use, leaving the dross behind.

Are you willing to let Him do that? Or do we begin to whine and complain as soon as the tough times come. Malachi 3:2-3 says, “Who can stand when He appears? For He will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver.”

We don’t like it while He has us in that fire, but hard as it is to see sometimes, His motive is His Love. If we trust Him through it, we will not be consumed, but we shall “come forth as gold”. Paul says we are to present our bodies to God as living sacrifices. We can’t live a life that is pure by our own strength, but we can give ourselves to Him and allow Him to do the purifying. Oswald Chambers uses the imagery of the altar to make this point: we must be willing to surrender ourselves to God, trusting Him to burn away desires that are not directed toward Him and refusing to retreat into self-pity when the process hurts. We do not purify ourselves; we offer ourselves, and God does the work.
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When I was a child, hanging on the wall above my grandmother’s pump organ was an old tramp art framed piece of ornate calligraphy that said, “God is Love”. I never paid much attention to it, and never expressed to Grandma any desire to have it someday. Yet in her will, she expressly stated that the “God is Love” plaque was to ‘go to Janice’.

I often wondered why – if perhaps she saw something in me that told her this was something I needed. Because for many years I didn’t believe what the plaque said – at least not where I was concerned. As this God who is Love patiently worked with me over the years to bring me to the place where I could finally believe He did love me, that old plaque has become one of my most treasured possessions – not because it’s especially pretty or because it’s an antique, but because of what it represents – the unconditional love of God and the love of my grandmother.

We live in a big four bedroom – 2 – story house with a full basement on a large lot, and we’ve been married 48 years, so as you can well imagine, we have accumulated a lot of “things” over the years. I do like beautiful things and have several collections of things that have no other use except that they are pretty to look at. Now I know these temporal possessions are not the treasures that are most important. If you have been a regular listener to this program, you have heard me say so. We really don’t own anything – all we have comes from God, and the temporal things are to be held loosely. It’s not a sin to have pretty things (or to have a lot of money) but it becomes sin when we put those riches first in our lives and make them a god. This is why the rich young ruler in Matthew 19 went away sorrowing when Jesus told him, “One thing you lack” – because he could not bear to give those riches up to follow Jesus. Jesus told his disciples, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” Now by the world’s standards in the USA, I am not a rich person. But I realize compared to the majority of the people in this world, I am very rich indeed. Would I be willing to give up all my riches if Jesus asked me to? I would like to think so – yet things have happened during the last 10 days that force me to take a long hard look at this question and to ask myself, “Do I really believe, in my heart, the words that have been coming out of my mouth?!”

For many months now I’ve been realizing this place is becoming too much for us to take care of anymore. Since my husband suffered a stroke that has left him with a gimpy leg, he can no longer even mow the lawn, and each time I get down on the ground to work in the flowers, I wonder if I’ll be able to get up again. Trying to catch up on the weeding has only left me frustrated and sore. Yet at the same time I haven’t wanted to give it up, because I love this place.

Well, I finally said to my husband, “I think maybe it’s time to start thinking about maybe moving to an apartment.” (I really didn’t think he would go for the idea because he has always said he never wanted to live in town) Well, the next day we were looking at apartments, and I had to back-track a little, saying, “But I didn’t mean right now!” “If we’re going to do it, let’s do it!” he said, “There’s never going to be a time that’s just right because there will always be one more thing you want to do first.” Much as I hated to admit it, I knew he was right. So we considered several places and went on some tours of apartment buildings. As we were coming out of one of the apartments where someone was already living, I suddenly started to sob – and I hadn’t expected that. It was all just too fast and so overwhelming and I wasn’t ready for it. I’m a creature of routine, and do not adjust well to change, and I knew this was going to involve a huge adjustment in a very short time. My first thought was all of the things I was going to have to give up. “What about my collection of green bottles, and what about this, and what about that? There’s no place to put them and I don’t want to give them up!” Neither did I want to give up the joy I got from the beauty all around me here. The singing of the birds in the daytime and the crickets at night, the flowers, the trees, the deer that come out in the evening and the cats that come to me to have their ears scratched. I had plans for future projects here – a new rock garden, a room all decorated in an ocean theme, refinishing the kitchen cupboards…..

But you see I wasn’t being realistic at all! For years I’ve been wanting to do things I never had time for and they were always relegated to the back burner waiting for the “someday” that never came. Nine years ago my son helped me create an art studio in one of the rooms upstairs. Although I have all the materials I need to create many beautiful things, the times I have used that studio can be counted on one hand, because all the other things that had to be done first, came first! I wanted it all!! I wanted to have a clean beautiful house and a perfect yard and I wanted to paint pictures and make dolls, all at the same time. I didn’t want to admit that these things were mutually exclusive because I was not “superwoman”.

It’s a funny thing about God. When He orchestrates changes in our lives for our own good, and we don’t recognize that, He doesn’t wash His hands of us. He just does what’s best for us anyway. When my attitude stinks and I stomp my foot like a spoiled little girl wanting my own way, He just pats me on the head and says, “There, there – it will be alright.” And then He waits patiently until I calm down and am ready to listen. Then He gently teaches me what He wants me to learn from this. No-one is ever too old to learn. The only person who cannot learn is he who refuses to be taught.

I must tell you another thing I’ve learned! It’s this – when I finally stop rebelling and accept His will for me – when I’m finally willing to give up all it seems like He wants to take away, without resentment, He begins to give it back. It’s like He says, “Okay – now I know you are willing to give your right to yourself to Me now I want to show you how much I love you.” In Psalm 37:4, God says, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” You see when our desires are not in line with what He knows is for our good, He will change the desires of our heart. “I know the plans I have for you”, He says – “to prosper you and not to harm you – to give you a future and a hope.”

I had to be willing to give up those things I couldn’t keep – to realize they mean nothing in the eternal scope of things, and my happiness is not found in those things. And now He’s not requiring me to give up enjoying the beauty here after all because as soon as we move out of this house, our daughter and her family will be moving in. I will be able to come here whenever I want to. If they want a rock garden, they will build it, and I can help. If our grandson wants a bedroom full of ships and shells and fish, I can still decorate it as I planned, and I won’t have to do it alone. We can still have picnics here and Christmas here if they want to, and at the same time, I will have time to do some of those things I had no time for before. So do you think God is love? – Well duh! Do I believe He loves me? O Yeah! He works in marvelous ways, His wonders to perform, and I am so blessed.

To everything there is a season. It’s the beginning of a new season now for us – time for the planting of new seeds – and it’s exciting to anticipate what the crop will be. God is so good – all the time!
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An old legend recounts how Satan once called three of his top aides so they might devise a plan which would put the kibosh on the outreach of Christians and their commitment to “the enemy”. (Satan’s enemy that is.)

One of the aides, named, “Rancor” proposed “we should convince them there is no God.” But Satan replied, “That would never work. They know there’s a God.

“Bitterness” then spoke up; “We’ll convince them that God doesn’t really care about right or wrong”. Satan thought about the idea for a few moments, but then rejected that idea too. “Too many know that God cares,” he finally said.

“Malice” then proposed his idea --- “We’ll let them go on thinking there is a God, and that He cares, and even that He wants them to commit to Him, But ---- we’ll keep whispering, “There’s no hurry – there’s no hurry --- there’s no hurry.”

Satan howled with delight! The plan was adopted and was a marvelous success.

Now this is only a story, but there’s more truth in it than we know, because procrastination is one of his most powerful weapons. Who can tell how many souls have been lost or lives sorely wounded because someone has put off what he knows God has told him to do?

Jesus told a parable about a man who had worked hard to become a success in life, and he had “made it”. His crops were so abundant that he didn’t even have room to store them all. But did he give any away? No – he went to bed with a plan: “I will tear down all my barns and bins and build bigger ones. Then I’ll say to myself, ‘Self – you have enough now to last many years – enjoy your success now – eat, drink and be merry’. ‘You are set for life!’ But God said to the man, ‘You fool! – Tonight your soul will be required of you, and then whose will all these things be?’”

These two stories are about essentially the same thing: The use and stewardship of two of God’s most precious gifts to us – our time and our possessions. There’s nothing wrong with having nice things, or even being rich in material wealth, but Jesus said it’s hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Why? Because the danger is always that the things he possesses will become his primary purpose in life. All his time and energy are spent on becoming more and more “successful” and amassing more and more things and money. Sometimes it takes many years before one realizes these things are not where happiness is found. Jesus told us, “A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions”, and at the end of His parable of the foolish rich farmer, He said, “So it will be for everyone who builds up material possessions but is not rich toward God.” This man had his priorities backward.

I’m once again reading the book of Ecclesiastes in my morning devotions. This book is an account of one man’s search for meaning of life. Solomon was not only the wisest king who ever lived – he was also the wealthiest. Everything in his house was covered with gold; his elaborate throne was of gold and carved ivory: even his eating utensils were all of pure gold. There was absolutely no material possession he couldn’t have if he wanted it and no earthly pleasure he was denied. Yet in spite of it all there remained an emptiness these things could not fill. He knew the truth the rich farmer hadn’t counted on, that one day he was going to die, and not one single thing of all he had would go with him. He said, “I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool.”

Now Job, on the other hand, had his priorities straight from the get go. He was also very rich and had a large family he loved. But he knew these things were gifts he had been given. When God put him to the test and took away everything he had except his wife, Job didn’t understand it, but he accepted it. His grief was heart-wrenching, yet still he could say, “Man brings nothing into this world and it is for sure he can carry nothing out. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away – blessed be the name of the Lord.”

You see real treasures are never material things. Jesus said we are to “lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves cannot break in and steal.” In order to do this our priorities must be in order, and we must be good stewards of what God has given us, and this includes not only our treasures, but also our time.

Every minute of this day and every other day is a gift from God, for “in Him we live and move and have our being.” Once this minute is gone, we can never get it back. Minutes stretch into hours and hours into days. We are responsible for how we spend the minutes. God doesn’t expect us to be so conscious of every minute that we feel condemned if not every one is used in a productive way – He knows we need time to relax and time to just have fun. But when we have made Jesus Lord of our lives, we will be engaged in activities that are pleasing to Him because that is what we’ll want to do, and more and more we will spend our time laying up those “treasures in heaven.”

All one has to do is read the newspaper or turn on the TV news to see how fragile life is. Millions die over the world every minute. How many of them didn’t see it coming? Do you know when you’re going to die? Of course Not! And we see every day many that die suddenly in the prime of life and even in childhood. Yet the majority of us seem to think we’re going to live into old age so we live our lives listening to those whispers that keep saying, “There’s no hurry – There’s no hurry.” This could be the last time you sleep in your bed. If God requires your soul tonight, are you ready?

Most of my life I’ve lived with the knowledge that one day I will die – everyone does – there’s no escaping it, and trying not to think about it doesn’t change that reality. Yet, in the last several years I’m thinking more and more that perhaps I’m not going to die after all – because it’s looking more and more like the Day Jesus comes to snatch away His bride is upon us. He may be coming any day, and if He does, I must be ready!

In Matthew 25, Jesus gives another parable that illustrates how crucial it is for us to be ready. He says: “At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish and five were wise. The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet Him!’”

Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil – our lamps are going out!’ – ‘No’, they replied, - ‘There may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.’”

“But while they were on their way to buy oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet – and the door was shut. --- Later the others also came ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said, ‘Open the door for us!’ But he replied, ‘I tell you the truth, I don’t know you.’”

“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.”

Now Jesus begins this parable with the words, “At that time.” What ‘time” is he talking about? And who are these “virgins”, what are their “lamps” and what is the “oil”? Most of all, who is the “bridegroom”. And why won’t he let the five foolish virgins in to the “banquet” There is much more to talk about here, and we will examine some of that next time.
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This past week has again been one to leave countless thousands of people asking the question that seems to have no answer – That question is Why? How do we explain that an all-powerful, all-knowing God, who is supposed to be a God of love, allows such a thing as a massive hurricane to completely devastate the lives of so many with no regard at all to whether they are good people or bad, Christian or non-Christian? It must seem like He just turned His back and let it happen, and He doesn’t even care! This was not a situation such as the terrorist attacks of 9/11 where He allowed the freedom of choice of evil people to prevail. This was the wind and the sea that He created – that same wind and sea that had to obey when Jesus said to it – “Peace – be still!” Did God have control over this or not? If not, how can He really be who He claims to be? Or could it be that we have been deluded, and this God we trust really doesn’t even exist? If He does exist, and He’s all-powerful, then don’t we have to conclude that He caused this disaster? Whether directly or by default, if He allowed it when He could have stopped it, isn’t that essentially the same thing? The result is the same! Countless lives have been changed forever, a thriving City has been destroyed, and like the waves of the sea that ebb and flow, and the repercussions ripple out in all directions to have their effect on an entire nation. Soaring prices at the gas pump and in our energy bills are attributed to the millions of dollars in damage to the off-shore oil rigs and the refineries onshore that produce the petroleum products we all use. Gas prices in Atlanta have hit an all-time high of $6 a gallon. What about the effects on our farm economy? The Minneapolis Tribune says Katrina smashed the nation’s most active port facilities – the “economic choke point” for everything from oil and gas to lumber, coffee and grain trying to get in and out of the country. The U.S. exports ¼ of the grain it produces, and of that amount, more than half deports from the gulf ports hit by the hurricane. A prolonged New Orleans shutdown will create “log jams” because farmers still have corn in their bins from last year’s harvest. Economists are saying this hurricane could be the tipping point that heads our economy toward recession. So this isn’t something we can just ignore because it happened so far away and doesn’t affect us. It does affect us, or soon will.

In the meantime people were still trapped in flooded homes and on rooftops, without food, drinkable water or shelter from the heat. Early reports were chaotic and casualty estimates changed as rescuers learned more. We now know Hurricane Katrina caused about 1,833 deaths and became one of the deadliest hurricanes in United States history. For comparison, the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fires killed more than 3,000 people. Where is God in all this? Doesn’t He care?

If you think I’m going to give you answers to these questions in this talk, you give me way too much credit. I have no answers. I am just as puzzled and frustrated by this as everyone else, and I don’t understand it. But I do know one thing: God does care! He knew this was going to happen and He allowed it anyway, for a reason. Whether I understand that reason or not is immaterial. I could speculate just as many do on what He is doing when such things come, but that won’t change anything. I know, I have been saying all along that God orchestrates circumstances in our lives for His purpose – to prune us and to mold us into vessels fit for His use. I still believe this – because God’s Word says so – and His Word is true. He cares for each and every individual for Jesus said He even knows how many hairs you have on your head. But try to tell that to someone who is hanging on to life by their fingertips and crying out for help that never comes.

Many people have tried to explain this dilemma. A bestselling book a few years back was Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, “When Bad Things Happen to Good People”; He started searching for answers when his son was diagnosed with an incurable disease that would claim his life before he ever got a chance to really live it. Rabbi Kushner needed answers. He needed to know how to reconcile this fact of life with his belief that God was good and it was His desire to bless those who believed in Him and did their best to live according to the rules. The conclusion he finally came to was that the bad things that happen to us are not God’s fault. They are the result of living in a fallen world which is the result of man’s choice – not His. If it were all up to God, the world would be perfect and nothing bad would ever happen. But now He has to allow it. Therefore there are things that hurt us that He can’t make go away. He has chosen to limit His own power by giving mankind the freedom to choose, and He has given the workings of nature the same choice. He could step in and change the natural course of things but on the whole He does not. When nature goes on a rampage, it’s not His fault, and He does not stop it. But what about His promises then? Hasn’t He said that He works for our good in all things? Hasn’t He said that if we ask, we will receive? How can both of these things be true?

The key is to ask where it is that God works for our good. Romans 8:28 does not say that every terrible event is itself good. It says that “in all things God works for the good of those who love Him – who are called according to His purpose.” The things that happen happen, but God sees them and can bring good even out of the worst circumstances. Rabbi Kushner came to a different theological conclusion than many Christians do: he argued that tragedy is not a punishment or part of some divine plan, and that God is present especially in the courage, compassion and rebuilding that follow suffering. I do not agree with every conclusion in his book, but his questions force us to distinguish the evil of an event from the good God can bring through people who respond to it.

Now is Kushner correct in all his conclusions? I don’t know. Different believers have answered these questions differently, but the bottom line for me is this – God’s thoughts are higher than ours, and His ways are beyond our complete understanding. He does not promise to explain every “why.” Our job is to trust that God is there, He is good and He works unceasingly in His kingdom. Where is that? Jesus said the kingdom of God is among or in our midst, and elsewhere Scripture speaks of God’s work within His people. Our outward circumstances are not the whole story. And remember also Jesus’ words, “In the world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.”
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In last week’s message we focused on the importance – the urgency – for us as followers of Christ to be ready at all times for the moment of His return because Jesus has warned us He will come back at a time when we do not expect it, and His return will be like a thief in the night, here and gone before most of the world will even know He was here.

It can be confusing when we read prophecies concerning the end times and the second coming of Jesus Christ, because Christians have interpreted some of these passages in different ways. Some prophetic systems expect events such as a rebuilt Temple in Jerusalem before Christ’s return; other Christian traditions do not read the passages that way. Jesus Himself told His followers to watch for signs, comparing them to the fig tree whose new growth tells us that summer is near. Yet He also said that no one knows the day or hour and repeatedly warned His followers to remain ready. Whatever sequence of events we believe Scripture teaches, the command to watch faithfully is clear.

One widely held evangelical interpretation distinguishes Christ’s final visible return from an earlier gathering of believers often called the “rapture.” Paul says that “the dead in Christ will rise first” and that living believers will be caught up together with them “to meet the Lord in the air.” Other Christians understand these passages differently and do not separate Christ’s return into two events. I share the first interpretation, but I want to be clear that it is an interpretation of how several prophetic passages fit together, not a point on which all Christians agree.

How do all these passages fit together? Christians have wrestled with that question for centuries, and devout Bible scholars have reached different conclusions. That should make us humble about our timelines. The essential message is not that we can calculate every event in advance, but that Christ calls us to faithfulness, hope and readiness.

God’s Word is different from every other book. The gospel of Jesus Christ is very plain, but to understand and accept that is only the top layer – it’s only the “getting on place”. This book is full of buried treasure and puzzle pieces and they are scattered throughout its 66 books. I believe God intended it to be that way so only those who are true seekers will find those treasures. Each one we find leads to others just like the old kid’s game we called “Treasure Hunt.” We can study the Bible our entire lives and never uncover them all because there is no bottom. The Word of God is “living” and “active”. Its author is not the men who wrote down the words. The author is the One who dictated those words – the very same Holy Spirit who now lives in every true believer. Don’t you think if you would read any other book and wonder about the meaning of something in that book it would make sense to actually talk to the author Himself, if possible, and ask him to clarify what He was saying? Well, that’s what God wants to do for us. If we ask Him to show us what a confusing passage means and where to look in the Bible to find other pieces of the puzzle that will fit together to make the picture clear, He will. We are greatly blessed in our day, and living where we do, to have a lot of the work already done for us. Most Bibles have foot notes, cross-references and a concordance to help us find connecting passages that help to explain almost any verse we choose. Jesus promised us: “Ask and you will receive; seek and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.” And He asked, “If a son asks his father for bread, will he give him a stone? How much more will your Heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them who ask?” So you don’t have to have super intelligence or a college degree to understand Scripture. All you need is a hunger for truth, a will to dig deeper and a commitment to continue in that Word. Jesus said if we do this we will know the truth and that truth will set us free. His Holy Spirit will guide us to see with our spiritual eyes all the wonders He longs to reveal to us if we are just willing. What I have learned over the years is minuscule in comparison to the treasures still waiting for me to see, but I know a lot more than I used to, and God willing, I will never stop learning.

Last week we touched on Jesus’ parable of the ten virgins in Matthew 25, which follows His teaching in Matthew 24 about watchfulness and the coming of the Son of Man. The parable begins, “At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom.” Jesus had just compared the unexpectedness of His coming with the days of Noah. Scripture does not tell us exactly how many years Noah spent building the ark, nor does Genesis say that people before the flood had never seen rain. Those are later assumptions sometimes added to the story. The point Jesus makes is simpler: ordinary life continued until judgment came unexpectedly, so His followers must remain ready.

In the end-times framework I have come to believe, the gathering of Christ’s bride is distinct from His later return to reign and judge. Other faithful Christians understand the same passages differently, including the timing of the “thousand years” and the relationship between tribulation, resurrection and Christ’s return. Whatever the chronology, the parable’s warning remains powerful: do not postpone your response to God. Keep oil in your lamp. Be ready to meet the Bridegroom whenever He comes.
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I was doing a bit of “people- watching” one day last week while sitting outside Mayo Clinic’s Gonda building waiting for the shuttle. There were people of every size and shape, every color and ethnic group, and I was struck by really how very few were what one might call “ideal” in their physical appearance. It was a good cross-section of America with a few visitors from other countries thrown in. “How our God must love diversity”, I thought, “to make each and every one of us so unique – different from every other person who ever lived or ever will. Even identical twins are not the same, and those who know them well have no trouble telling them apart.

Later that same day I was watching our cats outside. “John Henry”, our indoor-outdoor cat is coal black, his sister is a beautiful grey with a white face and boots, and their nephews are yellow striped with bobbed tails, one of them short-haired and the other long-haired and fluffy. These all came from the same original mother who was a grey striped with white and a father who was all grey striped. It’s amazing to me how this works. The best dog we ever had was half blue Heeler, ¼ rat terrier and ¼ beagle. His body and ears looked like the Heeler, but the markings on his face were beagle, and he had a unique black ring around the base of his tail, so we called him “Ringo”. No other dog was like him and that made him special. When you think of all the breeds of dogs there are from the tiny miniature Chihuahua that fits in a teacup to the huge Great Dane, it’s hard to believe they are actually the same species when their only similarities are 4 legs and a tail.

Scientists explain the diversity of domestic dogs through descent from ancestral wolf populations shaped by domestication and selective breeding, and domestic cats likewise have wildcat ancestry. Human origins are a different and much larger scientific question. Modern evolutionary biology does not teach that humans descended from chimpanzees living today. Rather, genetic and fossil evidence supports the conclusion that humans and chimpanzees share an ancestral population that lived roughly six to eight million years ago.

That scientific account still leaves a theological question that matters deeply to me: does explaining biological development tell us whether creation has a Creator, purpose, or meaning? Science and Scripture are asking partly different kinds of questions, and my Christian conviction is that creation ultimately comes from God.

Charles Darwin published *On the Origin of Species* in 1859, decades before the turn of the twentieth century. In 1925, Tennessee teacher John Scopes became the defendant in the famous “Scopes Trial” after agreeing to serve as a test case against a state law prohibiting the teaching of human evolution. Clarence Darrow was among his defense lawyers, but the defense did not win the trial: the jury found Scopes guilty, and his conviction was later overturned on a technicality.

In later decades another movement, usually called Intelligent Design, argued that some features of living things are best explained by an intelligent cause rather than by undirected evolutionary mechanisms. That is a philosophical and religiously significant argument, but it is not the same thing as the scientific theory of evolution. Albert Einstein often spoke with awe about the order and harmony of the universe and said his views were close to Spinoza’s; he did not, however, affirm the kind of personal God Christians mean when they speak of God’s providential relationship with individual human beings.

Public debate over evolution and Intelligent Design can become needlessly insulting on both sides. It is important, though, to distinguish a religious or philosophical conviction from a scientific claim. Human evolution is supported by multiple lines of scientific evidence, including genetics and a fossil record representing thousands of early-human individuals. Scientists do not claim that a single “missing link” fossil would prove the entire history. They reconstruct a branching evolutionary history from many fossils, genetic comparisons, anatomy and other evidence. Researchers still debate the precise relationships among some early human species and have not identified every ancestral population.

For me, accepting that this evidence exists does not settle the theological question of who we are before God. My disagreement is not with the existence of fossils or DNA evidence; it is with the idea that a material account of biological history must rule out divine purpose or creation.

There are profound biological similarities between humans and other primates, and modern genetics is one reason scientists classify us within the primate family tree. My faith adds another level of meaning to that observation. When I recognize a painter by a distinctive style, I am thinking not only about the materials on the canvas but about the mind behind the work. In the same way, I look at the patterns and beauty of living things and see the signature of one Creator. That is a theological conclusion, not a laboratory finding, and I do not need to deny what biology has discovered in order to make it.

