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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
Ash Wednesday

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.
Leaven

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.”
Abraham

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!
Refinishing

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?
The Last Supper

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?
Eyes – Blindness

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!
“Watch and Pray”

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”.
Palm Sunday – The Reason for Jesus

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?
Peter’s Denial – Part 1

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.
Peter – Part 2

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.
Destiny — Our Road of Life

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.”
After Easter

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!”
After Easter – 2

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!
Parable of the Clean House & Evil Spirits

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.
Gossip

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.”
Spinning Our Wheels

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.”
SIN

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.
SIN – Part 2

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!
Time – Progress

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?
Changing — When Life Doesn’t Go the Way We Want It To

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!
Jealousy

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?
Planting Seed

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.
Pentecost – Laodicea

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.
Pentecost – New Birth

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.
The Holy Spirit – Yielding

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!”
Memorial Day

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?”
The New Birth

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.
God is in Control

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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