Years ago, in a women’s Bible study I attended, we got into a deep discussion over the creation story in Genesis 1 and 2. I finally said that it didn’t really matter if the Genesis account was factual or not because it was a belief that wasn’t essential to our salvation. I was immediately taken to task by an older and wiser woman who said, “It does matter, because if you’re going to pick and choose which parts of the Bible to believe and which to discard, how can you ever be certain that any of it is true?” Of course she was right. Either it is all true as the Bible itself claims it is, or there is no way we have a leg to stand on when trying to use the Word of God to argue a point.

Now Paul tells us not to become caught in senseless arguments that solve nothing, and Jesus warned us to choose wisely which of these types of discussions we want to be involved in, lest we find we are only casting our pearls before swine. But Paul also says we are always to be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks us for a reason for the hope that is in us. I take that to mean that there are times when I must be willing and ready to stand up for what I know to be right, when that belief is challenged, no matter what the outcome may be. The time is coming, and may already be here, when those who know the truth must not keep silent anymore.
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We’re going to talk about water today – living water that is. Jesus talked a great deal about living water, and we find that term also used in the Old Testament, in the Psalms and the books of the prophets. What is “Living” water? What does it do? And where can we find it?

Have you ever really thought about what a mysterious thing water is? We can see it and feel it, but we can’t hold onto it. Pure water is completely transparent and it has no taste of its own, but many things can be completely dissolved in it to give it a taste and a color. Water is an element that makes up most of the mass of the earth we live on and also most of the mass of the physical bodies we live in. Life cannot exist without it – no plant life, no animal life and no human life. Water is a fascinating mystery – like fire or like the invisible air we breathe.

Without water we couldn’t have that hot cup of coffee in the morning or a glass of cold lemonade on a hot day. I like both of those things but don’t much care for plain water if it’s not hot or cold. Did you know Jesus doesn’t either? In His Revelation to St. John, Jesus dictates letters through John addressed to seven actual churches in Asia Minor. The last of the seven is to the church in Laodicea. About that church, Jesus had nothing good to say at all. In fact He called them “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” and said they didn’t even realize it. In fact they thought they were fine – rich in fact not needing a thing. You see the trouble was that they were like a mouthful of lukewarm water. Jesus said to them, “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So because you are lukewarm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to spew you out of my mouth!” Wow! That’s pretty graphic!

Now there are parts of His assessments of each of those seven churches that are true of the church in America today, nut it is this one that is probably the most dangerous. I had a Social Studies teacher in high school that was often appalled when her students couldn’t answer questions about what was going on in the world. To her the daily world news was exciting and relevant to her life, and she longed for it to be the same for us, because she knew we were missing out on so much. Her classic response to such apathy was, “You don’t live – you just exist!!” I have never forgotten it.

That must be what Jesus feels when He sees us with that same apathy. How many of us go to church on Sunday because we’re “Christians” and that’s what Christians do? But we sit there sometimes half asleep during the sermon and thinking about our roast in the oven or the start of the football game we’re missing if the service goes a little longer than we think it should. When we sing those hymns, do we even really hear the words that are coming out of our mouths? When we sing along with the praise team are we really praising and worshiping our God, or are we just following the leader like lemmings and going through the motions like everybody else? When we finally go out the door of that building, can we say we’re any different than we were when we went in? If somebody asked you on Monday, could you tell them what your pastor’s sermon was about on Sunday?

This is the apathy Jesus is talking about, and it overflows out of the church into the world around us. What is your life like from day to day the rest of the week? Someone has asked, “If you were arrested today for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” Christian churches are closing all over our country – Why? Because their members are dwindling – the faithful elders are dying off and there aren’t enough younger people coming into keep the churches afloat. They just don’t see the attraction because they really don’t see any difference in the lives of those who go to church and those who don’t. The allure of the world outside the church is so much more attractive and besides, they get to sleep in on Sunday mornings!

Now the church as a whole is going to only be as healthy as its individual church congregations, and they in turn are only as healthy as the individuals that sit in their pews. It’s of course not fair to paint a whole church body with one brush. There are faithful committed followers of Christ in probably every Christian church, but they are hurting because others don’t have the dedication they have, nor the fire that burns in their hearts, and they feel like all their efforts just fall on deaf ears – nothing changes!

Jesus sees it, and it makes Him sick to His stomach. He has offered us so much, and we avail ourselves of so little. You see the trouble is the church is “dehydrated”. When one is dehydrated he has no energy and he can’t even think straight. He doesn’t even know he’s dehydrated. This is a dangerous condition to be in because if that water is not replenished, the body will die!

Remember the story of the Samaritan woman at the well? Jesus told her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked Him and He would have given you ‘living water.’ --- Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”

Now what is that living water He gives? We have the answer plainly in John 7: 37-39: Jesus says, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. Whoever believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” Then John explains in verse 39: “By this He meant the Spirit whom those who believed in Him were later to receive.”

In John 3, Jesus told Nicodemus, “I tell you the truth – no-one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Christians have understood “water and the Spirit” in more than one way, including as a reference to baptism, natural birth, or spiritual cleansing. I understand baptism as a powerful outward sign of the inward work of new birth. John the Baptist also said that the One coming after him would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. At Pentecost, Acts 2 tells us that the disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit and began proclaiming God’s mighty works. From that day the Spirit’s presence and power mark the life and mission of the church. In my understanding, water baptism points to our identification with Christ’s death, burial and resurrection, while the Holy Spirit gives the new life itself. However Christians describe the precise relationship between water baptism, Spirit baptism and being “born again,” the Living Water comes from God and is meant to flow through believers to others.

The degree to which we are filled with the Holy Spirit is in direct proportion to the degree to which we are yielded to His working in us and through us. If our relationship with Him is right we will produce fruit, and we will grow in Christ to become more and more like Him. Our focus is to be on Jesus – He is the source! We are to be fountains through which the living water of Jesus flows. We have nothing to do with the outflow – This is God’s work, and He rarely allows His fountains to see what a blessing they are to others. But there’s something wrong when there is no outflow – there is a blockage somewhere – either at the entrance or at the outlet. If the water can’t get out, the water will not continue to be "living” – it will stagnate until it starts to stink! The Body of Christ has no hope of being a healthy body without that living water – because that’s where the power is. Without Him, we can do nothing!

Have you invited Him to fill you with that living water, to be a channel of His love and power so that it may flow through you to the world?
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 A few weeks ago, my husband and I took a leisurely trip to the Black Hills. The weather couldn’t have been more perfect and the scenery was magnificent. Each area we drove through has its own unique topography – the Badlands loop, Black Hills National Park, Needles Highway, Spearfish Canyon – all different – yet all absolutely beautiful. It was food for my spirit, and again I couldn’t help but exclaim, “O Lord, how I love the beauty of your handiwork!” As we drove and as we toured the unique museums, sights and shops, I watched for things I could use as fodder for these weekly messages. One thing jumped out at me right away. “Thunderhead Falls” they call it. 

It’s an old gold mine with an entrance 600 feet into the mountain, at the end of which is a majestic waterfall. They say actually only the bottom half of the falls is visible. The top is up there inside the hole in the roof of the cave, and where it comes from is a mystery. The falls feed a creek that runs the length of the cave and then emerges to wind its way for miles at the base of the hills. The water is clear as crystal and sparkles in the sunlight. It is constantly flowing and never dries up.

Jesus says if we believe in Him, we will be like that mountain, for out of us will flow “living water”. – “streams of living water” will flow from within us.” Yet why is it then that so often we see no difference between the lives of those who claim to belong to Christ and those who don’t?

Jesus used many analogies in describing what His followers are to be. He said we are the salt of the earth; He said we are the light of the world; He said we are the branches of the vine that bear fruit. Even in the Old Testament we see similar analogies. Jeremiah 17:7-8 says, “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in Him. He will be like a tree, planted by the water, that sends out its roots by the stream. It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green; it has no worries in a year of drought, and never fails to bear fruit.” Isaiah 58:11 tells us, “You will be like a well-watered garden – like a spring whose waters never fail.”

All these word pictures of what a believer is to be are the same. They all say when we follow Christ, there will be evidence of that in the way we live, which others will see and be influenced by. What is that evidence? Paul spells it out in Galatians 5: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” Now a person who could exhibit all these qualities at all times would be a perfect person, and we know we are certainly not perfect. But fruit does not come on a tree or a vine full-grown and ripe. It starts as a tiny bud and then a blossom. In time the fruit comes, but it is a process. And some trees or vines must grow for several years before they produce any fruit at all. There is a wisteria vine on the garage at our house that had no blossoms until last year – and I planted it there eight years ago. Some of us take a lot longer to produce fruit than others, and it often depends on the soil we were planted in and the conditions surrounding us. But sometimes there will be a branch that just never does anything, and in order to give the healthy branches more of the life that comes from the roots, that branch must be lopped off. In John 15 (Jesus’ parable of the vine) He says, “Any branch in Me that does not bear fruit will be cut off and thrown into the fire.”

Jesus also said if salt loses its saltiness, it is good for nothing but to be thrown out and trodden down; If a light is put under a bowl so no-one can see it, it is good for nothing – and it will soon go out; and what good is a stream of water if it is dammed up so it doesn’t go anywhere?

I think it’s safe to say that most of you in my hearing believe, as I do, that salvation is by God’s grace through our faith in Christ’s atoning blood. Indeed, Paul says we are saved by grace – it is the gift of God – not of works. Yet Jesus Himself says we must all stand before God one day to be judged by our deeds, whether good or bad. How do we reconcile these apparent discrepancies? Will He say to me on that day when He separates the sheep from the goats, “Well done, good and faithful servant”, or will He have to say, “Depart from Me, you worker of iniquity – I never knew you!”? How can we be sure? Jesus’ own brother, James, writes in James 2: “What good is it if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such a faith save him? Even the demons believe, and shudder! As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds, is dead!”

You see, the thing is – we have been given a wonderful gift that is available to everyone willing to receive it. That gift is the Water of Life – the Holy Spirit who will come in to dwell if we open our heart’s door and invite Him in. Without that Spirit within, we are all “dead men walking”, because without Him we can do nothing, and it is impossible to please God. But once we yield and allow Him to take over the reins of our life, He begins to work. It is He who produces the light, the salt, the fruit and the living water that flows out of us. It is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure. Jesus told the woman at the well in John 4, “Whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become a spring of water, welling up to eternal life.”

In other places the Bible calls this water “fountains” or “rivers”. Whether fountains, springs, rivers or streams, this water is moving! It “wells up” and “overflows” as its source continues to feed it, and it never runs dry.

Oswald Chambers uses the picture of flowing water to warn that something is wrong when Christ’s life is only received and never poured out. Some people, he says, become like the Dead Sea – always taking in and never giving out. If we choose to hoard God’s blessings for ourselves and dam up the outflow, the water becomes stagnant. A believer is filled with the Holy Spirit only to the degree that he or she yields to the Holy Spirit’s working within and through them. Fresh, clean water is meant to flow through us and out to others. Those are the good works that follow salvation – not the price we pay to earn it, but the result of the Spirit’s life in us. We may never see all the results of that outflow, but that is not our concern. We are to keep our eyes on the Source. Even when obstacles come and the stream seems blocked, God can make a new path around them, remove them, or even take the stream underground for a time until it emerges again somewhere we never expected – just like “Thunderhead Falls.” Our God is so good, and Jesus never fails, so keep your eye on the Source. Let Him do what He wants. “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” Jesus said, “for they shall be satisfied.”
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We took our tape measure, pad and pen and did some more measuring this past week in the apartment that will soon be our new home. This measuring is essential if we are to know which of our possessions will fit where and which we must leave behind because they won’t fit at all. We have measured the rooms and the spaces between windows and doors; we measured the height of the ceiling and the spaces above the cupboards; we measured the width, depth and height of all closets and cupboards; and we measured the space inside all drawers. Now we could order the new small freezer that will fit under our kitchen counter – we know what size it must be and we can be sure it will fit just right. All this measuring really would not tell us much if we didn’t also measure all the pieces of furniture that must go into those spaces. I could then make a floor plan to scale on paper and cut out patterns of each piece of furniture to the same scale. As I experiment with different arrangements on my floor plan and imagine how it will look, I can be sure our furniture will fit in the spaces where I put them, because I took the time to measure.

Did you know that taking accurate measurements is also important to God? When God gave Moses the instructions for the building of the tabernacle in the wilderness, He didn’t just say, “Build me a tabernacle” – He gave detailed specific instructions for every step and every part, with the exact measurements of length, width and depth. These measurements were to be followed exactly with no deviation whatsoever. When the first temple was built by Solomon, again the specific measurements of everything were absolutely exact. And in prophetic passages that some Christians understand as describing a future temple, measuring and pattern remain important images. The prophecy of Zechariah opens with this declaration: “This is what the Lord says, I will return to Jerusalem with mercy, and there My house will be rebuilt. And the measuring line will be stretched out over Jerusalem, declares the Lord.” It is God who is the architect of the tabernacle and the temple, and He has designed His dwelling place after a certain pattern – a prototype the builders are required to duplicate. The pattern must be followed for two reasons: First – our God is Holy and He is perfect – therefore His dwelling place must be perfect. Measurements must be taken at every step of the building so that no mistakes are made and nothing must be done over again. The instructions were precise and Moses was told emphatically – “Make this tabernacle and its furnishings exactly like the pattern I will show you.” Secondly, the pattern and all its measurements were precise in every aspect for a reason: The writer to the Hebrews says in Hebrews 8:5, “The priests serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and a shadow of what is in heaven.” This is why Moses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle – “See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain”. You see, this tabernacle and everything in it were a tangible representation of the dwelling place of God in the realm of the Spirit.

Theodore Epp, in his book “Portraits of Christ in the Tabernacle”, has this to say: “Everything – every single part – of the tabernacle in the wilderness was made from a pattern given by God which represented parallels in the heavenly tabernacle. The entire tabernacle – its structure, its furniture and its priestly ministry – was a type of the perfect Christ.

During their journey in the wilderness, God gave His people His law first to show His holy and just commands and the penalty of condemnation and death if that law was not kept to the letter. But they could not keep it – and God already knew that – so He gave them a tabernacle to reveal His mercy and a way of forgiveness and salvation. It was provided for all who would admit they could not keep the law and could not save themselves. No-one can approach God on his own merits (all our righteousness is as filthy rags) – he must come by God’s provided way. For the children of Israel that way was through a blood sacrifice, for God said “without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness of sin.”

Jesus Christ came to shed His perfect blood. He became the Passover Lamb to take away the sin of the world once for all and for all time. He fulfilled the law for us and paid the wages of sin for us. When He said those words, “It is finished!” God marked our bill, “Paid in Full”. We are now no longer bound under the law- but – a curse still falls on anyone who endeavors to come to God by any other way than the one He has provided in the pattern. “There is no other name given among men by which we must be saved.” Paul says there is now therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus – but those who refuse to accept the way according to the pattern stand condemned already. Jesus said, “Woe to anyone who tries to enter the sheepfold by any other way than the door that is provided.” He says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life – no-one comes to the Father but by Me.”

The curtain in the temple that separated sinful men from the Holy God who dwelt in the Holy of Holies has been torn in two from top to bottom. The tabernacle no longer exists, and neither does the temple. So where is God today then?  Is He actually sitting on a throne somewhere in the sky where He looks down on us? No – He is still in His temple, but it is not a temple made with hands. I Corinthians 3:16 says it plainly: “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple? And that God’s Spirit lives in you?” II Corinthians 6:16 says, “We are the temple of the living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk among them – I will be their God, and they will be my people.’” IN Luke 17: 20-21, Jesus Himself says, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is’ or ‘There it is’, because the kingdom of God is within you. We – His redeemed – His church – are called His body, and we are called His bride. Here we are also His temple. Paul says in Ephesians 2,”Christ is the cornerstone of that temple, and in Him the whole building is joined together to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in Him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by His Spirit.” Peter called us “living stones” that together become a temple.

How do we measure up now according to His perfect pattern? Is God still measuring His temple today? Paul indicates in Ephesians 3 and 4 that this spiritual temple, which we are, is not finished yet. It’s dynamic – a growing thing. As we each grow individually in Christ, the temple rises – one stone at a time. We grow in unity, in faith and in knowledge of the Son of God as we become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. Paul says, “I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power (together with all the saints) to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses all knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”
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Our church and the community of Huntley said “good-bye” this week to a dear friend and sister in Christ. Greta lived in Huntley all her life until just three years ago, when at the age of 88, she moved out of the house she grew up in to be near her daughter in Iowa. But her heart was in Huntley. She kept her membership in the church and came back to visit whenever she could. She wanted her funeral here, and so it was. It was hard to let her go, but how can we be sad when we know without a doubt that she is with her loved ones and best of all, she can see Jesus now face to face. Her body was old, but her spirit was young and full of life, and now she is more alive than she has ever been. Greta was unique, and she left a legacy to this little town. I’m not talking about money or things, but of love and happy memories. She loved pink – she often wore pink and other bright colors too, and her house was even pink – even the roof had pink in it. Despite frequent pain and difficulty getting around, Greta never complained. She was usually smiling and she laughed a lot. She just plain loved people and always looked for the good in them. She always found it too, and we knew she sincerely cared about each and every one.  Once when Greta was at my home, she noticed I collected angels, and asked if I had any “Lennox” angels, which I didn’t. The week before she moved to Iowa, she called me to come over. We just sat and talked for two hours, and then she brought out a white box and placed it in my lap. Inside was a beautiful Lennox china angel. “It’s to remember me by,” she said, but I didn’t need anything to remember her by. Her beautiful spirit is unforgettable. That special angel sits in a place of honor in my hutch – and there it will stay.

As I think about her and all the lives she touched, I wonder what kind of a legacy I’ll leave behind. Will my children and grandchildren remember me as someone who loved Jesus and one who loved people? Or will they remember me as one who was always too busy, always behind schedule and constantly frustrated because I couldn’t keep ahead of the weeds and the dust? When I’m gone, will it matter to anyone (or will they even remember) if my house wasn’t always clean or if there were weeds in the flowers? Or will they remember the times of walks in the woods collecting leaves, picnics under the evergreens, sitting on my lap reading books and the family traditions of Christmas? Jesus said each man’s work will be tested by fire – those things that are material are temporal and they will be burned up. It’s the eternal things that pass the test and come forth as gold, and those are the things we can’t hold in our mortal hands. We are to lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven, “where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves cannot break in and steal.” Happy memories are some of those eternal treasures that we take with us and that we leave behind in the hearts of others.

Now, I believe God loves beautiful flowers as much as I do. If He didn’t, He wouldn’t have made such an exquisite variety of them. He intended for us to enjoy the beauty of His handiwork and to be good stewards of it. (If Greta could have seen the beautiful array of flowers in all shades of pink and rose at her funeral on Friday, she would have marveled at the goodness of God who gives us such beauty just because He loves us. – I like to think maybe she did see it.) Greta had beautiful flowers in her yard as well as blossoming trees, and she took good care of them, but when the day came that she could no longer do that, she let go of that part of her life and took up needlework instead. She grew old with grace and enjoyed each day for what it was with no regrets. When it was time to leave Huntley and the only life she knew, she accepted it with a positive attitude and looked for the good in it.

Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 3 that there is a season to everything. For everyone there is a time to be born and a time to die, and there is a time to plant all those flowers that take so much of my time and energy now. Maybe that season if past for me and it’s time to let go of it and shift my focus to the eternal things. I need to take time to “smell” the roses instead of just cultivate them.

Sometimes we try so hard to do what we think is pleasing to God that we wear ourselves out, and He never did require that of us. Jesus says His yoke is easy and His burden is light, and if we take that burden on us, we will find rest for our souls. There was a time when my children were still at home and I was working full-time that I fell into bed exhausted every night. Yet I got up before dawn every morning so I could have my quiet time with God, alone, before anyone else was up – it was the only place in my day I could fit it in. I thought this was what God wanted, and then I wondered why I would fall asleep on my coffee breaks and twice while driving my car on the way home. After so many mornings of trying to concentrate on God’s Word with my nose in my cereal, I told myself. “This is ridiculous!” Yet I still thought I should do it. My loving Father gently straightened me out one morning when in my devotions I read Psalm 127:2. “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat – for the Lord grants sleep to those He loves.” You see He looks at the heart, but He also knows our flesh is weak and He understands! Psalm 103:13-14 says, “As a Father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him, for He knows how we are formed – He remembers that we are dust.” This period of busyness in my life was one of those “seasons” He talks about, and it would pass. The “one thing needful” He wanted from me was just to rest at His feet and listen. He would be my strength – and He was. He would sustain me – and He did.

I still have a problem leaving things go that I think I have to do, but I am learning. Last week my sweet husband offered to take me along on a five-day trip to Wisconsin. For him it was work, but for me it was vacation. A few years ago, I probably would have refused his offer because there was just too much to do at home. I went and I enjoyed thoroughly the time of just getting away alone with him. Watching him in his work gave me an increased appreciation for how skilled he is at it, and for the sacrifices he makes to provide so well for me. It was a good time for both of us.

As soon as we got home, I left the next morning with 14 other women from our church for a weekend retreat at our church’s Bible camp. It was a wonderful time of fellowship, worship and just plain fun! These two getaways were gifts – times of storing up memories and treasures in heaven – and the weeds and the dust waited for me. They just weren’t that important.

Being transformed by the renewing of our minds is a process. It’s a growing thing, and we never reach perfection in this fallen world, but praise God, I’m closer than I was yesterday and He who began a good work in me will be faithful to complete it.

My greatest desire is to stand before my Lord one day and hear Him say to me, “Well done, good and faithful servant – enter in to the joy of the Lord.” I know that’s where Greta is, and I plan to seek her out and thank her profoundly for the legacy she left for me.
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We as a nation recently observed the fifth anniversary of that terrible day when our homeland was attacked on September 11, 2001. The attacks were carried out by al-Qaeda, a transnational extremist organization. Its leaders selectively drew on Islamic language, history and political grievances to justify violence, but al-Qaeda does not represent Muslims generally, and many Muslim scholars and communities reject its ideology. The 9/11 Commission itself emphasized that Islam is not the enemy; the danger is a violent extremist movement that distorts religion for its own ends. That distinction matters if we are going to understand what happened without condemning an entire faith for the crimes of terrorists.

This past week’s news was filled with controversy over Pope Benedict XVI’s lecture at Regensburg, where he quoted a medieval Byzantine emperor while discussing faith, reason and violence. The Pope later made clear that the emperor’s harsh words about Islam did not express his own conviction. His stated point was that religious faith cannot justify violence and that Christians and Muslims must pursue respectful dialogue. Some reactions to the speech were angry and, in a few places, violent, which only reinforced the need to distinguish genuine religious conviction from the use of religion as a pretext for violence.

Who are these people? Why do extremists hate us so much? Where did they come from, and how did they get so powerful in such a short time? Well the truth is it hasn’t been a short time. We just didn’t notice them before because they never hit us before. They have been there all along, and to find out where they come from, all we need is a Bible. It goes way back to the first book and a man God called “Abraham”. In Genesis 15 we are told God made a “covenant” with Abraham. He promised Abraham he would have so many descendants he wouldn’t be able to count them and He said, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river Euphrates,” And what was Abraham’s part in the covenant? Only to obey and to trust – God said Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him as righteousness.

But after about ten years in Canaan, Sarah was still childless. Abraham and Sarah decided to help God along a little, and Sarah gave Abraham her maid, Hagar, so that he could have a son. His name was “Ishmael,” which means, “God hears.” Genesis 16 says Abram was eighty-six years old when Ishmael was born. God’s messenger appeared to Hagar and told her what the child was to be named, promising that his descendants would be too numerous to count.

Then in Genesis 17, God renews His promise to Abraham and circumcision is initiated as a sign of the covenant. When God tells him he will have a son by Sarah, Abraham laughs and asks whether a son can be born to a man a hundred years old and a woman of ninety. God answers that Ishmael will indeed be blessed and become a great nation, but the covenant line will continue through Isaac, whom Sarah will bear. Genesis 21 says Abraham was one hundred years old when Isaac was born. Genesis 25 later records six additional sons by Keturah. Jewish, Christian and Islamic traditions have long connected Ishmael with Arab ancestry, but the modern peoples of the Middle East cannot be reduced to a single biblical lineage. The theological point Janice draws from the story is that the biblical covenant promise continues through Isaac and ultimately, in Christian understanding, toward Christ.

Israel is still under that old covenant because they choose to be, but through Jesus Christ we now have been given a new covenant that is available to all and that even includes the descendants of Ishmael. It was promised by the prophet Jeremiah and quoted in Hebrews 8 where he says: “If there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have been sought for another. ‘The time is coming’, declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a New covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. --- I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts, I will be their God and they will be My people. No longer will a man teach his neighbor, saying, “know the Lord,’ because they will all know Me, from the least of these to the greatest. For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.’”

This new covenant is possible, in Christian understanding, because Jesus shed His blood for us. Luke 22:20 records Jesus taking the cup after supper and saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.” Paul tells us in II Corinthians 3:3 that this covenant is written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God – not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts. You see, we have this Spirit now living in us. He not only keeps His part of the covenant, but it is also He who enables us to obey – not because we have to, but because we want to. We have been adopted as sons and daughters, and although we are Gentiles, Paul says those who belong to Christ are Abraham’s offspring and heirs according to promise.

This is why we call Huntley church a “covenant” church, and this is why we can trust that God will be with us in every circumstance and the enemy cannot win. He promises us in Isaiah 54, “In righteousness you will be established: Tyranny will be far from you; you will have nothing to fear. Terror will be far removed; it will not come near you. (If anyone does attack you, it will not be My doing) – Yes, it is I who have created the enemy to work havoc; (but) no weapon forged against you will prevail, and you will refute every tongue that accuses you. This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord, and this is their vindication from Me!”
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As I prepare this message, the gulf coast is bracing itself for another catastrophic hurricane. Texas is the expected target this time and we see on the evening news the streams of thousands of cars leaving the city of Houston for safer ground. I have a beloved uncle who lives in Houston and I wonder if one of those cars could be theirs. We who have never experienced the magnitude of devastation a hurricane can bring can’t imagine what it must be like to have to leave one’s home and belongings behind with no assurance that any of it will be there when you get back, if you even can go back at all.

Large parts of New Orleans are destroyed completely. The thousands who lived there have nothing to go home to – they are refugees – many who now have nothing but the clothes on their backs. The number of the dead continues to rise, and so many of those who made it out don’t know if their loved ones are alive or dead. Some of the missing will never be found. Besides the physical trauma, the emotional toll has to be astronomical – the grief, the despair and the fear of the unknown. These people will never be the same.

All over the country people are rallying to help now. Many are taking truckloads of needed supplies to the stricken areas, and organizations like the Red Cross and the Salvation Army are conducting broad campaigns for contributions. People in many states, including Minnesota, are literally opening their homes for some of these displaced families without knowing how long they will have to stay until other housing is found. This is quite a risk, to allow people you’ve never seen before and who come from an entirely different lifestyle, to take up residence in your home, indefinitely – and knowing there is no way they could ever repay you. But these are the kind of risks God blesses, and He will do the repaying – many times over.

As I thought about the many whose homes were washed away and who must now feel like aliens in a foreign land, I thought about Abraham, who was told by God Himself to leave all he had ever known and go to a land far away that he had never seen. God does work in mysterious ways, for we wonder why God chose this man – the son of an idol worshiper, living among a people who had forgotten the God who had saved a mere 8 people from a world flood almost 300 years before. There was no written Word of God yet – how did Abram know it was really this God speaking to him now? He must have heard rumors of this unseen god – stories passed down through word of mouth. It was 10 generations from Noah to Abram – yet according to the biblical genealogies in the book of Genesis – if you do the math – all ten men mentioned in the line of descent were still alive when Abram was born, and even Noah himself lived until Abram was almost sixty. Yet the people in Ur of the Chaldeans were now worshiping a “moon god”! Did Abram tell anyone when God began to speak to him? He must have told his own family, for he took his wife, his nephew Lot, and his father Terah along on an arduous journey of 600 miles to a place called Haran. But it was there that Abram and Terah parted ways and Terah would go no further. These people too worshipped this “moon god”, so Terah must have decided it was home. It was over 400 more miles to the land of Canaan, but God again said to Abram in Genesis 12:1: “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.” Don’t you think he must have asked himself many times, “What am I doing? Am I crazy to trust in this voice that’s telling me to leave everything familiar to me and start all over in a new place so far away I can never go back?” Yet he did trust and we’re told, “Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.” “Don’t be afraid, Abram”, said God. – “I am your shield and your very great reward.” Abram, who became “Abraham” didn’t know what lay ahead for him, but he trusted anyway. We know the rest of the story and we see that God was true to His word as He always is.

There are others in this holy book who left all they knew behind as well. I think of Joseph and Moses, Joshua and Ruth – all whose circumstances caused them to leave behind so much, but all who trusted God and obeyed, never knowing how big a part they each played in God’s master plan to send a Savior into the world. And when He came, that Savior called twelve men and said, “Follow Me.” And they left all and followed Him.

Whether it’s by choice or by circumstances, in every case in the Bible where someone has undergone great loss but trusted God through it, He has blessed them. He’s still in the business of blessing people today, and His people are one of the channels of that blessing. The church is the Body of Christ. We are His hands and feet and voice. When we hear about people who are hurting because of catastrophic events in their lives, we want to help. Jesus always had compassion for those who were hurting, those who were poor or sick or under-privileged. He said if we do even such a small thing as to give a cup of cold water to one who is thirsty, we will be blessed, and He said whatever we do to one of the least of these, His brothers, we do it to Him. So He sees the pain this world dishes out, and He cares. He works through His body to bring blessing and good to hurting people out of the worst of circumstances, and then He blesses the channels He uses for that blessing.

One of the ways we in our area can help those displaced by Katrina is by opening our pocketbooks. The damage is in the millions, and the cost of rebuilding is even higher. Right now the most crucial need is to provide food and water, clothing and shelter to those who now have nothing. There are many organizations already in place and ready to provide for those needs, but they need money to do it. We are so blessed and so rich. Through an avenue of your choosing, let’s all open our hearts today and do what we can to help. God bless you.
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Those of you who are regular listeners have heard me quote many times Jesus words from John 8: “If you continue in My Word, you are My disciples indeed. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” To me, this promise is perhaps the most important statement Jesus ever made. Why? Because He also said, “I am the Way, the truth and the life – no-one comes to the Father except by Me.” The truth He was talking about, that we can know is Jesus Himself with all that He is, all He said and all He ever did. “He who has the Son has life, but he who does not have the Son does not have life.” – It’s as simple as that! We’re talking about eternal life here – the Bible tells us that without Jesus we are dead in our trespasses and sins – we are “dead men walking” – Prisoners with the sentence of death hanging around our necks, with no way out – and we don’t even know it.

As part of a Philosophy class I took at MSU, we studied the Greek classic, “Plato’s Republic”. Plato and Socrates were real people, philosophers living over 300 years before Christ, who were ahead of their time. Socrates tells an allegory in book seven of this work which is called, “The Allegory of the Cave”. It’s the only part of the book I still remember, and it was so vividly etched on my mind because I remember thinking – “Yes – that’s exactly the way we are! The truth is there if we will receive it, but we won’t even loot at it because we would rather believe a lie. The story goes like this:

There is a group of prisoners living in an underground cave. They are shackled in a seated position with their legs and necks chained so they cannot move or even turn their heads – they can only look straight ahead at a vast wall in front of them. They’ve been this way all their lives and have never seen even each other. Behind and above them, at a distance, is a fire blazing which casts the only light into their world. Between this fire and the prisoners is a raised walkway with a low wall in front of it, like a set-up for a puppet show. There are men passing along behind this wall carrying all sorts of statues and figures of animals high above their heads so they are above the wall, but their carriers are not. Some of the men are talking, while others are silent. The cave is structured so that the voices and all other sounds echo and bounce off the flat wall directly in front of the prisoners. Now, what do you suppose the perception of this scenario will be from the perspective of these chained prisoners? What they see in front of their eyes are the shadows of themselves, each other and the objects being carried behind them. (Shadows that move and change shape and intensity due to the flickering of the fire that illumines the wall.) And what will they hear? All sounds appear to be coming from the shadows on the wall. Asks Socrates, “Would not all of reality and truth be to each and every one of these prisoners nothing but shadows on the wall?”

Now suppose some compassionate soul should decide to liberate one of these prisoners from his erroneous belief by showing him the reality of the world outside the cave? How will the newly freed prisoner respond? If he is compelled to stand up and turn his head, will he not suffer excruciating pain? And when he first looks toward the light, will the glare not blind him so that he can see nothing at all? Then suppose his liberator tells him what he saw before was an illusion and the truth was actually behind him all along. Do you think he would believe it and be anxious to learn more about it? No – as he’s dragged up the rugged path to the mouth of the cave, he’s going to fight it every inch of the way because it hurts, and as he is forced at last to come out into the bright sunlight, his eyes will be so dazzled he will be able to see nothing at all of what we call realities. It will take time for him to adjust – his eyes will have to become accustomed to the light in stages. At first, he will see the shadows best, next reflections of objects and men in the water, and finally the objects themselves. He will see best at night at first and will see the moon and the stars better than the sun or the things it illumines. Once he has fully adjusted to the true light, he will at last see even himself as he truly is.

Now, when he remembers where he came from, and that there are others still in bondage, will he not pity them and desire to bring them into the light as well? But his eyes have become accustomed to the light! If he goes back into that dark cave, won’t he be unable to see? “In fact,” Socrates says, “If there were a contest at this point between the man who has just come out of the light and those who have never left the dark, won’t he be ridiculous? Those still in the shackles would say, ‘Up he went and down he came, without his eyes!’ Wouldn’t they say he would be better off to never have gone up – and if he dared to try to loose another and lead him up to the light, if they could catch him, they would put him to death!” Socrates makes it plain to his hearers that this is an allegory. To him the cave represents what natural man without knowledge will see. The outside world is the world of knowledge, good, reason and truth. Is it any wonder that one who has been set free from the bondage of ignorance, and became unaccustomed to the light of truth, will hesitate to go back where he came from? Yet he must go back because his brothers are still bound. He must tell them, even if they kill him. Socrates ends the story saying, “Wherefore – each of you, when his turn comes, must go down to the general underground abode, and get in the habit of seeing in the dark. When you have acquired the habit, you will see ten thousand times better than the inhabitants of the cave, and you will know what the shadows are, and what they represent, because you have seen the beautiful and just and good in their truth.”

The Greek philosophers were searchers for truth. They thought they had found it, and they wanted others to see what they saw. Over 300 years after Plato and Socrates, a man named Paul came to Athens with a “truth” they hadn’t heard before. There was a Jewish synagogue in Athens, so Paul went there and “reasoned” with the Jews and with the “God-fearing” Greeks. Acts 17 tells the story. A group of Epicurean and stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, “What is this babbler trying to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be advocating foreign gods.” They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection. They took him to the Areopagus where they said to him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and we want to know what they mean!” Paul stood up and said, “Men of Athens – I see that in every way you are very religious, for as I walked around looking at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: ‘To the Unknown God’. Now what you worship as something unknown, I am going to proclaim to you.”

They didn’t know that they were still bound and still blind, for the only source of absolute truth was not found in intellect or learning or philosophy – it was to be found in a person – A man who came from a higher realm of light and entered our world from the outside. John says, “In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.” Jesus told Nicodemus, “This is the verdict. Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.” Those who are without this light are still in the darkness of the cave. They are still shackled by sin. Jesus came to set them free and open their eyes, but they refused to believe there was a way to something better, so they killed Him. Yet the light still shines – the darkness has not put it out. He sends us now. This is our assignment to set the captives free and bring them to the light. We must go back to our brothers who are still bound. We must tell them about the true light, no matter what the cost. Can you say from your heart, “Here am I – send me”?
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Today and for the next several weeks, my husband is helping me out by writing these weekly messages for me so I’ll have more time to pack up all our worldly goods in preparation for our move to town. So today’s Sunday Morning Thought is from Harlen, through me, to you. Our prayer is that God will use it to bless you as you listen.

One of the beautiful things about grandchildren is that they allow us to remember our youth. Watching them play a game caused me to look deep into the catacombs of my memory and remove the dust from my recollections of a game called hide and seek.

It is noon recess at the country school. To save time for play, the lunch boxes and paper sacks are quickly emptied. Manners are excused, as with mouths full, we dictate who will be the seeker and who will be the hiders. No-one wants to be the seeker, for everyone has their hiding place in mind where they are sure they cannot be found. So it passes down the unspoken pecking order until it can go no further. Although sometimes someone else will volunteer, for no-one wants the one on the bottom to get discouraged and quit the game. This is one of those times and I volunteer to be the seeker. It isn’t a moral or even a humble decision for I knew as the other older ones did, that the younger children could be easily found and tagged before they could reach and touch the tree where they would be free – as usual, the first game was over rather quickly as I had tagged a new person to be the seeker. So as per the rules of the game I called “Everybody home, you are all free.” Everyone responded to the call but one. Anxious to start a new game everyone joined the call “You can come out now, you’re free.” There was still no response. Thinking something terrible might have happened, we all began to look for the one that was missing. We looked in every hiding place anyone had ever used and even some we hadn’t. Just below the hill where the school sat, the Blue Earth River flowed by. Even though we knew we were not to go down by the river, we were sure that was where our missing hider was and we were convinced that something terrible had happened. We all rushed to the school house to tell the teacher. As we crowded around her desk, as if assuring her of our innocence, she only smiled as one group with several voices told her something terrible must have happened. The slap of the ruler on her desk quickly brought a hushed silence. Her smile turned to laughter. As she raised her hand and pointed, the group moved back one step like a well-trained army unit. When a flash of anger subsided, smiles grudgingly began to pop open on the faces of the group. It quickly turned to laughter as we knew we had been beaten at our own game. For the place no-one had ever hidden or even thought of hiding was at the desk in the back corner of the school house. The one we thought was lost was found. But he was never lost; in fact he wasn’t even hiding. Perhaps if I would have had the experience then as I believe I do now, I would have known to look in the school house. For I have learned that we all have our hiding place where we are not really hidden. Our place to escape when someone comes seeking us. It may be within us – that dark corner that one will not allow other people to see.

Why do we withdraw to our secret hiding place? Remember the story of Adam and Eve in the garden? After eating of the forbidden fruit, they realized for the first time they were naked and made a cover for themselves of leaves. But they also realized for the first time they had sinned and disobeyed God. When God came to the garden calling and looking for them, what did they do?  - They hid. Why? I don’t know exactly what was going through their minds or what emotions they did have. However, it may well have been for the same reason that we withdraw to our hiding place in our relations with one another. Sometimes I believe we may use this hiding place to escape the reality of facing the truth within ourselves. But just as Adam and Eve did, I believe we also use it to escape from God. I believe that within each of us is an area that may be very small or very large, that we want to keep hidden from God and that doesn’t want to respond to God. But we live in an illusion, for nothing is hidden from God!

I have a confession to make, just to show that I know about secret places. Before we moved to Huntley, we lived by Frost and were members of Dell Lutheran Church. While we were members there we also had a radio program on the same time as this one. The only difference was that I did all the programs then. I was amazed during that time how many people told me they listened and said how good of a job I was doing. My confession is that I soaked it all in and it went to my head. I began to believe it was me and not God, and developed quite an ego problem. But God knows all and for reasons I will not get into here, the program was terminated. To be honest, I was quite hurt by that, but looking back I see now that it was one of the best things that ever happened to me. I was glorifying self instead of God, and this is never a good thing, but I didn’t see it then. God was still seeking me, but I wouldn’t let Him in to my secret place.

Yes, in spite of God knowing all our hiding places and all our secret human thoughts and desires, He still comes seeking us. He sent His Son Jesus, who said, “I have come to seek and to save the lost.” He sent His Spirit to indwell in us and bring to light our secret hiding places. He had His Son die for us that He might say, “Everyone home, you’re all free!” Our deserved penalty of death for our sins has been paid. Jesus paid it on the cross so that in Him we may find life and find it more abundantly. Just as in our game of hide and seek, a tree was the place that needed to be touched to be free. So we turn to the cross where Jesus set us free. For God in his great plan of mercy, even planned ahead to grow the tree that would become that cross, so we might be free.

So my friend, if you are hiding from God, He says “Come hide in My house, and I will set you free.”
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This past week I cleaned out one of our largest flower beds – one I never got to last year at all. I was amazed at how much debris there was to haul to the burning pile. Along with the weeds and overgrown vines that had to be cut back, there were sticks and dead leaves and two year’s worth of gooey mushy black walnuts from the trees above. We have a large trailer for this purpose we haul behind the riding mower. It was completely full and piled three feet high. I wondered how much more there would be if I had neglected it another year. It looks really nice now, and I know there’s no way I will get all the beds cleaned like that before the snow flies again. It’s a job that has no end and I do have to ask myself, “Is it worth it?” and “Is this what God would have me do with my time?” I know He wants us all to be good stewards of all He has given us, and He has given us a lovely home with a large yard in a beautiful peaceful country setting. When He first made man, He placed them in a beautiful garden. He put them there to work that garden and take care of it. This was before the fall when everything was still perfect and God called it “very good.” So, I know He intended gardens to be maintained and He chose us mortals to do it. Now it’s good exercise for me, and I do enjoy it, especially this time of year. Yet I find myself wondering, “Does this really have any lasting value, and does my work bring any glory to God when hardly anyone ever sees it but me?”

Before we moved here, we spent over five years at our previous home gradually enlarging the boundaries of our groomed yard, planting new trees, vines and bulbs and a large asparagus bed. I spent one whole summer in the grove, cleaning out dead branches and roots and junk that had been there for years. I was proud of the way it looked whenever the lawn was newly mown – it almost looked like a park. But when we moved out twelve years ago, no-one else ever moved in. The jungle soon took over until there was no “lawn” left. The house is still there, but in the summer, you can no longer see any of it from the road. Except for the markings of the growth of our children on the kitchen doorway, one would have to really search to find any evidence that we were ever there. 

I wonder now – “When we move again, will there be new tenants who are willing to maintain what we have achieved? If not, how long will it take for the land to revert to the way it was when we first came?”

There was once a king who wondered some of these same things. He even wrote a book about it. This was a man extremely blessed by God. In fact, God had actually come to him and invited him to ask for whatever his heart desired. He could have asked for anything, but he asked for only one thing – wisdom to rule his kingdom well. Because of his unselfish heart, God gave him wisdom, and He gave him everything else he could ever want. Solomon was not only the wisest king who ever lived, he was also the richest. I Kings 10 tells of the splendor of his reign. By the time Solomon wrote the book of Ecclesiastes, he had everything in this life there was to have and he had achieved everything there was to achieve. All the riches, all the honor and fame – even all the human relationships the world tells us will bring us happiness and fulfillment were his – and what did Solomon say about it? He says this: “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure; My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet, when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless – a chasing after wind. Nothing was gained under the sun --- Then I turned my thoughts to consider wisdom. – I saw that wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness, but I came to realize that the same fate overtakes them both – what then do I gain by being wise? – Like the fool, the wise man too must die. – So, I hated life, because the work that is done under the sun was grievous to me. All is meaningless – a chasing after wind. I hated the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill. It is all meaningless! --- Naked a man comes from his mother’s womb – and as he comes, so he departs. He takes nothing from his labor that he can carry in his hand.”

David Jeremiah says by using the phrase “under the sun” Solomon is referring to life in this world as it is without God. People live their whole lives searching for peace, happiness, a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction, and they never find it because they’re looking in the wrong places. Some of the richest and most famous people in the world are the most miserable. After all this introspection, Solomon came to realize this. About God he said: “He has set eternity in the hearts of man; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. I know there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live. That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil – this is the gift of God. I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. --- Moreover, when God gives any man wealth and possessions and enables him to enjoy them – to accept his lot and be happy in his work – this is a gift of God. --- So, I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise and what they do are in God’s hands. --- Now all has been heard. Here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

Do you remember the old saying, “Only one life – ‘twill soon be past – only what’s done for Christ will last”? St Paul too said, “We brought nothing into this world and it is certain that we can carry nothing out.” The only way to have any treasures after we leave this world is to send them on ahead. In Matthew 6:20 Jesus tells us to store up for ourselves treasures in heaven, “where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” What are these “treasures in heaven”? They are the fruit of the Spirit we will produce when we are abiding in the vine who is Jesus. He said, “If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit – for apart from Me you can do nothing.”

True happiness comes from having a purpose in life that will produce something of lasting value. In his best-selling book, “The Purpose Driven Life”, Rick Warren tells us: “You were put on earth to make a contribution --- Through salvation our past has been forgiven, our present is given meaning, and our future is secured. --- We are healed to help others. We are blessed to be a blessing, and we are saved to serve – not to just sit around and wait for heaven. God wants to fill us with His love and with His Holy Spirit, but we are to be like fountains that continually flow this living water out to others in love and service. This is the wealth that is eternal. Will we have these treasures stored up for us? Can we stand one day before our Lord and hear Him say, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant --- enter into the joy of the Lord”?
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My husband and I took another trip a few weeks ago – this time driving north to see all the beautiful changing colors. We visited our grand-daughter in Long Prairie and her daughter who is now 6 months old. We chose this time because it’s the time of beauty in our state, when green turns to vivid red and yellow – and the miles of cornfields ready for harvest look like seas of solid beige carpet formed over the rolling hills. It is every bit as beautiful as the rocky beauty of the Black Hills we had traveled just a short time before – it’s just a different kind of beauty. Every part of God’s world has its own beauty, and how I love the beauty of His handiwork.

God tells us in His Word that He created man in His own image, and part of that image is our capacity to create things of beauty. I love beautiful things too and have may of them in our apartment – things created by skilled hands of other people. To me a fun day is one of rummage sales or antique shops or an auction where I never know what treasures I will find. 

As we circled around from Long Prairie to Hinkley to Red Wing on our sightseeing trip, my patient husband stopped at a wonderful gift shop and a huge antique mall in Stillwater where he turned me loose to do my thing. I came home with several “pretties”, and the next day got some more at an auction in Blue Earth. – It’s been a year now since we gave to our children and grand-children at least ¾ of our worldly possessions, including most of the beautiful things I had collected over the years. It was hard to let them go, and I realized how much these “things” meant to me.

God says: “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also”, and I knew my heart was connected way too much to my earthly treasures. It still is, and I know that’s not good. It’s still a struggle for me not to buy something pretty just because I like it even though our apartment is already full and I don’t “need” a thing.

We recently changed our renter’s insurance that covers all these tangible possessions in case of theft or fire, and I realized, if we ever did lose everything to a fire, even though their monetary value would be covered, most of my precious things could not be replaced, and I would probably have a really hard time over that.

Jesus says “A man’s life does not consist of the things he possesses.” Our hold on material things is to be very loose, but I realize mine is not. Many of my “things” have no practical use at all. Their only function is to delight the eyes, and I find pleasure I that. God loves beauty too – after all, He is the author of it, and He created beauty for His own pleasure as well as for ours. Since we are made in His image, I believe it is His will for us to enjoy the beauty around us, and I think that includes those material things He has given man the talent to create. But just as there is danger in every other form of human pleasure, our love for “things” can become a “lust of the eyes”, and then it becomes sin.

As I grow older and my body begins to fail me, I realize I may not be able to stay in an apartment the rest of my life. The day may come that I must move again to a single room in a nursing home and there will be very little of my material things I can take with me. Will I be able to be content with that? It will again depend on where my priorities are. I worked in a nursing home for eleven years, and I saw those who were happy there and those who were miserable. Most of the time what made the difference was not how much “staff” they had or even their physical health or lack of it. It was a matter of attitude. Those who were content knew it was not those things that matter. The Bible says, “We brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.” When I make that final move, I leave it all behind. Because we live in the richest nation in the world, it is very easy to become too attached to things or to the money that buys them. Not many of us think of ourselves as rich in material things, but compared to the rest of the world, we are very rich. Jesus said it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. The rich young ruler went away very sorrowful when Jesus asked him to give up all he had. The story says Jesus looked at him and loved him. He knew this young man’s riches owned him rather than the other way around, and so it is with many of us. The things we possess become so important to us they can become our very reason for living and actually a hindrance to our ability to see the true riches with our spiritual eyes.

In Matthew 6, Jesus says, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

We live in a fallen world. Planet earth is under the same curse that man brought on himself when they chose to buy into the lies of the enemy and take that forbidden fruit which was “good for food and a delight to the eyes.” They did not believe God’s warning, “In the day you eat of it, you shall surely die.” But the moment they ate it, they began to die, and so did everything else. There is nothing on earth that does not die, decay, or lose its value. Yet we still want more and more things. We know “the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil”, yet for money and the things it buys we covet, we hoard, we steal and we even kill. And for what? “We brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.” How many of us will be like the man to whom God said, “You fool! Tonight, your soul will be required of you. Then who’s will these things be?” When we make that final move, we leave it all behind.

How then do we store up treasures for ourselves in heaven? What are the true possessions we are to strive for? Jesus said in Matthew 5 we shouldn’t even worry about what we are going to eat or drink or what we’ll do for clothes. He says God already knows we need these things so we’re to let Him take care of providing them. Our job is to seek first His kingdom and His righteousness because that’s where the only riches are that carry over into eternity. Where do we find these treasures then? Notice He didn’t say we are to seek our own righteousness. That’s because we don’t have any. To strive for righteousness by our own will-power is futile because we’ll never attain it. For all have fallen short of the glory of God” and there is no-one who does good and does not sin – no not one!” The only righteousness we can ever have is found in Jesus Christ. Because He paid the penalty for our sin and actually became sin for us, now we have the right to become the righteousness of God. This righteousness (His righteousness) is ours only by grace through faith. When we accept this free gift and allow Him to become Lord of our life, we then become part of the kingdom of God as His Holy Spirit lives in us and transforms us by the renewal of our minds. Jesus says the kingdom of God is within you. It is not found outside anywhere in the physical world. In Matthew 5:6, Jesus says if we hunger and thirst for this righteousness, we are blessed, and we shall be filled.

So, it’s simply a matter of priorities. This is the treasure we are to seek first. David knew this when he wrote in Psalm 37:4-5, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him and He will do this.” You see when we have the Holy Spirit within, He changes any desires that are not in line with what God knows is best for us. We never need to be afraid we’re going to miss out on something by choosing to surrender our will to His. All the riches, all the “things” of this world are garbage compared to what He has in store for us if we’ll just let Him have His way in our hearts. He tells us through the prophet Isaiah: “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come – buy and eat! Come buy wine and milk without money and without cost. Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen – listen to Me and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare.”
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Today’s Sunday Morning Thought is again written by my husband Harlen as I am still sorting and packing. My prayer is that this message will bless you today.

This morning I would like to take you back a few years to a nice summer evening. It is dusk as I arrive home, and as the car comes to a stop I catch a glimpse of movement off to my left as something “flutter falls” to the ground. It lies motionless for several moments, but then suddenly stands up – and I can see it is a young screech owl. I watch it for minutes as it just stands without moving – just staring at the car as if in a trance. I can’t help but wonder if it was curiosity that caused the young owl to lean out of its nest too far – wondering what that strange big noisy machine was.

As I walk up to it, the owl’s instincts take over and it spreads its wings and makes a hissing sound. I bend down to pick it up and it manages to fly about four or five feet, but I can tell that’s about its limit. Three or four more times it flies a short distance as I approach but it must have tired itself out, for the next time I approach it doesn’t fly, but just gives me its “I am bad and ugly” posture.

Since I have no idea which of the many hollows in the huge maple tree the owl has fallen from, I know I can’t return it to its natural home, but I fear it will be harmed if left out sitting on the ground. During this whole interaction both parents have been watching everything, flying by very close over my head and calling to the young one.

I set the young owl in an apple tree, but its balance is not the best – although clinging to the branch with a death grip, it loses its balance and flips to hanging upside down. Knowing that will not do, I move the young owl to a small spruce tree so it will have the surrounding branches for support. That works – but now there’s another problem. As I stand back to see if the parents will come to his aid, I can see them flying over the tree calling, but I realize now they can’t see him. So – I go to move the young owl again. This time it does not resist at all as I set it near the top of the tree. He lets me stroke his feathers after I set him down and shows no fear at all.

I stand back now to see if the parents will find the young owl. I watch, as both fly very near to their offspring and then settle in another tree nearby where they can see him and keep calling to him. I see that my presence is making them nervous, and it’s quite dark now anyway, so I leave them there and go into the house.

I hope the young owl will make it through the night. In the morning, first thing, I go out to see, but he is gone, and there is no sign of the parents either. I have to admit it makes me feel rather sad, for I’m afraid the young owl maybe didn’t make it. As I struggle with my feelings, a Bible verse comes to mind – Matthew 10 verse 29: “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.” Although the verse talks about sparrows, I know it’s true for owls too, and I realize what little trust I have – for even in this situation, God is in control.

I wonder now if indeed it was curiosity that got this young owl in trouble and caused it to fall. And I think about how often Satan and our own sinful nature use our curiosity to tempt us.

Put yourself in Adam and Eve’s place. If God said to you – “You may eat of everything in the garden except for the fruit of one tree”, wouldn’t you be curious? I would! I believe Satan also realized this and used it against Adam and Eve.

I’ll admit it – when I was young I was curious – I think most of us were. As I’ve talked to people over my life time, I find most will admit the old saying, “Try it – You’ll like it!” was true – whether the “it” was smoking, drinking, speeding or whatever – we just had to try it and see.

I don’t want to leave the impression that curiosity is a bad thing. (How many things would never have been discovered or invented if someone had not been curious.) However, I believe it is something we need to use with self-control, for Satan will use our curiosity as a tool for temptation.

I also think of the obvious anxiety of the parent owls over their young one who fell. I understand that anxiety now that we’ve raised four children and have 13 grandchildren. I remember the times when it was past their curfew – times of looking out the window to see if lights were coming down the road; times of being upset when they got home so late, but at the same time relieved when they came in the door. I also have felt the anxiety when they left the nest, and I wondered “Can they fly? Can they make it on their own?”

I cannot even imagine the anxiety of parents whose children have run away from home – for I’m sure they too remember their own youth with the temptations that faced them. Perhaps like me, they believe the morals of this country have deteriorated and it’s even more difficult for young people today. But I can’t imagine the pain of not knowing where they are or how they are living, or what they may have gotten involved in. Are they caught up in something they can’t handle and don’t know how to get out, and do they wonder if they would be accepted if they try to come home?

It is all of these situations that bring into reality the truth that no matter how old we are or how well we believe we can handle things without God’s help, we cannot! For if we were God – if I was God – I would know what happened to the young owl. I would have all the answers and there would be no need for curiosity or anxiety. As it is, we must only trust and believe that God is in control, just as the young owl seemed to learn and grow in his trust for me, we need to learn to trust God. Granted – sometimes that doesn’t seem like it’s enough, but sometimes that’s all we have, and even in our weakness we can grow.

We must be so exasperating to God sometimes – we always think we have to be in control – especially when it comes to our kids. When they rebel and set out to do their own thing, we think we can see the disaster ahead that they are blind to, and we want to spare them that – but they won’t let us! So we lie awake at night and worry because there’s a problem that we can’t fix. We forget that God loves those kids and He knows when they fall. We forget that He told us: “Cast all your anxieties on Him, for He cares for you.” And He says we are to “be anxious for nothing, but in all things with prayer and supplication, let our requests be made known to God, and the peace of God, that passes all understanding will keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” Hallelujah and Amen.

The wonder and Beauty of Creation

One fall my husband took me along for the second time on his work trip to Green Bay, Wisconsin. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect for taking in the beautiful fall colors, and I enjoyed the long drive out there and back every bit as much as the destination itself. As we drove through the hills and bluffs near La Crosse and eastward, the beauty was breathtaking with the whole array of colors almost fluorescent under the sun. I couldn’t help but exclaim, “My God, how I love the beauty of your handiwork!” My husband and I had the same question in our minds – “How could anyone who has eyes look at all this beauty and honestly believe it all just ‘happened’ all by itself?” What would possibly be the reason for the thousands of different varieties of trees in the world, with all the different shapes and sizes?  Every leaf has its own unique configuration and spectrum of color! The only thing that makes any sense is that they were created by something with an all superior mind and plan – a mind that loves diversity and beauty. And what did this all-powerful Being create all this for? – Just for Himself to admire? No- He created it for us to enjoy, to take pleasure in – just because.

As I write this my ears are also drinking in some of God’s beauty as I listen to classical music by the European Philharmonic Orchestra. The sound of it thrills me and I have to wonder – “Why did God make music? Can there be any other reason than for His mortal creatures to just experience the beauty of it? I thank and praise Him for giving me eyes to see, ears to hear, a nose to smell and a tongue to taste. Then I ask myself – What is sight? And what is hearing? What we see with our eyes is but light waves reflecting from the light of the sun off the things in front of us and projecting onto the retina of our eye which is made up of cells called rods and cones. Each one is programmed specifically to detect colors and shapes and everything else that makes up that image that is then funneled into the optic nerve and sent to the brain which interprets it and tells us what we see. Without just one of these intricately designed parts doing its function, we would see nothing. It would be like trying to take a picture with a camera with no film. And when I hear beautiful music, what is it but sound-waves which travel through the air into my ears where they cause the eardrum to vibrate which causes the little hammer to tap the anvil and the minute hairs within the coiled cochlea to move – every part again fashioned with its own particular function to send that impulse through the wires called nerves to the command center which interprets the data. To believe that all these intricate workings just “happened” takes a lot more faith than I have. There is no creation of God more complicated or magnificent than the human body – yet how we take it for granted. I can’t help but proclaim with the psalmist – “I will praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made!”

There is no place on earth that does not have a beauty all its own, and no place where music does not exist. Yet we so often fail to see it or hear it. St. Paul mused on this as well when he said in Romans 1:20, “Since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities – His eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly seen in the things He has made, so that men are without excuse.” Eugene Peterson in his paraphrase “The Message” puts it this way: “The basic reality of God is plain enough. Open your eyes and there it is! By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can’t see: eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of His divine being. So nobody has a good excuse.” What is this saying? It says there is no-one anywhere who can’t find God if he really wants to. The evidence is all around you – you just need to open your eyes!

Have you ever wondered why God made butterflies? Couldn’t a caterpillar have been made to lay eggs and procreate just as well without having to go through that metamorphosis? No- I believe God planned it to work the way it does to tell us something. If you didn’t know how the process works and someone brought you a butterfly and the caterpillar that becomes the butterfly, would you believe they are the same creature? They look nothing alike and they certainly don’t act alike. How does a caterpillar know how to spin a cocoon or build a chrysalis around himself at just the right time? Why would he want to close himself into a self-made tomb? Does he know he’ll emerge again with a beautiful new body? No! All this is completely programmed into the creature before it ever hatches from its egg. This wonder is for us! God wants us to see the message in the mystery of the butterfly – that this is the way it will be with us – that as magnificent as our own mortal bodies are, they are but caterpillars compared to the glorified eternal bodies that await us on the other side of that cocoon called “death”. We know about the butterfly and where it comes from. That story is retold for us in the gospels, where a mortal man was crucified, wrapped in a shroud and laid in a tomb. Three days later He emerged with a body that could walk through walls and appear and disappear at will. A body that rose up into the air as if on wings. And what does He look like now? In the first chapter of Revelation, John tells us, “His head and hair were white, like wool, as white as snow, and His eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of rushing waters. His face was like the sun, shining in all its brilliance. When I saw Him I fell at His feet as though dead. Then He placed His right hand on me and said: ‘Do not be afraid. I am the first and the last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever’.”

Paul called Jesus “the firstborn from the dead”. Remember Jesus’ promise, “I go to prepare a place for you – so that where I am, there you may be also. “ And John tells us in 1 John 3:2 “ Dear friends – now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known, but we do know that when He appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is!”

God is light –and in Him is no darkness at all. Scientists say the light waves that enable us to see with our eyes are only a small section of the whole spectrum of what is called “light”. There is no way we can imagine what it would be like to experience all that light entails, but I believe when we go through that metamorphosis that changes us to butterflies, we will. We are told that it hasn’t even entered into the heart of man what God has prepared for those who love Him. Is there any reason to fear death if we know Jesus? He has conquered death, and He has gone on ahead to lead the way. He is alive forevermore and will escort us personally into that City of Light. How much God must love us! How can we ever doubt it? 
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By the time you hear this message, I will be in the beautiful Siskiyou mountains of northern California, visiting my sister I haven’t seen for thirteen years. I have been there once before, 30 years ago, in April for the funeral of my sister’s first husband who died at the age of thirty-three. Gary was a rebel for most of his short life, but after suffering two major heart attacks he came to terms with his own mortality and was led to a saving faith in Christ by a Christian nurse. His funeral was held at his grave-site – a spot he himself had chosen in a cemetery on a hillside with a beautiful unspoiled view of a creek below and the mountains beyond. His new pastor, the husband of this Christian nurse, led the service dressed in blue jeans, a checkered wool shirt and lumberjack boots. The only music was his guitar and a duet sung with his wife which was a medley of two songs – “He touched me” and “Something Beautiful”. It was the first time I had ever hear the some “Something Beautiful” and it so touched me because the words just fit. Gary’s life had been one of chaos and emotional pain, but I knew now he was at peace and he was free. “Something Beautiful – something good”, they sang. “All my confusion He understood. All I had to offer Him was brokenness and strife, and He made something beautiful of my life.” “He touched me – Oh, He touched me – and Oh the joy that floods my soul! Something happened, and now I know – He touched me and made me whole.”

As Gary’s daughters, ages 5 and 7, each stepped forward to place on the casket a single jonquil, picked from Gary’s own flower bed at home, I prayed that they would remember this and that their memories of their dad would be of his last days when he knew Jesus and looked forward to meeting Him face to face. There were only a few people there that day; nobody came dressed up fancy, there was o lunch afterwards and it wasn’t even in a church, but it was the most beautiful funeral I’ve ever attended, and I felt the presence of God. It was truly a celebration.

As I reminisce about that experience, I remember another funeral – one I saw on television in July of 2002. It was for a little girl who had been brutally murdered and whose story made national news. This funeral was in southern California in the huge multi-million dollar “crystal cathedral” with so many thousands attending they couldn’t fit them all in. The music was top-notch and many well-known names took part in the service. Yet this funeral left me with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Why? Because this was a Christian cathedral – it could have been a perfect opportunity to witness to thousands for Christ – yet through all I saw of it with many speakers (including the Cathedral’s senior pastor) the only person to even mention the name of Jesus was the sheriff. I finally turned off the set when the main speaker (also a pastor) began to pray to “the eternal benevolent spirit which we call by many names.”

Since the twin towers tragedy of 9/11, it became acceptable once again and even fashionable to talk about God and to express a belief in Him – but this is a nation that is “diverse” now, and it’s politically correct to believe in a god who is all inclusive. It’s okay to talk about God as long as we never, never mention the name, “Jesus”.

I’m certain if a poll were conducted in America asking, “Just who is God, and what does He require of us?” the answers would be as varied as the names of this generic god, and we would realize finally the bitter truth – that the United States is no longer a “Christian nation”. Our country and its founding principles are eroding from within, and we are letting it happen. The cancer is now spreading even into our churches and seminaries and we don’t recognize it because we haven’t learned how to spot the counterfeit and tell it from the real thing. Satan has always been a cunning liar and deceiver, and he baits his traps with honey. His lies always include just enough truth to make them sound good and right. We can’t imagine God’s arch-enemy ever saying anything good about Him, so when we hear that God is Love – therefore He loves and accepts everyone, He is the father of us all and there are many paths to Him, we don’t recognize where this is coming from. When we see or even experience people of all different world faiths worshiping together and hugging each other, it feels so right and good – how could this possibly not be from our God, who is Love?

But remember – Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. He doesn’t show his true face until his victims are already his, and by the time they finally see it (if they ever do) it is often too late. Paul says in II Timothy 4:3, “The time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.”

Now what are some of these lies (these half-truths) we want to hear? --- How about, “God is a god of love – therefore He would never condemn anyone to hell who tries to live a good life.” – The first six words are true – the rest are a lie. First of all, it is not possible for anyone to live a life good enough to meet the requirements of a just and holy God, “For there is no-one who does good and sins not – no, not one!” and “The wages of sin is death.” These are God’s own words – not mine. Secondly, it never is God who condemns people to hell – on the contrary, He has provided a way to avoid that sentence of death and it is a free gift to everyone ever born. But people are going to hell every day nonetheless. Why? Because they refuse to accept that free gift. God says in His written Word that He is not willing for any to perish, but that all should come to the knowledge of the truth. What “truth” is He talking about? Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life! No-one can come to the Father but by Me.” In John 3:16 (the most quoted verse in the Bible) He says, “whosoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” It has nothing whatsoever to do with what we do, for all our righteousness is as filthy rags. It is His righteousness and His blood that saves us. Good works are not the ticket to the kingdom of God. They are the fruit of it!

Are we all God’s children just on different roads leading to the same place? No – al more honey-soaked lies. We are certainly all God’s creatures for He made us, but we are not His children until we choose to be. John 1:12 says, “To all who receive Him, (that is Jesus), to those who believe in His name, He gives the right to become the children of God.” To all others, when the time comes to meet their maker, He will say, “Depart from Me – I never knew you.” I John 5:10-12 says, “Anyone who does not believe God has made Him out to be a liar, because he has not believed the testimony God Himself has given about His Son. And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son! He who has the Son has life; He who does not have the Son of God does not have life.”

Beware, my friends, of any doctrine that tells you otherwise, no matter how sweet it sounds, for the devil is very real and still prowling around seeking someone to devour. He may even be hiding in your church. Know your Bible – it is the only source of absolute truth by which all other “truth” can be measured, for it is the Word of the only true God. 
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The fence north of our house has two good-sized grapevines growing on it that came up on their own about five years ago. I cut them back and train them to run on the fence twice a year, and this year they had grapes. There were many clusters, but the grapes were very small, so I left them for the birds. I tasted a few and they are sweet. Now I’ve heard that professional vine growers will prune their grapes back to two main vines, cutting off all side branches. This way all the energy coming through the vines is concentrated into the production of fruit rather than leaves or little vines. Not only does this produce more fruit, but the grapes will be bigger. This reminded me of Jesus’ analogy from John 15 of the vine and the branches. He said, “I am the vine, and My Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit He prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. No branch can bear fruit by itself – it must remain in the Vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in Me – I am the vine – You are the branches. If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit, but apart from Me, you can do nothing.”

Now what is this “fruit” that we bear, and how do we do that? Paul tells us in Galatians 5 that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. This is the fruit we will produce if we abide in the vine. A grapevine doesn’t consciously work to grow grapes. It is an automatic process pre-programmed into the plant from the time it sprouts from the original seed. The life originates in the root and travels through the trunk into the vines that produce the fruit. If anything hinders the flow of that life-giving sap, there will be no fruit, and those barren branches will be cut off. We could liken that flowing sap to the Holy Spirit which fills us with dynamic power that flows out as fruit to others. This power comes from that vine which is Jesus – so we must abide in Him and He must live in us if we are to bear any fruit at all. Now just as fruit begins with a bud and a tiny blossom, so our fruit is a growing thing. It grows as we grow more and more into the likeness of Christ. A branch of a vine is small too at first and has to grow to a certain size before it even begins to produce fruit, and as it grows it will resemble more and more the vine it springs from. As we grow more and more Christ-like, we will produce sweet fruit as well as new branches that that sap of life will flow into and through us.

This is the way it’s supposed to be for those who are in Christ Jesus. Why is it then that we are not growing? Where is the evidence of the fruit of the Spirit in our lives? Why do we still struggle so with sin? Are we some of those who have a form of Godliness but deny the power thereof?

I am born a sinner because I inherited a sinful nature. So I am going to sin and there’s not a thing I can do about it. I am a “poor miserable sinner” still in bondage to sin. It’s true I cannot free myself, but am I still bound if I have accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior? Jesus died to pay the penalty for that sin so I am forgiven. But how does that change the fact that I still sin every day? As a Christian, am I not supposed to be different from those who are of the world? Where is the victory? Where is the power He says He bought for me with His life-blood? I know I’m saved from being damned to hell, but what about now? Jesus said light can have no fellowship with darkness – they are like oil and water – they do not mix, and neither do the Spirit and the world of the flesh. If I am a born – again Christian and claim to have Christ living in me, and yet I still sin every day, there is something rotten in Denmark.

During the days of my grand-parents “flea-circuses” were quite popular. Yes, they were real fleas. You really can train a flea to do tricks. When a trainer would begin to train his circus performers, his first task was to teach them not to jump out of the ring. Fleas are high jumpers and when first put into a jar a lid must be placed on the jar to keep them from jumping out. They will soon learn that if they jump too high they’re going to hit their heads on the lid. Once the lid is removed the flea will continue to jump, but they will not jump out of the jar because they have been “conditioned” to jump only so high, so that’s all they can do. They will never regain their ability to jump higher.

Have we been conditioned like those fleas to believe we are still going to bump our heads if we try to jump too high? Don’t we know the lid has been taken off?!! Jesus did not only free us from the penalty of sin – He freed us from the power of it. The shackles are removed – the bonds are cut, and we don’t know it!! But it’s all there in God’s word for us to read. How is it that we don’t see it? When we believe we are still powerless over sin, we will be!!

Remember Jesus words from John 8? If you hold to My teaching, you are really My disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free! ---- I tell you the truth – everyone who sins is a slave to sin. – a slave has no permanent place in the family – but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

We see it in all of Paul’s letters. To the Colossians, he wrote, “You died with Christ – why, then, do you live like you are still bound by the law?” To the Galatians he wrote: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” And to the Romans, Paul said, “We do not live according to the sinful nature, but according to the Spirit. Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires, but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.”

“The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so, --- You, however, are controlled not by sinful nature, but by the Spirit if the Spirit of God lives in you! --- If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you – He will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who lives in you. --- We died to sin – how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through baptism, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may live a new life.”

“--- Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – His good, pleasing and perfect will,” Yes – it is this inner transformation that produces the fruit. Let it happen, dear ones!
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As I go about the business of living this life from day to day, I try to keep my eyes and ears open for little things God would have me use as fodder for these radio messages – things that teach me, and that sometimes contain little nuggets of wisdom I can pass on to others. Sometimes those nuggets are more precious than gold.

It’s been a week now since I returned from a wonderful eight days in northern California with my sister Ginny and her husband Tom. It was like a visit to an entirely different world that I will cherish for years to come. It had been 13 years since I last saw them at our mother’s funeral, and I know if it should be another 13 years, there’s a good chance one of us may no longer be here. There are 1,500 miles between her and me – too far now for either of us to drive, and they don’t have the money to fly. Ginny says she has been asked several times over the years if she misses Minnesota and if she ever considers moving back. “I’ve been here now too many years,” she answers. “This life has become a part of me – it’s where I belong.”

The topography of that area is magnificently beautiful with high craggy mountain peaks, deep valleys with rivers and falls, and in the lowlands, cattle and horses on a hundred hills. I took eight rolls of photos – imagining how I would attempt to capture some of the beauty on canvas in the years to come. The day I arrived, as we drove the 60 miles from the nearest large airport in Medford, Oregon, my ears popped as we passed over the highest elevation on Highway 5 which runs all the way to Mexico. Population in the Siskiyou mountains is sparse and the towns are small. There are old gold mines scattered throughout a region that still contains wild and scenic rivers. The 14,162-foot snow-capped sleeping volcano, Mount Shasta towers over the little city at its base which is only 65 miles south of my sister’s house.

She lives in a pine-wood house with a shake roof at the base of a mountain in the Scott River Valley. Their water source is a spring fed by the run-off of precious rain and snow from high above them, but there are no electric lines to that area and it’s only been fifteen years or so that they’ve had a telephone. I knew before I got there that this vacation would be like stepping back in time. I wondered how I would adjust to living a week without all the modern conveniences I am used to, and when I first stepped into the house I thought, “Oh brother!” The sun had already gone down and it was getting dark, and the house was cold. The guest room where I would sleep was small with a low hard bed, and it had no closet or empty drawers for my things. This was going to be very interesting!

But I had not taken into account the ability of the human spirit to adapt to its environment. As Tom got a fire going in one of their two wood stoves, Ginny went about the business of lighting all the gas-fed wall lanterns and started supper on her small gas range with food from the gas refrigerator. Within an hour the house was cozy warm and we had a delicious hot meal. And when I went to bed, I found that hard bed not so hard after all as it had a soft feather-bed on top with covers of wool and a down comforter and pillow that were quite comfortable.  I slept well, snug as a bug, and when morning came, I didn’t want to get out. By then the sun was streaming into their many south-facing windows and I could see everything was really quite cheerful.

Ginny and I both like antiques, but I like the Victorian influence which goes well with our old houses, and Ginny likes the “primitives” – the older the better, and they have to have that well-used look. In her house they fit, and the house is full of them. One of her kitchen cupboards is an old oak icebox, her living room coffee table is a well-used cobbler’s bench, and in the bathroom along side the footed tub is a sink with an old wooden barrel for a base and a rustic ladder on the wall for a towel-rack. As the week went on, I began to really appreciate her taste and the way she had integrated these things into the décor. It has character, and it makes one think of what life must have been like for our grand-parents and great-grandparents who lived productive and contented lives when these things were new. Ginny and Tom have adapted their lifestyle to what they have and they are content. They are privileged to have some electricity thanks to solar panels that charge up a huge generator – enough so Tom can work out of his house as an accountant and they can watch some television in the evening, but at night that is used up, so there are no lights anywhere and it is very dark. They provided me with a flash light to use if I had to get up in the night. By the end of the week I found I had adapted too and knew if I had to live every day like this, I could.

Now what did my Lord teach me through this experience, and what lessons did He leave with me that I could pass on to you? I think maybe there are two:

First of all, He showed me once again how very blessed and rich I am to live where I do and have what I have. There are so many things we take for granted simply because we have never had to go without. Ginny missed all the modern conveniences too at first, but she doesn’t anymore. She has no washer or dryer, freezer or microwave. She doesn’t even have a toaster or coffee-maker – but she does just fine without them. And she is thankful for the extra blessings she does have – a loving husband, children and grandchildren first of all, and the beauty of unspoiled nature right outside her door – deer she can see from her windows and little foxes that share the cat’s food at night, and one thing most of us rarely experience – the sound of silence. She has the best of both worlds – like living in two different centuries at the same time. When she needs to wash clothes, she can drive to town to the laundromat, she can visit friends when she wants to (and she has many) and she can keep up with what’s happening in the rest of the world, but when she wants solitude and the simple things of life, she has that too.

Most of the world lives without all those things we take for granted, and there are millions who don’t even know all these modern marvels even exist. We think we have to have them – but we really don’t. St. Paul says he learned to be content no matter what his outward circumstances were and he urged all his followers to do the same. He said, “Having food and raiment, let us be therewith content.”

The second thing I learned is that “newer” does not always mean “better”. We are such a throw-away society that things now become obsolete at a record pace. We think we have to keep up with the Jones’ – but we really don’t. Happiness never has come from money or from the “things” we possess, and it never will. The ‘need” to always have to obtain or experience something new comes from lack of appreciation of the old – the things we already have. This is true even in the church today. We think in order to draw new members or to keep the young people coming we must keep up with the times and have all the latest and best technology – we need “modern” music and programs that are exciting and fun so people don’t get bored. The trouble is when it is these kinds of things that are emphasized most in a church, the truth of the gospel gets watered down. People aren’t interested in hearing that “old stuff” that comes from an archaic book they can’t relate to in this “enlightened” modern age. We certainly don’t want to hear anything that might sound “judgmental” or that makes us uncomfortable. When the mind-set of a church reaches this point, it has become nothing but a glorified feel good social club. We will be those Jesus was talking about when He said, “These people honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me”, or those who possess a “form of godliness, but deny the power there of.” Then, when we stand before Him on that day of judgment, will we be among those to whom He must say, “Depart from Me, for I never knew you.”? Will we be those He will “spew-out of His mouth” because we are neither hot nor cold?

God’s Word is timeless – it is just as new today as the day it was written down, and the simple gospel of Christ crucified for our redemption and raised for our justification can never be replaced by anything new. Adding to it will never improve it, and trying to replace it will only result in less – not more. It is like a priceless antique that grows only more precious, for it is the only thing in life of any worth at all. “Jesus” is the Way, the Truth and the Life – the only name given among men by which we must be saved.

That does not change!
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It’s good to be back with you after weeks in which my husband so kindly sat in this chair to give me the time needed to give my full attention to the process of moving. Although there are still boxes to be emptied and a lot of organizing to do, we are pretty much settled in to our new home at Garden Court Apartments. It’s a new experience for both of us, similar in a way to our first home almost fifty years ago, when we lived in an apartment this same size in a 12- unit building at Patuxent River Naval Air Base in Maryland. It was just the two of us then, and now in the twilight of our life together it’s just the two of us again. But there are some really big differences and some little ones too. I recall learning the hard way how to cook on a gas stove – burning the potatoes more than once. Now I am once again re-learning to cook on an electric stove after 42 years of cooking with gas. Probably the starkest visible contrast we see is the amount of things we have to fit into this small space. (Mostly my things actually, as I’m the one who’s the pack-rat) Hubby doesn’t think I’m going to find a place for it all, but I think I will. We have more closet space than in our first apartment, and it’s a good thing. I lived in that home in Maryland alone for a month when Harlen was sent to a base in Newfoundland where he would finish out his tour of duty. Then my dad took the train to come and take me home to Albert Lea, driving our car. Every possession we owned at that time actually fit into the trunk and the back seat of that car. This time, to move it all the three miles from our big country house took about ten carloads in all plus a large trailer loaded twice. – And this after already down-sizing about 80%. Have we been blessed or what!

Now our loving God knows what a creature of routine I am and how hard it is for me to adjust to changes. He has been so gentle with me through all this – first by giving me a husband who had to take me by the hand and say, “It’s time – Let’s go!” when I dragged my feet. And secondly, a daughter who had lived in that house before us and was now anxious to move back. This has enabled us to make the transition gradually. I had a week after our final moving day until she moved in. Each time I went back for a few more things, or to do some cleaning, the house seemed less and less like home, and as things found their place in our apartment it became more and more like home. Now I am so glad we did this, and it is very freeing. Someone else is digging the cannas now and someone else will be shoveling the snow. Someone else will be having the wall-to-wall house full of people at Christmas, and we will actually be able to sit down and enjoy it. Most of our children and grandchildren are close enough that we will still see them often, and if we ever get lonesome for the old place we can still go there whenever we like. We have the best of both worlds. God is so good!

All this just goes to reinforce the comfort we have in knowing our God is indeed a God of Love who cares about even the little things we so often get so bent out of shape over. He knows what we need before we ever ask, but He wants us to ask anyway because He delights in blessing us even far above what we ask. He knows all our fears, all our worries and all our deepest desires, even though He admonishes us not to fear and not to worry. He knows we do and He doesn’t scold us for it, but rather keeps on patiently reassuring us that He hears us and He cares about even the little things. He knows how many hairs you have on your head, and He knows every secret thought.

One of my favorite Bible passages is Psalm 37:4: “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” Now the “desires of your heart” is all-inclusive. He doesn’t say “I’ll give you only what you need”, and we know we usually desire much more than we really need. “But how can this be true?” we may ask, “I asked Him for this and I asked Him for that, and I never got it!” “What do I have to do to be eligible for God’s promises?” The key is in the first part of the verse. Those who have their desires fulfilled are those who “delight” in the Lord. But what does that mean? David wrote these words in Psalm 37. This was a man who certainly did not have an easy life – yet he never doubted God’s love and God called him “a man after My own heart.” David loved God, he talked to God, and his greatest delight in life was to live to please God. In Psalm 119, David says to God: “I run in the paths of your commands, for you have set my heart free. Teach me, O Lord, to follow your decrees; then I will keep them to the end. Give me understanding, and I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart. Direct me in the path of your commands, for in these I find delight --- Before I was afflicted, I went astray, but now I obey Your Word. It was good for me to be afflicted, so that I might learn your decrees. The law from your mouth is more precious to me than thousands of pieces of silver and gold --- How sweet are your words to my taste – sweeter than honey to my mouth! I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path!” ---- You see, David was teachable and he wanted to be taught, even if it was necessary for the lesson to be painful. David knew that God knew him better than he knew himself, and he trusted God with his life, knowing that God loved him and would give him what was best for David. In return, God showed David what His law was, and why. David came to see that the motive behind every law God gave to His people was pure love – not to bind, not to hinder or cramp our style – but to give us the true freedom of life abundant that comes only from living according to the user’s manual He wrote to go with His greatest invention – you and me. This is why David could say he “delighted” in God’s law and it was more precious to him than silver or gold and sweeter than honey. It was his guideline for life because God was his reason for living.

Could we ever hope to aspire to so great a faith as David had? Could we ever love God so much? Believe it or not, we have an advantage David didn’t have. We have the complete Word of God with the end of the story, and we have the fulfillment of God’s promise given way back in the book of Jeremiah that a day would come when we would no longer need to “learn” the law as David did, because it would be written on our hearts. How can that be? In Hebrews 8, God calls this a “new covenant”, not like the old covenant where He led His people out of Egypt and gave them a written law. “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel”, declares the Lord, “I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God and they will be my people.” Paul says we are now also Children of Abraham and so children of the promise. Through the blood of Christ we are one body and the Spirit of the author of that law lives in our hearts. That law is written there so we will know the truth that sets us free. We know what God’s will is and our will agrees with His will. If the desires of our heart, and Jesus Himself has promised, “If we ask anything according to His will, He hears us”, so delight yourself in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.”
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As I prepare this message, I am sitting in our new living room which is finally furnished and arranged to look like home. It is cozy and it is pretty, and I am content. We are making new friend here and taking advantage of the conveniences we didn’t have before which help to balance those things we have had to let go. It’s a new beginning of sorts, and it is good. I do have one regret though, and that is that I had to leave behind my cat. We are allowed pets here, but John Henry is an indoor-outdoor cat who is usually outside more than he is in. I know he could not be happy kept inside all the time. Yet he was a “one-person cat” (that one person being me). From the time he walked up to me on top of the snow as a half-starved wild kitten, I was the only one he would allow to pick him up and the only one on whose lap he would sleep. I like to think we understood each other – he had different sounding “meows”’ that meant different things, and I could usually tell what it was he wanted. He knew when I was working in the kitchen preparing super it was also time for his daily “Fancy Feast” treat, so he would beg and stand on his hind legs to look over the counter and watch as I dished it up. We have a big round flowered rug with a center ring and a design in the middle. John Henry chose that center ring as his, and that’s where he would sleep whenever he was tired of my lap. Now that rug is here, and the ring is empty. There are no more treats and no more laps either for John Henry because there are strangers in his house, and strangers are always scary. Since the day we moved out, John Henry has not been seen. I’m sure he had been back to the door many times at first, but since neither Grandpa nor Grandma came to the door, he could not go in and now it’s too scary. SO I wonder where he is and if he’s hungry or cold. He never did like the cold and he didn’t like to go out in the winter. He’d beg to go out, but then he’d stand there right in the doorway, twitching his tail, trying to decide whether to brave the elements or not, and we’d just have to wait until he decided. If he turned around, he would try again a few minutes later begging to go out the back door (figuring I suppose, it might be warmer on that side).

Does God care about his little animal creatures like John Henry? I think He does, for Jesus tells us in Matthew 10 that even though two sparrows are sold for a penny, not one of them will ever fall to the ground without His Father knowing about it. Jesus also said birds don’t plant or harvest grain – yet our heavenly Father feeds them. Surely if He cares for birds he also cares for cats and dogs. But the point Jesus intended to make in both cases was that if God cares even for every little animal, why do we find it so hard to trust Him to care for us when He knows even how many hairs we have on our heads?

John Henry has given up and doesn’t come home anymore. He doesn’t know that that scary lady in that house loves cats and would give him all the attention he needs – “Fancy Feat” included, if he would just come home and dare to trust her. She would feed him every day and she would pet him and scratch his ears and let him sleep on her lap. He’ll never know it because he thinks he’s been abandoned and left to fend for himself and he can’t go home ever again.

Jesus told a story in Luke 15 about a young man who became a vagabond just like John Henry. Only he finally came to the realization that staying where he was was even scarier than daring to go home. He knew he had blown it and made a mess of his life and he figured his father had surely disowned him by now – if not forgotten about him altogether. But he was ready to take the chance that his father might consider letting him back on the place if he was willing to live the rest of his life as one of the servants. Although he knew he didn’t even deserve that. Anything would be better than living with the pigs.

What had his father been doing all this time? Did he wash his hands of him and consider him no longer a son? He surely would have been justified in doing so – but no – this father loved his prodigal son. Although he knew the kind of life has son had chosen, he never stopped loving him or longing for him to come home. He waited and he watched and never gave up hope. When the son came walking down that long road to the house, Jesus says his father saw him way off in the distance – he recognized it was his long lost son, and the father ran to meet him, clasping him in his arms and wept. No scolding – no third degree, asking “Where have you been? What have you been doing? Where is all your money?” No – instead his father dressed him in the finest robe, put a ring on his finger and threw him a party. “We had to celebrate!” he told the older brother, “for this my son was dead and is alive again. He was lost and is found!” ‘So”, says Jesus, “there is rejoicing among the angels in heaven over one sinner who repents.”

Perhaps that sinner is you. Are you in a position where you think you can’t go home again? Do you think some things you’ve done are just so bad they can never be forgiven and there’s just no going back? The Bible tells us all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. There is none that does good and does not sin – no, not one. If we had to make it or not on our own merits, not one of us could make it to heaven. Isaiah 53:6 says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray – each of us has turned to his own way – and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all!” God doesn’t have a “sin-o-meter” that ranks our sins on a scale to decide who He’ll let in to His house and who He won’t. He who sins in only one point has broken God’s law, and is guilty of all. We are sinners saved by grace alone – not because God feels sorry for us, but because His own Son paid the price we owe. That price was His life-blood, and that and that alone is the measure of His love for us. Oswald Chambers says, “Jesus Christ reconciled the human race, putting it back to where God designed it to be. And now anyone can experience that reconciliation, being brought into oneness with God on the basis of what Christ has done on the cross. All the time, God has stood with His hands outstretched – not only to take you – but also for you to take Him. Just think of the invincible, unconquerable and untiring patience of Jesus, who longingly says, “Come to Me.”

Yes, you can go home again. As long as you have breath, it is not too late. He has been waiting to throw you a party.

“Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling – calling for you and for me. See – on the portals He’s waiting and watching – watching for you and for me. Oh! For the wonderful love He has promised – Promised for you and for me. Tho’ we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon – Pardon for you and for me. Come home---come home--- Ye who are weary, come home. --- Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling – calling, “O sinner, come home.”
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In my Sunday School class of senior high youth, we discussed last Sunday what it means to “persevere”. We decided “perseverance” is more than work; it is more than patience; and it is more than just endurance. It includes all three of these, but “perseverance” is working with patience and endurance toward a goal. And it means when it looks like we’re spinning our wheels and getting nowhere, we will “stand fast” and never give up.

St. Paul likened the life in Christ to running a marathon. Most runners in the Boston marathon are not expecting to finish first – the sense of accomplishment comes from just being able to say “I ran the Boston marathon and I finished the race.” A large percentage of the runners don’t finish, and only one will finish first – yet, when that one crosses the finish line, those behind him don’t stop – they “persevere” to the end. They are no longer racing against each other, you see, but against their own mortality. Their glory is in having done something by sheer determination that seems impossible for a human being to do.

IN Paul’s farewell to the Ephesians, recorded in Acts 20, Paul says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.” Ans in ii Timothy 4:8, he says, “---the time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”

Paul did not have an easy life. He was in prison many times; five times he was whipped to the point of death; he was beaten with rods and stoned; he was ship-wrecked and spent a night and a day in the open sea. He had worked to the point of exhaustion and gone without sleep, food or water. He was exposed to the elements – cold and wet, with no place to rest; in danger constantly from those who opposed the faith; and in the end he had his head chopped off. What would possess a man to put up with such abuse? And, “Where was God in all this?”

Paul had had a face-to-face encounter with the risen glorified Christ who had called him for a specific purpose. His was the privilege (and he saw it as a privilege) to carry the gospel to the gentile world and reveal to them the secrets of God. If that meant pain and hardship and persecution, so be it – he “counted it all joy.” Where would we be if it hadn’t been for Paul’s willingness to persevere against all odds. We can thank Paul for the knowledge of the truth we have today. This was a man who never wavered from the path set for him, no matter how bad things got. In Romans 5:2-5, he said, “We rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only this, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character: and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out His love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, He has given us.”

Jesus’ own brother, James, saw this same truth. In James 1:2-4, he tells us, “Consider it all joy my brothers, when you face trials of many kinds, because you know the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”

Do you find your faith wavering when difficulties, hardships and grief come into your life? When you cry out to God and your prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling, do think God doesn’t care, and He must not really love you after all? There is nowhere in the Bible that says being a Christian exempts us from the pain and struggle of living in this world. On the contrary, Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble” – there’s no doubt about it! But then He also said, “But take heart! Be of good cheer! - I have overcome the world!” In Isaiah 55:8-9 God says, “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are your ways My ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.” And Paul says to the Romans, “How unsearchable are His judgements and His paths beyond tracing out! Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been His counselor?”

Oswald Chambers says “A believer’s life is in the hands of God like a bow and arrow in the hands of an archer. God is aiming at something the saint cannot see, but our Lord continues to stretch and strain, and every once in a while, the saint cries, ‘I can’t take anymore!’ Yet God pays no attention. He goes on stretching until His purpose is in sight --- and then He lets the arrow fly.”

We are promised in Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in well-doing, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” The harvest that comes from the testing of our faith may not be as apparent to us as it is to others. As God prunes and molds us into the image of His Son, others will notice a change in our character. They will also notice the hardships and the troubles that are doing the molding, and they will wonder, “How can she be joyful when her whole world is falling apart?” or “How can he still trust and hold up through this? What is it about him that he’s able to survive this?” Seeds will be planted this way. Your faith and perseverance through trials may be the very thing to bring someone else to Christ.

When the test comes, will we be able to say like Job, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him.” Was there ever any man so tested as Job was? To lose everything he owned and all ten of his children in one day, and then to be covered with painful boils from the top of his head to the soles of his feet as he sat mourning in the ashes. He never doubted that God was good, even when everything around him seemed to shout otherwise. “Hardship does not spring from the soil, nor does trouble sprout from the ground”, He said. “Yet man is born to trouble, just as surely as sparks fly upward.” He knew this test was not a punishment, and he didn’t understand why, but he trusted God anyway. God didn’t chastise Job when he asked why, but neither did He answer his question. It was enough for him just to know God had a right to do whatever He chose to do – He is God – and He never does anything or allows anything without a reason. Whether we know that reason or not is immaterial. We know in the end God blessed Job with twice as much as he had before, and we can trust we also will see our reward. Hebrews 10 tells us, “He who promised is faithful --- Do not throw away your confidence – it will be richly rewarded. You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what He has promised.” And Hebrews 12 tells us; “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who, for the joy set before Him, endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. --- In your struggle against sin, you have not resisted to the point of shedding your blood. --- Now, no discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. --- So, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. Make level paths for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed.”

This is our prayer today for all who are weary of running your race. Don’t give up! God is doing a work in you, and when you have been tried, you shall come forth as gold.
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Mark Twain once said, “Everyone is a moon and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.” Was he right? Might this assessment even apply to Christians? – or even worse, could it be that this actually describes Christians more than others?

In the past few weeks we have seen in the news the fall of yet another well-known church leader. Ted Haggard was president of the National Association of Evangelicals and senior pastor over a congregation of 14,000. He taught and preached the truth of Holy Scripture. Jesus said if we continue in His Word, we will know the truth, and that truth will set us free. But Ted Haggard was not free at all. He was trapped in a pit of lust so deep it caused him to lie and to deceive and to live a double life – even g a false name. None of the other people in either of Ted Haggard’s two realities knew his other identity even existed – that is until one man put the pieces together and blew the whistle. Now this once highly esteemed leader is in another kind of pit – one of overwhelming shame, humiliation and despair. The world as he once knew it has just been blown to smithereens.

Can we assume that Ted Haggard is a hypocrite? Was he all along pretending to be a Christian when he was not – perhaps from a motive of greed for riches and admiration from others? Didn’t Jesus say in the last days many false prophets would arise and we would know them by their fruits? He said no bad tree can produce good fruit and neither can a good tree produce bad fruit. Yet hundreds of people would testify that this man bore a great deal of good fruit in his ministry. How do we reconcile this? How are we to judge such a man? Or are we to judge him at all?

Is there anything in the Bible that may give us some answers here? There once was a man who had even more social status and esteem of the people. He was a king, and a much-loved one because he was a righteous man, wise and fair and he truly did love God. In fact, he was the only man God actually called, “A man after My own heart.” He was hand-picked by God Himself to lead His people and he was up to the task. But he had one weakness, and it tripped him up royally. The story is found in II Samuel 11, and begins with the words: “In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David remained in Jerusalem.” This was his first mistake. His power and authority had reached such a degree that he didn’t think he had to do anything. After all, he was the king. No-one else was higher and he didn’t have to answer to anybody, and anything he wanted was his. You know the rest of the story. His sin of adultery grew into murder, and he thought nobody knew – but God knew - and the prophet Nathan knew. When God sent Nathan to confront David, it was only then that he finally realized the gravity of what he had done. He couldn’t undo it, and the negative consequences would remain. But David repented, and God forgave, and even brought some good out of it. David’s relationship with God was restored and he learned a very hard lesson. In Psalm 32, David himself says to God, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy on me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. --- Then I acknowledged my sin to you, and did not cover up my iniquity; I said ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord’ – and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” And in Psalm 51 he says: “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”

We could also cite the example of Peter in the New Testament. It was Peter’s confidence in his own strength that caused him to fall. His remorse was overwhelming, and Jesus forgave and restored him so he was stronger than before. Might Jesus not have done the same for Judas if only he had just waited three more days?

Now you could argue that his example doesn’t quite compare because David’s lapse was a one-time thing. But God remembers that we are dust. He knows we are born sinful beings and we are going to sin – there’s no getting around that fact. And when sin escalates into an addiction (whether it’s to alcohol, drugs, food, sex or anything else) he knows the shame we feel and what a trap it is. He longs to set us free, but there is a part of us that doesn’t want to be free, so instead of coming to Him, we hide or we run the other direction. The more we profess to be Christians, the harder it is because we don’t dare to let anyone know who we really are. So, it becomes our dirty little secret and we bear it alone, while dying inside.

Over twenty-five years ago, David Wilkerson wrote a little booklet about this struggle God calls the war between the flesh and the Spirit. It was called, “Two of Me”, and says this: This war between good and evil is raging in all mankind ---- Hundreds of alcoholics and addicts pour out their pitiful stories to me in my office. Almost without exception, I hear the same confession: ‘I hat it! It’s turned me into an animal. It was fun at first, but now it’s destroying me. I’m like two people. I’m hooked by a mind habit and now I can’t stop. Still deep in my heart I want to be free – please, show me how to get out!’”

St. Paul, described his struggle with sin in Romans 7. “My own behavior baffles me” he said. “I find myself doing what I really loathe … I often find I have the will to do good, but not the power. When I want to do good, only evil is within my reach … it makes me a prisoner to the law of sin which is inherent in my mortal body, for, left to myself, I serve the law of God with my mind, but in my unspiritual nature I serve the law of sin. What a wretched man I am! – Who will deliver me from this body of death?!!!!” Then Paul answers his own question, saying, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord, for there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

When someone receives Christ as Lord, what is it in him that dies? Sin doesn’t die. Satan doesn’t die. Nor does the evil tendency die. The “issue” or the “controversy “dies”. Sin created a controversy in the heart of man about who was in control, and the battle between good and evil was the result. God has simply emancipated the mind from sin’s control, killing the controversy of slavery to evil. When the Bible says, “We die to sin,” it simply means that to us the issue is dead! There is no more argument – the matter is not negotiable - mankind was emancipated at Calvary! The issue as to who is in charge is dead.

So now, how do I appropriate this truth and make it mine when I still feel like a slave to that sinful part of me? David Wilkerson says, “The first step toward ending your inner struggle is to learn how to cry. Are you tired of all the emptiness, loneliness, the despair and restlessness? Then let the tears flow. Humble yourself and cry out to God first of all. David finally did this and then he could say, ‘He heard my cry --- He brought me up out of a horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet on a rock.’”

I John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” You see it is God who does the cleansing. It may be an instantaneous delivery or it may be a gradual healing with the need to still struggle with that monkey on your back, but if you have truly repented and if you have accepted Christ as your Lord, He lives in you and victory is assured because “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.”

But is it enough to just confess our sins to God? For some maybe, but the church is supposed to be the body of Christ with its members building up one another. James tells us we are to confess our sins to one another, and pray for each other so that we may be healed. How can you do that if no-one knows you are in a battle and you need some reinforcement? Recovering alcoholics know the power of a support group. There are no secrets in AA because they know it is the secrets that keep them in bondage. They can bare their souls to one another with the confidence that they will be understood and supported – not condemned, and when they slip others are there to pull them back up. This is what the church is supposed to be. Someone had said, “The church is the only army that shoots its own wounded.” Is that true in your church? Do people come to church with masks on, pretending to have it all together when inside their world is flying apart, but they don’t dare tell anybody for fear they will be judged and condemned for their weakness? Do you come to church with a mask on too? No wonder our churches have no life-changing power – no wonder people are leaving the church in droves. There is nothing there for them that really helps, because the church is not doing what it is told to do. Jesus told us not to judge, but we do judge, and He told us to love unconditionally, but we don’t. God gave us His rules for living as a user’s manual. If some neglect to use that manual and malfunction as a result, we don’t automatically throw them into the junk – we take them to the repair shop, and then we show them how to use the manual so they don’t break down again. Ted Haggard is in the repair shop now. They call the process “restoration”. Godly men skilled at what they do will work with him through a process of Biblical counseling and confrontation that will demand total honesty from Haggard and determination from his overseers, no matter how long it takes. God will do the restoring, but He will do it through His body on earth – the church. And whether Ted Haggard comes through this a stronger, better man or whether the repairs don’t take and he ends up a wreck that is “totaled” will depend on the choices he himself makes in the process. Only God knows each individual heart, and God is in the repair and restoration business, because God is Love.
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It’s that time of year once again when we take stock of all our blessings and give thanks to the One who has given us all we have and made us all we are. Why should we find it necessary to set aside one special day to do that? We should be thanking Him every day – yet the tendency is usually to complain instead, because we just aren’t satisfied with the cup we have been given – we always think we need more – more money, more things, a bigger house and anything else we think would be that one thing we lack that would make us happy. But happiness is an elusive thing. Some of the richest people in the world have been the most miserable and would be the first to tell you money does not buy happiness. Other people can’t make us happy either. Too many young people jump into marriage with the idea that their new spouse is going to make them happy. When it doesn’t happen they conclude they must have married the wrong person. Maybe after the third or fourth failed marriage they begin to get the picture that what they are looking for is not to be found where they are looking. But where is it then?

The story is told of a farmer who had lived on the same farm all his life. It was a good farm with fertile soil, but with the passing of years, the farmer began to think, “Maybe there’s something better for me” – so he set out to find an even better plot of land to farm.

Every day he found a new reason for criticizing some feature of his old farm. Finally he decided to sell it. He listed the farm with a real estate broker who promptly prepared a listing emphasizing all the advantages of the acreage. “Ideal location, modern equipment , healthy stock, acres of fertile ground, high yielding crops, well-kept barns and pens, and a nice two-story house on a hill above the pasture.” – When the real estate agent called to read the ad to the farmer for his approval, the farmer heard him out and then cried. “Hold everything! I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going to sell. Why, I’ve been looking for a place just like that all my life!”

We’re so often like the 2 mules in adjoining pastures with their heads through the same fence to reach the grass on the other mule’s side. When we focus on what we don’t have rather than on what we do, we become blinded to the blessings that surround us. To think life is easier in someone else’s pasture may not be true – and no matter whose pasture we are in, we will always have to deal with the attitudes of our own heart.

Jesus never promised us a rose garden. On the contrary, He promised that in this world we would have troubles – but then He said, “But be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.” What He did promise was to be with us through every tribulation and every heartache; He promised to provide for all our needs, and He promised to work in every situation no matter how bad – to bring some good out of it.

In his books, “Prison to Praise” and “Power in Praise”, Merlin Carothers says there is power in praising God for every situation – even the most painful ones. God does not willingly cause us pain, but He does allow it, and when we trust Him, He will use it to teach us and mold us into vessels fit for His use. SO often when things don’t go our way, we say, “Why me?” Maybe the question should be, “Why not me?” Why do we figure that we should be exempt from the troubles that are common to human beings living in a fallen world? Oswald Chambers says, “Why shouldn’t we experience heartbreak? Through these doorways God is opening up ways of fellowship with His Son. Most of us collapse at the first grip of pain – we sit down at the door of God’s purpose and enter a slow death through self-pity. And all the so-called Christian sympathy of others helps us to our death-bed. But God will not. He comes with the grip of the pierced hand of His Son, as if to say, “Enter into fellowship with Me; Arise and shine!” If God can accomplish His purposes in this world through a broken heart, then why not thank Him for breaking yours?

Do you have a hard time sometimes finding something to be grateful for? Why not start with gratitude for life itself? The breath of life is from God. Think about the invisible air we breathe with never a conscious thought to inhale or exhale, or the heart within your chest that began beating when you were a tiny fetus in your mother’s womb and has never quit. One day it will – but you have no say as to when that will be. Life comes from God. He created it – and now we are His twice over, because He not only made us – He bought us. “You are not your own, for you have been bought with a price”. That price was the blood of His Son. We have no inherent right to anything we call ours, because it really isn’t “ours” at all. We have nothing that we have not been given. Albert Einstein said: “Strange is our situation here on this earth --- Many times a day I realize how much my own outer and inner life is built upon the labors of other people, both living and dead, and how earnestly I must exert myself in order to give in return as much as I have received.” When we truly take stock of our lives, we must admit we have done nothing entirely on our own. Our thinking has been fashioned by our many teachers and mentors, including family members. Our ability to function physically is the result, in part, of our genetic code and the provision of food, water and shelter by others.  All this comes initially from God. We are what we have received.

St. Paul was a man who did not have an easy life. He never married or had a family. His work was hard and often without reward. He was beaten to the point of death, he was imprisoned in cold damp dungeons, he went without food and without sleep and often owned nothing but the clothes on his back. Besides all this he had a handicap which he called “a thorn in the flesh” which God refused to remove. Paul recognized this “thorn” as for his good, to keep him humble and from becoming proud. And he said in Philippians 4: “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well-fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” He told Timothy, “Godliness with contentment is great gain – For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain that we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.”

Are “happiness” and “contentment” the same thing? What we usually call “happiness” is a hard thing to grasp and hang onto because it is dependent on circumstances that change.  But real happiness is the joy of the Lord which we can have deep inside even in times of sorrow. It is knowing that God is in control, and we are in good hands, He has promised that no-one and no thing can snatch us out of His hand. So we can choose to be happy. We too can learn to be content. We can choose to be satisfied with what we have, and to be thankful for it. And when God has blessed us bountifully we can choose to share of that bounty with those who have not. God is good – all the time! If we know that, let’s tell Him so. Praise the Lord!
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This week we gather again as families to celebrate a day to focus especially on our blessings. It’s good for us to be reminded that God is good, and yet it seems a shame that we have to be reminded.

God is good – all the time – even in the hard times. We have talked about how our Heavenly Father allows pain and sorrow for a reason; how He uses it to prune us and mold us; and when we trust in His goodness, He will always bring some good out of even the most awful of what living in this fallen world sometimes brings.

As I write this message it is Saturday. I am sitting in a visitor’s lounge of St. Mary’s Hospital in Rochester. There are more family members gathered here than have all been together for some time, and it is good to see them all, but this occasion is not a happy one – for the doctors have informed us that the matriarch of the Johnson family will not be going home to Frost. Instead, she will be going home to Jesus – and we were not ready for this. She came in for surgery on her eye, which went well – but she never completely woke up. “Massive Stroke”, they say, and they have no idea why.

She is 84, but she’s very young at heart, and could run circles around me. As vibrant and full of vinegar as she was, we thought she would live to be a hundred. But God has other plans. 

How can we be thankful when we lose someone we love? It hurts! And it leaves a hole in our lives. Death is not a friend. It was never God’s original intention that we should die. But the wages of sin is death – we all sin: therefore we all must die. Yet for the Christian, death is only a door. Jesus made it very plain to us that He has triumphed over death. It is a defeated enemy, and He promised, “Whoever believes in Me even though he dies – yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.” For the Christian, death is not something to fear, for we pass from death to life. Eternal life is not something we “get” after we die. Eternal life is something we “put on” when we accept Jesus (“The Way, the Truth and the Life”) as our Savior and our Lord. We are “born again” – a new creature who will never die. The body dies, but it is only a shell. The metamorphosis is even more beautiful and miraculous than that hatching of a butterfly – for “it has not even entered into the mind of man what God has prepared for those who love Him.” The older we get, the more we look forward to our turn to walk through that door. The mortal life and the things of this world mean less and less, and heaven becomes all the more glorious and precious because we know so many who have gone on ahead, and we look forward to a sweet reunion as well as meeting our Savior face to face. So when we believe this, and we know the one who is leaving believes this, we do not sorrow as those who have no hope. We do believe this, and we know Irene does too, so our tears are not so much for her, but for us who are left behind. She will be fine. She will be even more alive than she has ever been. For her we can rejoice, for a life well-lived here, a merciful and peaceful passage and a life beyond her wildest dreams. This makes our sorrow bitter-sweet.

This Thanksgiving week, I thank God for this blessed assurance; I thank Him for family and the comfort we give one another. Through each other He dries our tears and helps us to focus on the good. We remember our mom, our grandma, our great-grandma for all the loving things she did – the special meals, the goodies, the jams and jellies and pickles all made from scratch by her generous loving hands. We remember her huge garden, the profusion she brought to the fair and the farmer’s market, and how she never let us go home from her house without some food to take home to prolong the pleasure of it.

She will certainly be missed at the Dell Lutefisk supper this year every bit as much as she would have missed doing her part. Who will make the lefse and the klub and cinnamon rolls – working for days to be sure there was enough? Who will fill the empty spots now on the shelves for canned goods and baked goods and garden vegetables at the county fair? And who can fill her shoes to supervise the horticulture section?

Christmas Eve will never be the same. It took several tables to feed us all – yet she wouldn’t let us bring a thing. This was her gift to us – lutefisk and lefse, turkey and ham and everything that went with it – besides at least 3 kinds of pie. After the gifts were opened we would all retire to the kitchen where her large table was spread end to end with every kind of homemade Christmas cookies and candy and party mix and rolls. She would buy boxes of gallon-sized Zip-Lock bags for us to fill to our heart’s content to take home. No diet could survive Christmas at Grandma’s.

She has four children, thirteen grandchildren, twenty-seven great-grandchildren and one great-great-grandson. With spouses, there are forty seven of us. All of the children and the grandchildren have been here in the last three days, and all but seven of the great-grandchildren. If that isn’t something to be thankful for, I don’t know what is. We all love her and we just can’t let her leave without telling her so. She leaves also two sisters, a brother and a sister-in-law – all who will miss her very much, as will her many friends.

After three days living out of a suitcase and walking the long halls of St. Mary’s, I am so grateful for a soft clean warm bed at night and the gift of sleep that has power to restore. When I see so many here less fortunate than I, I thank God for a sound mind, for the gifts of sight, and hearing, small and taste. I’m thankful for living in a country filled with riches we take so for granted. How blessed we are to live so near to a facility with the best medical care in the world. Everyone here has been so kind and compassionate, so available night or day and so willing to talk with us and explain things. This is not only the nursing staff but everyone, from the most esteemed primary surgeons on down. They care, and they let us know it.

It’s not hard to see the good if we will just look for it. God is good – and He loves us. He takes pleasure in giving us pleasure and He has given us so much for no other reason than that He loves us. He didn’t have to make thousands of different kinds of flowers and trees- all just as beautiful as the next – but He did; He didn’t have to make every kind of bird-song different or the endless arrangements of notes we call music, but He did; and He didn’t have to make our eyes to see the beauty of the colors, our ears to hear the beauty of the music, or our minds to comprehend it – but He did! To imagine that all this beauty is only a taste of what He has prepared for us in the heavenly place we cannot yet see is a reality we can’t begin to grasp. Yet He asks us to believe it. “In My Father’s house are many mansions,” Jesus said, “If it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you – and if I go to prepare a place for you, I will come again, and take you to Myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”

There’s a new Christian song I heard on the radio last week. The words say, “Just be there”. It’s the plea of a Christian whose only desire is that all those he loves will one day meet him in heaven. Not everyone makes it there, you know. God will have to wipe away the tears from the eyes of those who come through that door to find some of those they loved are missing. Don’t take the chance of breaking a heart that way – please – just be there.

But while we’re here, we have an assignment. We are to carry on the work He has given us to do. “Blessed are those” He said, “who, when the Lord comes, He will find so doing”. Ecclesiastes 9:10 tells us, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might.” Irene did everything with all her might. She never did anything half-way. Who can count the lives she touched? I have no doubt that when she is at last set free, her spirit will soar to the magnificent city where Jesus Himself will meet her and say, “Well done, Thou good and faithful servant – enter in to the Joy of the Lord.”
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How was your Thanksgiving? Was it the traditional turkey and dressing and pumpkin pie with all the family gathered around a beautifully decorated table just like the Norman Rockwell painting? Did everyone share around the table what they are thankful for and remember who to be thankful to? Have the children been taught about the pilgrims and that first Thanksgiving so they know the reason for the Holiday? Or is this another of our holidays with Christian roots that have lost their meaning with the changing of the times? Has it become just a day to eat too much and then hurry to gather around the TV for football? Or worse yet, to gorge ourselves while watching the game at the same time? I thought about this as I was shopping on Tuesday at the River Hills Mall. Although it was still before Thanksgiving Day, it was clear that the emphasis was solely on Christmas. The little that was left with anything to do with Thanksgiving had been drastically reduced to get rid of it. It was time to get that out of the way so we could all be ready for that explosion of spending to begin at 5A.M. on Friday.

Since we moved to our apartment, we no longer have the room for a 7-foot tree and all the trimmings we had at the house, and we have considerably down-sized our Christmas giving as well. We no longer have the room for all those gifts in our living-room and neither do we have the energy for all the shopping and wrapping. Yet I found it hard to resist as I toured the shops and saw this that would be a perfect gift for “here” and that that seemed to be the perfect thing for “him”. I knew if I gave in to the allure, I would soon be doing the same thing I had been trying to escape from – buying things one after another in order to “even out” the number of gifts to open as well as the amount spent on each of our children and grandchildren – and now we have great-grandchildren to add to the mix. Then of course I saw many things I would love to buy for myself as well. The surest way to be sure that I’m not satisfied with what I have is to go out looking at all the abundance I don’t have. Every year the stores have more, and bigger, and more expensive things, and they have them earlier too. We know it has gotten out of hand when we see people camping overnight and then trampling each morning to spend what used to be a great deal of many for a contraption to play video-games. In this electronics age even the little ones want more and more expensive toys as they see them on the TV commercials and their friends already have them. When (and if) their parents say, “Sorry – we just can’t afford it”, they think, “Boy – we must really be poor!” We have a generation (maybe even two generations now) who have no idea what it means to be poor, or to do without. What we called “luxuries” have now become “needs” and when we don’t get everything we want, we feel deprived.

When I tell our grandchildren what it was like when we were growing up, they just can’t imagine living that way. We were a family of seven and my dad made $50 a week. Maybe we actually were poor, but I didn’t know it. My mother was an excellent money manager and used what we had wisely. God’s portion (the tithe) came off the top, even at Christmas time, and the rest was tightly budgeted. Mom was also an excellent seamstress and made all our clothes. My everyday dresses were made from feed sacks and flour sacks we got from our farmer grandparents. During World War ii these cloth sacks were printed in colored patterns for that very purpose. For special occasions, Christmas and Easter I got to choose a pattern and pick the material for my dress from Montgomery Ward’s catalog. I was a sophomore in high school when I got my first “store-bought” dress. We five children each got one new pair of shoes a year when school started in the fall. The new shoes would be for dress and last year’s dress shoes then became our “new” school shoes. I treasured those shoes and sometimes got up in the night just to go to the closet and look at those beautiful shoes. At Christmas we would find in our stockings an orange, and apple, some nuts in the shell and a roll of our very own scotch tape. From our parents on Christmas Eve we got one gift each. Mine was often a doll because I loved dolls. In 1943 when my dad was in the army, he bought me a doll in New York City with a yellow silk dress and bonnet. She was the most beautiful doll I had ever had with “real hair”. We treasured everything we had then, and we took good care of our things. We had what we needed and then some and we never went hungry.

Our parents grew up with even less. They had come out of the great depression and knew what it was to go without – yet, they never complained. They were content with what they had and more thankful for it than we are in our abundance – and they appreciated all the more the wonderful gifts of God that money can’t buy – good health, family, friends, a bountiful harvest and the freedom to worship together with their church family.

The apostle Paul says in I Timothy 6:6-8: “Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and it is sure we can carry nothing out. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.” – And in Philippians 4:11-13, he says: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” – So, we see that contentment and gratitude are all a matter of attitude and perspective, and really have nothing at all to do with what we have or don’t have. There are millions of people in this world who don’t even know that the riches we take for granted even exist – yet they are content and happier than most of us.

When was the last time you thanked the Lord for the privilege of doing the dishes? – For the dishes and pans to prepare the food in the first place and for the abundant clean hot soft water at the turn of a faucet to wash those dishes with? We don’t have to walk long distances carrying water and don’t have to wash our dishes, our clothes and ourselves in a dirty river.

When you crawl into that clean soft warm comfortable bed at night are you mindful of the millions who have never slept in a bed, or of those, even in our own country, who must sleep on the streets – even in winter?

How about your car, and the fuel to run it? Or all the other modern conveniences and technology – your TV, your radio, your telephone, your washer and dryer, your freezer, your kitchen range and refrigerator?

These are all tangible things, but here in America we also have many riches money can’t buy that the majority of the world’s people must live without. – The right to have a voice in the choosing of our leaders; the freedom to speak our minds and to stand up for causes we hold dear without fear of being arrested or even killed; and most of all, the freedom to worship our God where we choose and in the manner we choose, while in the rest of the world, the persecution and martyrdom of the church is the greatest it has ever been in the history of the world. Do we appreciate the Christian programs on radio and TV or the Christian book and music stores or the abundant Christian sites on the internet we are free to access whenever we like? How many Bibles do you have in your home that are never opened, while thousands of believers yearn for the Word of God which is unavailable to them through any media?

How very rich we are – and how it must grieve the God who has blessed us so when we grumble and complain and want more. Will we have to see it all taken away before we can appreciate what we already have?
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The church at Huntley is once again decked out in its Christmas finery as we now turn our attention to the celebration of the birth of our Lord and King. This miracle baby was also called the “Prince of Peace”, for He would be the one who was to bring the peace that passes all understanding – a supernatural peace that does not depend on our outward circumstances at all, but on the sure knowledge that He loves us and He is with us always – even to the end of the world. “Peace I leave with you”, said Jesus. “My peace I give you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”

The peace the world gives always depends on circumstances in today’s world that peace is getting to be pretty scarce. The weather has produced some very frightening things lately. Sure, we have always had earthquakes and hurricanes and blizzards and floods, but all these seem to be more frequent now and coming in waves. We’re gearing up to prepare for a world-wide pandemic if the bird flu mutates and spreads to humans. This threat brings fear – especially to those who remember the devastation of the swine flu that killed so many in 1918. My grandmother, my great-grandmother and Grandpa’s hired man all died of that flu within one week. My grandmother left four little children – she was only 27. They didn’t have antibiotics then, but even those we do have now are of no effect on a resistant virus. It is a fearful thing to think about. And the wars – they are always present somewhere in the world – many people dying every day in places we never even hear about. It hits a lot closer to home when our American boys are the ones giving their lives. War is a very scary thing. Yet we are told to not be afraid. How can we not?

Jesus said in the last days there will be wars and rumors of wars – they are not going to go away. He said in the world we will have troubles (No-one is immune – they are the natural result of living in a fallen world), yet He told us to not be afraid because He has overcome the world.

Fear never comes from God. John tells us in I John 4 that God is Love and there is no fear in love. Love is a reciprocal thing. We love God because He first loved us and gave Himself for us. The blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us from all sin, so we who are covered by that blood are no longer under the law, but under grace. Once we have grasped this truth we no longer see God as a fearsome “punisher” but as a loving Father. We no longer strive to obey His laws out of fear of the consequences if we don’t because the penalty is already paid. I John 5:3-4 says, “This is love for God: to obey His commands. And His commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes this world.” Do you see it? When we are born again we have the Spirit of God living in us to give us the power, not only to obey, but to want to obey. “For it is God who works in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.”

Our obedience now has nothing to do with our salvation – for that comes by grace alone. We obey now not in order to be saved, but because we already are! With that assurance comes the freedom Jesus was talking about when He said, “You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free” and “if the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed.”

We live life on a different plane now. No matter where we are in the realm of the physical, we are walking on higher ground, because we have overcome the hold the world once had on us. That peace that passes all understanding will keep our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus even when the world is falling down around our ears.

Psalm 46 says: “God is our refuge and strength – an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the midst of the sea. --- The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.” In Psalm 91, he says: “He who dwells in the shelter of the most high will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress – my God in whom I trust.’ Surely He will save you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence. He will cover you with His feathers, and under His wings you will find refuge. His faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. You will not fear the terror of the night, not the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at mid-day.”

Isaiah 43:1-2 tells us: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name – you are mine. When you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned.”

You see God doesn’t promise us we won’t pass through that river or walk through that fire. He doesn’t tell us we won’t have storms or illness or war – but He promises us He will go through it with us, so we are not to be afraid of these things. Remember when the storm came up on the disciples in the boat on the Sea of Galilee? Where was Jesus? He was asleep on a pillow. Even asleep, He was there, and when they woke Him up saying, “Master – save us – we’re going to drown!” What was His response? He didn’t immediately calm the storm. While it was still raging He said “You of little faith – why are you so afraid?” Only then did He stoop the storm. He wants us to trust Him even during the storms of life – not just in retrospect once the storm is over.

One of my favorite newspaper columns id Harvey Mackay’s “Out swimming the Sharks”, found in the business section. He talked about “fear” in Thursday’s column this week. He says: “Every crisis we face is multiplied when we act out of fear. Fear is a self-fulfilling emotion. When we fear something, we empower it to be fearsome. --- There are two days every week that I refuse to be afraid of – yesterday and tomorrow. Yesterday is gone, with all its problems, worries, mistakes and accomplishments. All the money in the world can’t bring it back. It’s senseless to be afraid of it; it is reasonable to learn from it. – And tomorrow is beyond my immediate control, because it hasn’t happened yet. It could be the best day of my life, and I will do everything in my power to make it so. Things could go wrong, but the sun will rise and I will have many opportunities to make things better. So I concentrate on today, and so my best to keep fear of the unknown at bay.”

This philosophy is scripturally sound. Jesus told us too that we are to take one day at a time. In Matthews 6 in His Sermon on the Mount, He is telling us to trust God and not to worry about things. In verse 34 He says, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” Most of the things we are afraid of and worry about never come to pass. If we could only learn to take life one day at a time, one hour at a time and one minute at a time, making the most of each minute, we would know what it is to live without fear, that abundant life Jesus offers with His perfect peace.

      A Miracle

Do you believe in miracles? I can tell you I believe without a doubt that in the past six days I have been privileged to observe a miracle!

If you listened to our message last week, you know my husband’s mother experienced a massive stroke plus two other minor strokes after undergoing surgery at St. Mary’s hospital for a rare cancer of the eyelid. After extensive tests including am MRI to assess the extent of the damage, her neurological team called a family meeting and informed us the large stroke would surely be fatal. The MRI showed a huge damaged area covering almost one quarter of the rear of her brain. “She will get worse,” they said, “because the damaged tissue will swell. It is so close to the brain stem that it will put pressure on the area that controls the automatic functions of the body, and they will shut down one by one. If there were a chance she could come out of this (and that chance is almost nil) she will have no quality of life.” Three times they told us to be prepared to lose her. The next day I wrote last week’s massage as their prediction seemed to be coming true. She was not responding at all and her breathing had become more labored. When we had asked “how long?” they said, “hours to days”. So her four children began to talk of funeral plans with heavy hearts and tears. We came home that night for some clean clothes and left again for Rochester early Sunday just praying we would make it back in time.

Now you would think be now I would know better than to try to guess how God is going to work. “My thoughts are not your thoughts,” He says, and “neither are your ways My ways – for My thoughts are higher than your thoughts and My ways higher than your ways.” We forget about the power of prayer. Although we knew there were at least two prayer chains interceding for her, plus many individuals. And we also forgot that this neurologist who gave such a grim prognosis wasn’t brought into the case until after the stroke occurred – and he didn’t know Irene!

A niece had stayed the night in Grandma’s room. When we arrived Sunday morning, she greeted us with excitement, saying, “Grandma’s awake! And she’s talking and moving her toes!” We didn’t dare to believe it, and thought surely it must be wishful thinking. But before long, we saw it too. She was definitely awake and trying to talk. She could say yes and no and shake or nod her head and it became very clear that she could hear us just fine; she could see us and knew who we were, and she understood everything we said. Each time she would wake up, she would do more and say more and the words were more clear. Her stroke was on the left side, so she should not have been able to talk, and she should also have been paralyzed on her right side – yet when we asked her to wiggle her right toes, she did it, and it soon became apparent she could also move her right arm. When the doctors had made their rounds that morning, she was asleep and they were very skeptical, but one told our niece if Grandma had another period like that where she was alert to tell the nurse to page him and he would come right away. The nurses hadn’t seen her do these things either, so when two of them came to bathe her, they asked her if she knew where she was and they asked her where she was from. She answered every question appropriately and did everything they told her to do. They immediately paged the doctor, and fifteen minutes later he came with another doctor in tow – the neurologist who had told us she was going to die. For fifteen minutes they tested her. “What is your name?” they asked and she replied, “Irene Alice Johnson”. Every question they asked, she answered. They told her to wiggle her toes and purse her lips and stick out her tongue, and she did it all. We were waiting in the hall and they called us into her room. The look on their faces was one of astonishment. “Well, she sure fooled me!” said the neurologist. - “She has definitely proved me wrong.” His explanation was that the affected area must have gone through the swelling process faster than anticipated and by the time he told us what would happen she had already passed the most critical stage.  As soon as the doctors left the room, Irene looked at us and said, “They saw me do it!” Now since they had moved her out of Intensive Care on Friday of last week, she was under the care of what was called “the post-op” services and she was receiving only “comfort care”. These two doctors now immediately ordered her case transferred to the neurology service and half an hour later a new doctor who deals only with stroke victim’s appeared on the scene. In less than 24 hours the whole picture had changed drastically. There was no doubt that she was not about to die. She was determined to lick his, and she was working hard at it. The focus of her treatment changed from just keeping her comfortable to helping her regain all function that’s possible. We can see an improvement every day. They’re getting her up in a chair now and she’s watching TV. This Friday morning they did a test to see if she can swallow, and she passed it with flying colors. Three hours later she got her first food by mouth in nine days and she said, “Yuck!” – Pureed turkey and peas isn’t all that great. But she smiled anyway.

The road ahead will be long and hard for Irene, but she is a very strong-willed and determined woman. When she badly broke her arm last winter and suffered damage from it to the nerves to her fingers, we thought she would never be able to continue living alone on the farm. She wouldn’t be able to take care of a big vegetable garden any more like she always had and she wouldn’t be able to make all the jelly and jam she used to because she wouldn’t have the strength in her hands to tighten the jar lids. We she decided she was going to do those things again and she was going to stay in her house – so she did! I believe that same determination together with her faith in God will see her through the days ahead as well. Please pray for her that she will not become discouraged.

As for us, her children and grandchildren, we feel almost as though Grandma has been given back to us when we thought she was taken away. This experience has made us realize how precious she is to us and we are so grateful. Thanksgiving Day was indeed a day of giving thanks to the Lord our healer. Apparently He’s not ready to take her yet – He must still have more for her to do. God is so good! As almost an “after-thought” – an added bonus – we got the results back of the biopsies taken during her surgery on her eyelid. All seventeen biopsies were cancer-free. They got it all, and she will not lose her eye.

Now I suppose you could call this spectacular recovery from the brink of death a tribute to the strength of the human will, which indeed it is, but so much of it is unexplained. From the magnitude and location of the stroke Irene suffered, the fact is she is doing things she’s not supposed to be able to do. “The prayer of a righteous man availeth much” says God. Then certainly the prayers of many, all with one focus, will have an even greater effect. Is this a “miracle” or what?!! What do you think?
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Christmas is coming – do you feel it? This is the time of year on our church calendar we call “advent”. The word “advent” is an active word describing the passage of time or a process leading up to something – in this case the coming of the Son of God into our world as a human baby. It’s a time of preparation, of anticipation, and of waiting. For most adults who celebrate Christmas, the “waiting” part is easy, as the days seem to fly by and often the day is here before we are ready, and then it’s gone just as fast. But can you remember those days when you were a child who could still drink in all the wonder of it all? There was an excitement in the air, and the sights and sounds and even the smalls of Christmas were magical. We waited in anticipation for that special day to come, and when it did, we were probably the first one up in the morning to greet it. We wished Christmas would come sooner, but it never came earlier than the appointed time, and it still doesn’t.

When God sent His Son into this sick old world to be born of a woman, He had appointed an exact time in history for the promise of this child to be fulfilled. No amount of wishing would have made Him come any sooner, and the fact that the “world” was not ready for Him could not hold Him back. Have you ever thought about all the circumstances surrounding the birth, life and death of our Savior that had to be in place in order for the prophecies to be fulfilled exactly as predicted? The stage had to be set to the most minute detail in order for things to happen as they did: First of all, God had chosen one special young woman to be the vessel that would carry that precious Holy Christ. Her entire genealogy had to come down exactly as it did in order for Mary even to exist. She had to be a descendant of Abraham, for God had promised Abraham that all of mankind would be blessed through his seed. Then all throughout the history of God’s chosen people we see over and over again the promise that a Messiah was to come through them who would one day reign forever. Yet those who were faithful lived and died without ever seeing the fulfillment of the promise. Centuries came and went. Through the prophet Isaiah, God promised this Messiah would descend from the line of David. And in Isaiah 9 we read, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined --- for unto  us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder, and His name shall be called “Wonderful counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” Of the increase of His government and of peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David, and over his kingdom, to establish it, and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord will do this!”

From the prophet Micah they heard where this child would be born. He says in Chapter 5: “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little among the clans of Judah – from you shall come forth for Me one who is to be ruler of Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”

There is a four-hundred-year interval between the last book of the Old Testament and the first book of the New. To us this is a long, long time! Why did it take so long? --- God doesn’t see “time” as we do. We are told in His Word that God is not “slow” as some count slowness. To Him a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. We have to remember that God sees the whole panorama of past, present and future all at once, and He never delays anything without a reason. The time in history when Jesus was born was the exact moment God had chosen before the world was ever created. He wasn’t early and He wasn’t late. All the characters were finally in place and all the circumstances just right when God sent the angel Gabriel to a virgin in a town called Nazareth, to announce that she was the chosen one to bear the Son of God. An angel came to Joseph also to tell him the same thing – not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife – and when the child would be born, he was to name Him “Jesus”, for He would save His people from their sins.

Even Caesar Augustus unwittingly played a part. Because of his call for a census, Joseph and Mary went to Bethlehem, the city of David, where the promised child was to be born. And because of evil king Herod’s edict to have all the baby boys in Bethlehem killed, the prophecy could be fulfilled that says, “Out of Egypt I have called my Son.”

Now this Holy Son has returned to the glory He left when He became that baby. And now we who believe are the ones who wait. We wait for the fulfillment of the rest of the prophecy, for He promised He is coming back. The season of Advent is not only in anticipation of Christmas, but also a time to contemplate that promise of His second coming when He comes to receive us unto Himself. When He left this earth bodily, He said it would be “soon”. Yet it has now been 2,000 years. Again, we wait for God’s timing. Will it be another thousand years – or will it be tonight? Jesus said only the Father knows the exact hour – yet He said we are to always be ready because He will come at an hour we do not expect. Will we see it with these mortal eyes? Maybe, but if not, He is not late. Are you ready to meet your maker? What about your loved ones? Are they ready? Can we afford to let any more time pass without telling them about God’s plan for their salvation? When that moment arrives, there will be no second chances. The trumpet will sound and here He will be, in the twinkling of an eye.

What better time to share the good news than at Christmas? Tell others what it is we are celebrating and why. The children all know about Santa Claus. Do they know about Jesus? 

I found a poem patterned after that famous poem “The night Before Christmas” that fits here. It goes like this:

“Twas the night before Jesus came, and all through the house not a creature was praying – not one in the house. Their Bibles were lain on the shelf without care, in hoping that Jesus would not come there. The children were dressing to crawl into bed – not once even kneeling or bowing their head. And mom in her rocker, with babe on her lap, was watching the late show while I took a nap. When out of the East there arose such a clatter, I sprang to my feet to see what was the matter. Away to the window I flew like a flash – tore open the curtains and threw us the sash! When what to my wondering eyes should appear, but angels proclaiming that Jesus was here. With a light like the sun sending forth as bright ray, I knew in a moment that this was the Day! The light of His face made me cover my head. It was Jesus – returning, just like He said! --- and though I possessed worldly wisdom and wealth, I cried when I saw Him, in spite of myself. In the book which He now held in His hand, was written the name of every saved man. He spoke not a word as He searched for my name; when He said, “It’s not here”, my head hung in shame --- The people whose names had been written in love, He gathered to take to His Father above. With those who were ready, He rose without sound, leaving the rest just standing around. --- I fell to my knees, but it was too late – I’d waited too long, and thus sealed my fate. I stood – and I cried – as they rose out of sight – If only I had been ready tonight!

In the words of this poem the meaning is clear - the coming of Jesus may be very near. There’s only one life, and when it comes that last call – we’ll find that the Bible was true after all!”
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Do you ever have a hard time waiting for something? This is the time of year when time moves way too slowly for the children who are waiting for Christmas. I can actually remember the days when that was so for me too. But now more often than not I find myself wanting to shout at that thing called time and say, “Wait! Slow down – wait for me!” Today I want to tell you about waiting. 

To wait with anticipation takes faith – faith that the thing we hope for will be realized. Abraham had that kind of faith. He waited about twenty-five years for the son God promised. His descendants, the children of Israel waited four hundred years for their freedom from slavery. Then Joshua and Caleb had to wait another forty years to enter that land of milk and honey God had promised. All throughout the history of God’s people we see over and over again the promise that a Messiah was to come through them who would one day reign forever. Yet those who were faithful lived and died without ever seeing the fulfillment of the promise. Through the prophet Isaiah, in chapter 9 the promise is given: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness- on them light has shined….For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder, and His name shall be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” Of the increase of His government and of peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David, and over his kingdom, to establish it, and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord will do this.” From the prophet Micah, they heard where this son would be born. He says in chapter 5: “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little among the clans of Judah – from you, shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler of Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days.” Why did it take so long? There is a four hundred year interval between the last book of the Old Testament and the first book of the new. To us this is a long, long time – but we are told in God’s Word that God is “not slow” as some count slowness. To Him a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. We have to remember that God sees the whole panorama of past, present and future all at once, and He never delays anything without a reason. The time in history when Jesus was born was the exact moment God had chosen before the world was even created. He wasn’t early and He wasn’t late. And this Messiah did not emerge out of history – He came into history from the outside.

Now He has returned to the glory He left when He became a baby. There is still a part of these Old Testament prophecies that is yet to be fulfilled, for He did not become ruler of Israel in those 33 years He lived here, nor did He sit on the throne of His father, David. He is coming back, and He promised that when He does every eye shall see Him, every knee will bow, and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord, to the glory of the Father.

Advent is the period in the church calendar of the weeks before Christmas when we wait with anticipation. We wait for that glorious “coming” when we celebrate the birth of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. But advent also has to do with the watchful anticipation of that second coming, when He comes to receive us unto Himself. Will we see it with these mortal eyes? Maybe – but if not, He is not late. Jesus said only the Father knows when that day will be, but it will be at a time when we do not expect it. Maybe it won’t be for another thousand years – or maybe it will be tonight! Are you looking forward to that day with anticipation, or with dread? Are you ready to meet your maker? What about your loved ones? Are they ready? Can we afford to continue to let time pass without telling them about God’s plan of salvation? I have mixed feelings about His coming back. I know for me and for all who love His appearing it will be a day of unspeakable joy – yet I don’t want Him to come until all those I love are in the fold. I have loved ones who do not know Him. Can I gamble that He will wait for them? God does promise that He does not wish that any should perish – in fact, He tells us this is why He tarries. But when that moment arrives there will be no second chances. The trumpet will sound and there He will be, in the twinkling of an eye.

Bryan Jeffrey Leech wrote a hymn in 1931 that is in our hymnal, but I don’t think we have ever sung it. It’s called “Glimpses of Glory”, and it goes like this:

Sometimes it seems we’re standing tip-toe – sometimes it seems the future is now. Sometimes the holy hush of God’s presence comes, and leaves us wondering how. Sometimes it seems we’re caught up to heaven ( or is it heaven that comes to us here?) Sometimes it seems that, just for a moment, thing that are hidden are suddenly clear. Sometimes a fire is there in the preaching – sometimes a glow when everyone sings. Sometimes a word, a phrase, or a sentence, convinces the heart of heavenly things. Sometimes the word proclaimed in our worship, sometimes a prayer, when prayed from the heart, gives us for Christ the ultimate longing and brings us together before we depart. Ears have not heard it, eyes have not seen it – all that our future surely will be. Even on days with life at its darkest, God gives us a foretaste of wonders to be. Can’t you now hear the fanfare they’re sounding? Don’t you now sense the crowning is near? Doesn’t your heart now throb with excitement to think any moment Christ will be here? Glimpses of glory – glimpses of glory – hearts are now soaring as if they had wings. He who once died is risen, ascended – regally splendid – King of all Kings.
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Have you seen the advertisements on your television for the new movie, “The Nativity”? Maybe some of you have even seen the film: They say this movie is intended to portray that first Christmas from a new perspective, showing the “humanness” of Mary and Joseph and how their lives were changed by the roles they were required to play in God’s marvelous plan for the redemption of His creation. I plan to see the movie when I can, and hope it truly does portray the way it really was for them without watering down the divinity of that holy child.

Several years ago, I read the novel called “Two from Galilee” based on the Christmas story. The author did an excellent job of imagining what it must have been like for that chosen couple, knowing without a doubt what God Himself had told them concerning this child, while at the same time living day to day among a skeptical judgmental and unbelieving people.

What about this girl called “Mary”? Why was she the one God chose to be set apart from all other women – chosen to be that one and only vessel to carry the very Son of God? Roman Catholic teaching holds that Mary was preserved from original sin from the first instant of her conception and, by God’s grace, remained free of personal sin. Catholics also distinguish their special veneration of Mary from the adoration owed to God alone. As a Protestant, I do not share every Marian doctrine or devotional practice. Yet Mary herself says in the Magnificat, “My spirit rejoices in God, my Savior,” and Catholic teaching likewise holds that she was redeemed by Christ in a unique way. Whatever our denominational differences, Scripture gives us every reason to honor the woman Elizabeth called “blessed among women,” while keeping Christ at the center of salvation.

Having said this, I must also say that in reacting against Catholic devotion to the Virgin Mary, we Protestants have sometimes swung too far in the opposite direction by neglecting to give the mother of our Lord the honor she is due. For she was indeed blessed among women. Elizabeth said to her, “Blessed is she who has believed what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished.” And Mary said, “From now on all generations will call me ‘blessed’, for the mighty One has done great things for me – holy is His name!”

Who was this chosen woman really? And why, of all the women ever born, did God choose her? She was a virgin, and she was a descendant of David – the only criteria really necessary for her election to fulfill the prophecies – but there must have been something about her besides that, that we aren’t told for God to decide “the time has come and this is the one.” Was it perhaps something within her, because God knew her heart?

Probably just a teenager, not from any noble or wealthy family, she was an ordinary young woman who loved God and wanted to do His will. She was betrothed to Joseph – more binding than a modern engagement. Under the Torah, adultery by a betrothed woman was treated as a grave offense, with severe penalties. Suddenly her wedding plans were interrupted by the angel Gabriel’s announcement that she would conceive by the Holy Spirit. I think most young women would have been overwhelmed by the questions: What about Joseph? What will my family think? Will anyone believe this? But after Gabriel explained how the miracle would come about, Luke 1:38 records Mary’s response: “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” Her whole world had been turned upside down, and yet she answered in faith. What a remarkable woman she must have been.

And what about Joseph? In the first Chapter of Matthew we read that he was a just man, a righteous man. He didn’t want to expose Mary to public disgrace, and he certainly didn’t want her executed! – he loved her! Yet it seemed obvious that she wasn’t what he thought she was. Her story was so far-fetched, how could he possibly believe it? No--- he would have to divorce her now – she was already three months along and soon people would know. IF he was to protect her at all, he would have to act discreetly, and soon! What mixed feelings he must have been wrestling with. Surely he must have cried out to God here --- “Help me! Show me what the truth is here – and tell me what to do!!” So, God did just that. Matthew 1:20-24 tells us, “An angel of the Lord appeared to Him, in a dream, and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name, “Jesus”, because He will save His people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet (in Isaiah 7:14) “the virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call Him “Immanuel” = which means, ‘God with us’.” So, when Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave Him the name, “Jesus.”

I think sometimes Joseph gets short-changed and lost in the story – yet this is the man God chose to raise His own precious Son! What an awesome responsibility! He had to do all that was in his power now to see that God’s will was done in this. When he took his nine-month pregnant wife with him on a journey of almost 70 miles over rugged mountain trails because of a government ordered census, do you think he knew the prophecy that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem? Maybe, or maybe not – but God knew, and He hasn’t given a prophesy yet that He hasn’t fulfilled. Might Joseph and Mary both have wondered if they’d made a mistake when they finally reached the city of David and there was no place for that special precious child to be born? The Bible says nothing of the kind. What it does say is that as the events of that miracle night of all nights unfolded, “Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart.
↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index
Light
← Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index · Contents
How are you doing getting ready for Christmas? Can you take time to enjoy the beauty of the sounds and sights of the season? I always think it’s kind of ironic and sad too, that all the hustle and bustle of shopping and wrapping, baking and cleaning prevents us from fully enjoying the time. Then when Christmas Day is past, the music suddenly stops, the lights go off and the tree comes down – it’s all over until next year. I think we miss something by no longer celebrating the twelve days of Christmas as our forefathers did.

On Wednesday I spent the day Christmas shopping in Mankato. The malls had Christmas music piped over the loudspeakers everywhere I went – yet I wonder how many people even noticed it. It easily becomes just one of many sounds coming from all directions, and it doesn’t even register on the conscious mind. On the drive home in the dark, I turned on the car radio and listened to beautiful peaceful Christmas music as I enjoyed the plentiful variety of outdoor lighting everywhere along the way. It was good for my soul – a welcome respite from the “busyness”.

For several years I did a lot of outdoor decorating myself, adding to it every year. At Christmas our place could be seen at night from a long way off, and it was very pretty. But I am cutting back on that now – not because I don’t want to do it, but because I’m no longer physically able, and neither is my husband. It just took too much time and was too hard on the old body for something that would last only a few weeks. I’ll just have to concentrate on making the inside of the house “Christmassy”. Our children will all be home Christmas Day, plus all but one of the grandchildren. We are looking forward to that, and my prayer is that above all the glitter and presents and food, we will not forget why we are doing this.

We’re going to talk about light today. What is light anyway? It’s the opposite of darkness, but what does it consist of? And why do we have so much of it everywhere at Christmas? In physics, visible light is the small portion of the electromagnetic spectrum our eyes can detect. Light in a vacuum travels at exactly 299,792,458 meters per second – about 186,282 miles per second. Astronomers also use the term “dark energy” for the still-mysterious phenomenon inferred from observations showing that the expansion of the universe is accelerating. Scientists do not yet know what dark energy actually is. Einstein’s relativity also teaches us that space and time are linked and that the speed of light in a vacuum is invariant. These mysteries of physical light provide a fascinating backdrop for the spiritual imagery of light that fills the Christmas story.

I have a subscription to “Discover” magazine, and I love it because these things fascinate me. But most of all, the more I learn about God’s creation and His universe – especially the part we can’t see – the more my faith is strengthened that God’s holy Word is absolute truth from cover to cover. It is living and active word, which, unlike any other book, can never be learned or digested in its entirety because its depths have no end. The more we study and learn with the guidance of the Holy Spirit who wrote it, the more we realize the scope of what is contained therein that we do not yet see compared to what we do see.

This holy book begins with these words: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty – darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’ and there was light!” Now we are told this happened on the first day of creation, and it’s curious to see that not until the third day did He say these words: “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs, to mark seasons and days and years. Let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth – and it was so.”

Now how could this be? Is this apparent discrepancy proof that the creation account is really only a myth and the writer clearly did not understand how things work? On the contrary – I propose to you that this “light” that was created by God’s spoken Word on the first day was not the light of the sun at all. Let me give you some of God’s Word itself to back up this claim. I John 1:5 says, “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.” We know this same John, who lived with Jesus every day for over three years, is the same man who also wrote the gospel of John which begins like this: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. --- The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him ---- The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory – the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

In John 3, Jesus Himself said, “This is the verdict – light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” In John 8:12, He tells us plainly, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

Think about it – God – the ruler of all things, the creator of all things – poured Himself as through a funnel into the form of a human baby, the most helpless of all creatures. Oswald Chambers says, “Just as He entered our world through the most humble of doors, so He also left it through the most cruel of doors. His cross is now the door by which every member of the human race can enter into the life of God – the heavenly world of light from which He came to enter ours.”

So as you drink in the beauty of the Christmas lights in your house and in your town – as you watch the twinkling of the lights on your tree and in the eyes of the children, remember what these lights represent. He has come as a light to a dark world. Are you allowing Him to shine in your heart?
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How are you doing getting ready for Christmas? Can you take the time to enjoy the beauty of the sounds and sights of the season? I always think it’s kind of ironic, and sad too, that all the hustle and bustle of shopping and wrapping, baking and cleaning prevents us from fully enjoying the time. Our forefathers celebrated the twelve days of Christmas – a custom they brought over from Europe. The twelve days began with Christmas and ended with Epiphany. This is much more logical – for who ever celebrates the birth of a baby before it is born and then the day after it’s born the celebration is all done? Yet, that’s what we do now. As soon as Christmas Day is past, the music suddenly stops, the lights go off and the tree comes down – it’s all over until next year when we begin the process all over as early as October. Just this past week I saw a bit on TV about a family’s light display, set by computer to music, which took nine months to set up.

More and more towns in our area now have Christmas lighting contests and I do enjoy the beauty of the lights as much as anyone. For several years I did a lot of outdoor decorating myself – adding to it every year. At Christmas our place could be seen at night from a long way off, and it was very pretty. The memory is pleasant now, but I tend to remember the finished product and forget the process, which involved a lot of time and was way too hard on the old body for something that would last only a few weeks. Now that we are in a small apartment, the only outside trimming is on our own door and one window which face the center atrium. We do have a tree this year, but because our space is limited it is actually half a tree and it is small. I fastened this half tree to our large mirror so it looks like a whole tree in half the space. All our decorating took about one-twentieth of the time I used to spend on that, and it is enough.

Tradition is important for family on these special holidays, for it is these things that create memories. For our family now, a new generation is carrying on some of the old traditions, but also creating some new ones which their children and grandchildren will cherish. Yet I wonder how many of us go to all this fuss and work at Christmas just because it’s the thing to do and everybody else does it, when the reason for all this is never even mentioned. Do our children and grandchildren know why we celebrate Christmas and why we have all these lights? As Christians, we know we are celebrating the birth of our Savior, but what do lights have to do with it? Let’s talk about that.

Light – what a wonderful gift! And how very blessed we are to have eyes that take it in and minds to comprehend it. The eyes have been called “the windows of the soul”, and what indescribable beauty our Creator has placed all around us to enter through those windows. Without light, we would be aware of none of it, for it is light that makes all things visible. Without light, eyes are useless, for nothing comes in the windows.

Now is there more to this thing called “light” than what we see with our physical eyes? Science says there is, and even Webster’s dictionary says there is. It says “light” is “an electromagnetic radiation in the wave-length range including infrared, visible, ultra-violet and x-rays – and traveling, in a vacuum, with a speed of 186,281 miles per second. A study of the different wave-lengths of this thing called “light” will show that the range we are actually able to see is only a fraction of the entire spectrum – yet it is all called “light”.

There is a mysterious scientific phenomenon that relates to this. It is called the theory of “dark energy”. Physicists say there is evidence of a powerful energy that exists throughout the universe, but they can’t prove it because it can’t be observed – they can only see the results of it. It’s called “dark” energy because it is invisible – no-one has ever seen it. While all scientists now know about what fascinating phenomena lie outside the realm of our physical senses, they are often the first to admit that what they know is minute in comparison to what is still unknown.

Okay – that’s interesting, but what does it have to do with the light we are talking about, and what does it have to do with Christmas? The thing is – the lights we see at Christmas with our eyes are symbolic of a light we can’t see with physical eyes, because it doesn’t exist in the physical world. It exists only in the invisible realm of the spirit – and because it is a spiritual light, we can only see it with spiritual eyes.

Our Holy Bible, which we believe to be the very words of God Himself, begins with these words: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty – darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’ – and there was light.” Okay – we’re told now this all happened on the first day of creation, yet it’s curious to see that He didn’t create the sun until the third day. Is this apparent discrepancy proof that the creation account is only a myth, and the writer clearly did not know that light has to come from the sun? On the contrary! I propose to you that this “light” created by God’s spoken Word was not the light of the sun at all.

I John 1:5 says, “God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.” Now we know this same John who wrote these words – who lived with Jesus every day for over three years – is the same John who wrote the gospel of John, which begins with these words:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. --- The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. – The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory – the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

Then in John 3 – Jesus Himself says: “This is the verdict – light has come into the world, but men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” In John 8:12, He tells us plainly, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”

It is this light, coming into the world, that we celebrate at Christmas. So, as you drink in the beauty of the Christmas lights in your house and your town – as you watch the twinkling of the lights on your tree and in the eyes of children, remember what these lights represent. He has come as a light to a dark world. Are you letting Him shine in your heart?
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How are you coming with your Christmas shopping? When you’ve come to the check-out and are ready to leave with your purchases, what does the cashier say to you? Have you noticed how often you hear the words, “Season’s Greetings!” or “Happy Holidays”? What ever happened to good old “Merry Christmas!”? Even in towns as small as Blue Earth, employees of more and more stores are being instructed not to say “Merry Christmas” to their customers. Why? For the simple reason that some of those customers may not be Christian. They may be Jewish or Muslim or Buddhist, or of no religion at all, and those words “Merry Christmas” may be offensive to them. This trend has backfired in some communities, however, as the mere exclusion of any allusion to Christmas has become offensive to some Christians, even to the point that they are boycotting any store that won’t allow their employees to acknowledge Christmas for what it is – a Christian holiday. – Now as long as you know and I know that this is the season of “Christmas” – the celebration of the birthday of our Savior, Jesus Christ, does it really matter whether a store clerk says “Merry Christmas” or not? You will find some Christians who say it matters a great deal, and others who say it’s no big deal and we are “tilting at windmills”. Let’s talk about this.

Last week’s Minneapolis Star Tribune had several news articles, editorials and columns addressing this very subject which has become quite controversial even among Christians. Let me share some quotes for you from some of these:

From Saturday’s “Faith and Values” page, a survey of some area pastors on the question brought these comments; From a Lutheran Pastor: “Can you take something out of what you have no control over? God has put Christ into Christmas --- the issue is not is we have taken Christ out of Christmas. --- The issue is ‘Have we missed Christ in Christmas?’ You can easily miss what is right in front of you because you are looking at something else. That doesn’t mean the object has been removed. Paul tells us in I Corinthians 2:14 ‘The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them’. No matter what society does, Christ has come to bring forgiveness and eternal life to those who believe in His name.”

A Covenant pastor once observed that the spirit of Christmas can be lost when the season becomes mainly an exercise in accumulating material things. The irony is striking: Christmas celebrates a child conceived under circumstances the world could easily misunderstand, born in humble circumstances, who later warned repeatedly about the danger of wealth and was executed as a criminal. The outrageous claim of Christmas is that in this child the mighty God of heaven and earth came to our little planet. If “Merry Christmas” truly means, “Be joyful – the Savior of the world, who loves you, has been born,” perhaps then we will use that phrase with greater care.

And these words from a United Methodist pastor: “If, as a Christian, I neglect to give much attention during the Christmas season to the birth of Jesus and its meaning, the main responsibility for the problem rests with me. I can make choices. If a store clerk or a neighbor wishes me ‘Season’s greetings’ instead of ‘Merry Christmas’, should I get angry? I don’t think so --- Wouldn’t Jesus prefer that we exhibit love, kindness, generosity and respect as a way to honor His birth?”

Even syndicated Christian columnist Cal Thomas gives us his take on the matter; saying; “Jesus said His kingdom is not of this world. Why then are so many who claim to speak for Him Demanding that this earthly kingdom celebrate Him and His kingdom? --- Let the world get drunk at its office parties. Let it consume material thing, pile up credit card debt and embrace the trappings of the counterfeit Christmas ‘road show’. I prefer the original cast!”

Last Sunday’s Tribune carried an article on page 1 by Pamela Miller with some good arguments for the other side of the issue. She quoted Tom Prichard of the Minnesota Family Council who says. ‘Many Christians balk at the dearth of references to Christmas in the stores because it is the reason they shop – the significance of the season. “Christmas” is facing an unnatural exclusion.”

To the argument that including religious words and symbols in retail settings would be inappropriate and exploitive because we are now a multicultural society, Merlyn Scroggins, head of the Catholic Defense League of Minnesota, replies: “Retailers are out of touch with their customers. Polls show that more than 80% of Americans still identify themselves as Christian. We are a Christian nation. What you’ve got is a bunch of secularists who don’t want any religion in national life --- I fault businesses for not having the courage to stand up for American tradition – celebrating Christmas as a Christian holiday.”

Eden Prairie Pastor Daniel Henderson says: “I’m not against “inclusiveness”, but to take the Christian core out of the holiday shows that secularization and anti-Christian attitudes are growing.” And a Lakeville pastor says he is not offended by the retail world’s increasing avoidance of religious references,   but that it “saddens” him. He asks the bottom line question – If people find the reference to “Christmas” offensive, then why are they out shopping? How can you detach Christmas from its roots?”

Now I must confess that I am one of those shoppers who spends a lot on Christmas, and there were some years when we used credit cards to do it. I do agree that materialism has gone rampant, Christmas has become way too commercialized, and we would probably all be better off if we downsized our spending. But to me, it isn’t what we do at Christmas so much as it is why we do it. If I tell our children and grandchildren why we give gifts to each other at Christmas, they will know that it is the birthday of our Savior and our King. His name is Jesus Christ and that’s the reason it’s called “Christmas”. This tiny baby is the same one who said, “Whatever you do to the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me” And He’s the same one who said, ”Behold – I stand at the door and knock – If anyone opens the door I will come in.” His Holy Spirit now indwells every person who has opened that door. We, the body of believers are His body, wherever we are – so when we give to one another at Christmas, we are giving to Him! What better way to celebrate a birthday?

On the issue of greetings in the places I shop, I see merit in the arguments on both sides. Store employees who do not embrace Christ should not be forced to acknowledge a holiday they don’t believe in, and neither should their customers. That would be not only hypocritical – it would be meaningless and demeaning. But neither should employees who do believe be forbidden to voice the reason for the season for fear of losing their jobs. We as customers have a choice in how we respond to whatever greeting we are given. When someone says “happy Holidays” to me, I will reply, “Thank you – and Merry Christmas to you!”
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Christmas Day was a very special family day at the Johnson house as all our children and all but one of the grandchildren were here. A special bonus was a wide-eyed little boy with red curly hair who is old enough now to open his own presents and “help” with everybody else’s too – his name is Matthew and he’s our first great-grandchild. Can you tell this grandma is proud?

We thank God for good weather and good roads for our son Randy and his wife Sallie who drove the long trip from Atlanta with 2 of her grandchildren. They will be leaving today and it will be quiet here once again. Maybe the cat will even dare to come home.

I am tired and ready to put my feet up for a while, but it’s a “good” kind of tired. I think everyone really did have a Merry Christmas – especially the children. “Christmas is for children”, some say – and it certainly is, but it is for everyone else too, and so often we lose sight of what it really is all about amidst all the glitter and ornaments and the wrappings strewn all over the floor. We make sure the “Christ” is kept in Christmas at our house and the children know what we are celebrating and why. But we have real cause to be concerned over what we see happening to this once sacred holiday in our country. Christmas in America is fast becoming a “Christ-less Christmas”. Oh – it’s still okay to celebrate the birth of our Savior in our churches and even in our homes if we are so inclined, but the public arena is another story. Like a cancer, the destruction of America’s Christmas has come slowly and stealthily – if you weren’t watching for it you might not have noticed – but look around you. The god of “political correctness” has taken over Christmas! This is a “Grinch” that doesn’t just steal the presents (on the contrary, he encourages us to geed our greed – the more presents the better) No – this “Grinch” has stolen the very heart of Christmas – that holy child whose birth Christmas was meant to celebrate is no longer to be even mentioned in public because it might offend someone. You aren’t supposed to say “Merry Christmas” now. “Happy Holidays” or “Season’s greetings” are acceptable, yet even they are suspect because someone with a curious mind may just happen to wonder, “What is this “season’s” we are greeting?” Then how do you answer that? The word “holiday” means “holy day”, so what’s holy about this day then? What makes this time of year so special if we’re just celebrating without a reason? “Deck the Halls with boughs of holly – ‘tis the season to be jolly” goes the old song. Celebrate – celebrate – have fun, decorate the whole town, shop ‘til you drop, eat ‘til you pop and party, party, party! Why? No reason – just because everybody else does. “Tis the season to be jolly?” My husband says it’s more like, “Tis the season filled with folly.” The superintendent of an elementary school will not allow a nativity scene at a school Christmas play. School choral concerts can no longer be called “Christmas” concerts and their songs must not mention Christmas and certainly not “Jesus”. Clerks in stores are instructed to not say “Merry Christmas” to the customers. Target stores refused to allow Salvation Army bell-ringers this year because they don’t want to be seen as “promoting” one religion over another.

Have you been to your office “Christmas party” this year? If it’s even called a “Christmas” party, its only purpose is to eat too much, drink too much and see who can come with the most fabulous new dress or hair-do. No reason – just because it’s that time of the year again.

DO you see a pattern here? The gift wrapped in swaddling clothes is never mentioned – it’s unappreciated and unopened. And we just go our merry way and let this happen. We may drop a couple bucks into a Salvation Army kettle (if we can find one) but we share the true light of Christmas with no-one.

 Several years ago my husband Harlen wrote a message called “Christmas through the eyes of the Gift”. It goes like this:

“I am a gift. I see the faces brighten as the shoppers are told they are receiving a free gift from the ruler of the land. I am wrapped in plain brown paper with no pretty ribbon, but I am placed with the other gifts. I delight in the eagerness of some as they open me immediately. Others take me home and place me with the other gifts under the tree. Some put me down gently while some toss me back under the tree and cover me until I feel I will certainly be crushed, the pain is so great. But soon the time comes for what is hidden beneath the wrappings to be revealed. I hear the sounds of joy as other gifts are opened, and then it’s my turn. How it makes my heart leap as some rejoice and press me close to their hearts. Then I feel sadness as some leave me lying there, unnoticed and unopened. But the one that causes me the most grief is the one who expresses joy at first, but who soon decides I’m not what he wanted, so I am returned, to be exchanged for something he wants more than me. It’s no so pleasant being a gift! For I too have excitement, joy and anticipation, but I also feel the sorrow and pain of rejection. I knew this would happen though. It was for that reason I had some doubts as to whether I really wanted to be a gift, even though I knew I must. I chose to become a gift, for I knew there was no other way, but I could not choose how I would be received.

How did you receive me? Did I bring you joy and gladness? Or do I lay unused and unopened gathering dust on a shelf? Or did you for a fleeting moment feel joy, but return to things you liked more than me?

My friend, my loved one – I desire to be your help, your comfort, your joy, your healer, your life. I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. I am My Father’s gift to you. My name is “Emmanuel” (God with us) I am the gift of love and life eternal. I am Jesus.”

No gift has been given with more love. No gift has been more perfect, no other gift has given itself for you, and no greater gift has ever been given.

Yes – God, the ruler of heaven and earth has given us a gift – a gift unlike any other – a gift to be not only for our benefit now but a gift that lasts for eternity. This is a gift we cannot earn – it is freely given – a gift that goes beyond hope. This gift is guaranteed by the gift Himself. This gift is life eternal. If you know this gift, Jesus, rejoice and be glad and celebrate His coming with all your might. If you have not accepted this free gift, won’t you do so today? No gift has been given with more love. No gift has been more perfect, no other gift has ever given itself for you. No greater gift has ever been given. ‘Tis the season for you to make a decision.
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Christmas has once again come and gone. All our company has gone back home, the leftovers fill the refrigerator and the presents are gone from under the tree. For a few days there is no longer an urgency to get things done, and we can relax, recuperate, do some musing and perhaps some planning for a brand-new year that begins tomorrow. The New Year is always a time of reminiscing over the past one while at the same time resolving to make a new beginning – perhaps to change some things in our lives for the better. None of us really knows what the coming year will bring for our own lives, our family, our nation or our world. We will have another great-grandchild in 2007, and we can’t help but wonder what the future holds for this new generation now being born. Will they know Jesus? Will they have the religious freedom we have known? Will they have the same free access to God’s Word? Or will they face persecution for their faith which we were blessed to be preserved from? Maybe this will be the year that Jesus returns to claim all that are His, but if He tarries, will we endure – will we hold fast to our faith and teach it to those little ones who are the future of our country? No generation in our history has ever had to face such mixed and contradictory messages as this one will. Will they be able to discern what is truth and what is not? We dare not just sit back and let the chips fall where they may. We must teach the children from the moment they can grasp it that our God is truth, what He says is true, and there is a reason He says what He does. The children must know that reason is because God is Love and He wants only what is best for us. They must know that some things are right and some are wrong and it is God who decides which is which. We must warn them that there is an enemy who is very real whose sole objective is to deceive them and that he will disguise himself as an angel of light. And most of all, our children and grandchildren must know they are sinners that God loves so much that He chose to take upon Himself the death penalty we deserve by coming into our world as a human baby – a baby who would grow up to die so that we may live – to become sin for us that we might become righteous in His eyes and receive power through the gift of the Holy Spirit to live a new life. If we don’t tell them these things, who will? The world won’t! The schools won’t! The media surely won’t, and the churches can’t if people see no need to come to church.

The Bible predicts that the day will come when children will betray their believing parents and deliver them up to be killed, thinking they are doing the right thing. This is already happening in other parts of the world. Are we so naïve as to think we are immune and it can’t happen here? All it takes for a nation to fall is one generation that does not know God. 

Daniel 12:4 says that in the time of the end “many will run to and fro, and knowledge will increase.” That time is here and moving ever faster exponentially. There is no stopping it or even slowing it down. Technology is moving so fast that computers and such gadgets are already obsolete by the time we learn how to run them. It is going to be harder as time goes by to even get our children to listen to us for anything when they already know more than we do about computers by the time they’re five years old. Our children are the first generation in history whose beliefs, moral values – indeed their whole lives – will be shaped more by the world outside the home than by influences from within it. Then as the traditional American Christian family simultaneously erodes from within, who do you think gets caught in the fall-out? Ans which side so you think will win?

Is there any hope for us then? Can we turn this around? Our God is still in control and He does not change – He is still a God of love who answers prayer. And He tells us not to fear. Fear is not from God, but from the enemy who wants to paralyze us with his lies so we won’t counter-attack. He wants us to think he is winning and there’s not a thing we can do about it. But even he knows otherwise – he’s bluffing, you see. The Bible says it’s because he knows he’s going down and he’s hopping mad about that, so he is stepping up his campaign to take as many of us as he can down with him. Jesus said, “In the world you will have tribulation, but, fear not, for I have overcome the world!” It’s not something He’s going to do when He comes back – He has already done it! And through the apostle John, Scripture assures us “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” If we depend on our own human strength – it’s true, we cannot win the battle, but when the very God of the Universe who has defeated sin, death and the power of the devil lives within us, we cannot lose! “It is God who works within us both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” He will show us what to do and give us the words to say, and “if God is for us, who can be against us?” Paul says there is absolutely nothing that can separate us from the love of God and we are more than conquerors through Christ Jesus. So, we must keep our spiritual armor on at all times and keep our shield in one hand and sword in the other – and teach our children to do the same. Take them (not just “send” them) to church and Sunday School. Then talk to them about what they hear there. Have family devotions at your house and teach them to pray. Let them hear you pray for them too, so when they go out into that hostile world, they can be assured that God goes with them and they are not alone.

Attend your local school board meetings and teacher’s conferences where you can have a voice in what your children are taught in school. Attend your area political caucuses as well where you can let your elected representatives know where you stand on the issues they will face. How can they represent you and vote according to your wishes if they don’t know what they are? The day may soon come when we no longer have a vehicle to voice our values. Let’s use it while we do.

A week ago, we celebrated that marvelous night when an angel announced the birth of a Savior who would bring peace on earth. He is called the “Prince of Peace”. And when He was about to ascend to His Father from this fallen world, He said, “My peace I leave with you – not as the world gives. You believe in God – believe also in Me.” – So as this troubled year ends and we begin again afresh, let us have that peace in our hearts that comes from trusting in Him – that “peace that passes all understanding”.

Poet Lucille Meissner says it well this way:

“There is a peace God longs to give to sinful man on earth.

But man has searched in vain for peace in things of lesser worth.

This peace is found alone in Christ, for He alone can give it.

He came to earth to bring His peace to all who will receive it.

When Jesus enters with His peace, life has a whole new meaning.

Faith, hope and love now take the place of vain & empty dreaming.

Our soul then finds its resting place in Jesus Christ, our Savior.

He is our rest, He is our peace, He is our great Redeemer.
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A devout old Christian woman was being interviewed as she celebrated her 100th birthday. She had been a Christian all her life, and her well-worn Bible was her most prized possession. She was asked, “What is your favorite Bible verse?” Everyone expected her to say John 3:16 or Romans 8:28 or some other well-known verse. Imagine their surprise when she answered, “My favorite of all is, ‘And it came to pass’.”

Now most newer translations don’t use this phrase, but those of you who grew up with the King James (or maybe still use it) will know this phrase that began many accounts of happening in the Bible. The very first Christmas “piece” I learned as a child began, “It came to pass, in those days, there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed.”

Have you ever really thought about those words? They don’t say, “It came to stay”, but rather, “It came to pass”. God created a phenomenon for our world that we call “time”. Everything that happens anywhere in our physical world must be subject to the dimension of time. Time never stands still – it moves onward at a steady pace and always will, until the One who created it makes an end to it. It never stops and it never backs up. We call this forward movement the “passing” of time. Time can be our enemy, or it can be our friend. We wish pleasant experiences could go on and on, but they don’t, and it does no good to pout about that. We all know the only alternative to growing old is to die young, and we don’t like either of those things. We know death will come to all of us if Jesus doesn’t come back first. There are other unpleasant experiences that we are glad to have over with, and these are probably the ones that old woman was thinking about. Any woman who has had a baby would agree it’s a good thing labor pains come to an end when that new little traveler comes into the world. Most illnesses come and go, broken bones heal, broken hearts do too, and when we lose a loves one to death, it is time that lessens our grief. Nothing in our physical world lasts forever and nothing stays the same. It’s not supposed to – and as we move on in our journey, moving ahead requires letting go of some things to make room for new.

Some of us don’t do well with change, and I’m one of those. I like routine, and I like being able to plan my day when I get up in the morning. Of course that doesn’t always work because I can’t control what other people do and I have to keep reminding myself that nothing is going to happen today that God doesn’t know about, and I keep reminding myself that this hard season too will pass. He will use any unpleasant experience to teach me something, or to prune me so I will bear more fruit for Him. He has a reason for everything He allows into my life.

Several years ago when we still lived at our house with the big yard, I found my hobby of flower gardening was getting less and less enjoyable. I was getting older. It was harder and harder to get up once I was down on the ground. At the end of a day working outside I ached in every bone in my body. Yet I felt I had to take care of those many flower beds I had chosen to plant in the first place, and no matter how many hours I spent out there I could no longer keep ahead of the weeds. I unloaded my frustration one day on a dear Christian friend saying, “Surely it can’t be God’s will for me to continue to spend every spare minute I have on something I no longer enjoy and which no-one appreciates anyway except me.” He told me to think about what Solomon said in Ecclesiastes: “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.” I realized the time, the “season” of flower gardening was coming to an end for me and I needed to let it go. Yet I knew the only way to do that with any peace about it was to move out of that house. There were still things about living there that I loved and still wanted to hang onto, so I was torn. One day after working all day in one flower-bed, I said to my husband, “I think maybe we need to start thinking about maybe moving to an apartment.” Well, the next day we were here looking at apartments at Garden Court – my husband was that ready. As we came out the door of one of the apartments, without warning I started to bawl. I realized I was not ready. In my head I knew we had to do it, but I didn’t want to let go. I had to do a lot of praying for a willing heart and for God to help me through his transition and help me to look ahead and not back. Praise God, He is faithful and He lovingly answered my prayer. Our children all helped with all the down-sizing and it was a comfort that most of the “things” I had to give up now belong to them. They just have these things a little sooner than I had planned. There was enough time before the actual moving day for me to get used to the idea and to “switch gears” in my thinking from dwelling on what I was losing to what I was gaining by making this move. I wasn’t long before our apartment became “home”, and I was given added blessing because our daughter moved into our house, giving me the option of going there to pull weeds or prune vines whenever I wanted to, but if I didn’t feel like it, I no longer had to. It was very freeing. God is so good!

The time has come now for the ending of another “season” in my life. As I look back in my pile of transcripts for this radio program, I see that the very first message I gave for this “Sunday Morning Thought” was ten years ago next month. In all that time God has been faithful and has always shown me what He wants me to say. For most of that time I knew pretty much by the end of the week what the theme of the message would be for the following week. Often as I went through the process of finding material to use, including Bible references, the track would take an unexpected turn, and as I would begin to write, the words just came until the final result wasn’t at all what I expected it to be when I started. I trusted that to be the way it was supposed to be, so I went with it, and although preparing a message was often time consuming, it was never difficult. I enjoyed it because by doing my best to keep my heart and my mind open to what He wanted me to tell you, I found that He was teaching me, and I was blessed by that to overflowing.

For the past year or so, however it has become increasingly more of a chore and less often a joy. Sometimes it comes down to the wire – it will be Thursday and I still don’t know what I’m supposed to say. I’ve had to go back into the “archives” more often and repeat messages from years past. God just hasn’t been dropping messages into my lap as He did at first, and I know it’s not because I don’t want Him to. I also know “God makes everything beautiful in His time”, and the timing of this is not a coincidence. 

Doing messages for this program has been a part of my life for ten years now, and it’s time to let it go. I know I will miss it, but I have no doubt at all that there are things ahead that God will use to bless me just as much. In the past, whenever God has closed a door in my life, He has always opened another one. I know He will do the same again and I’ll be waiting to see what that might be.

My prayer has always been that some seeds may have been planted through the words God has given to you through me.  Thank you, God bless you all.
↑ Back to Master Theme Index · Section Guide · Bible Verse Index
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