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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
Prayer for the Lost
A few weeks ago, my generous husband gave me a wonderful gift. He bought me a round-trip plane ticket to visit my sister I hadn’t seen in years. She is still my “little” sister to me as she’s 12 years younger than I. I had never seen her house which is in a beautiful neighborhood of Las Vegas. For a week I had my own air-conditioned bedroom and bath and was made to feel very much at home. They also showed me there is much more to the city of Las Vegas than casinos. Linda had taken a week’s vacation from her job to spend it with me, and since her husband went to work Monday through Friday, we had five days to just relax and reminisce and do things we liked to do. I am so glad I went.

But there was one thing that cast a pall over it all, for the one thing I had hoped and prayed would happen that week didn’t happen. I’m not young anymore, and I know if it’s another 10 years before I see her again, that day may not come at all. So, I prayed earnestly both before I went and while I was there that the Holy Spirit would give me the right words to say and prepare her heart to receive it – because you see, my little sister does not believe in God. I thought surely this was a time God had provided and she would listen to me. In the past she has been willing to listen and to read books I have given her, so I brought along another book that would surely help her see the light at last. I know she loves me and she knows I love her, so she patiently listened to all I had to say and wasn’t at all defensive. She respected my right to believe what I do, and she knows my concern for her is because I love her, but in the end, she said, “you can no more convince me to believe what you believe than I could convince you not to”, and she refused to take the book.

How are we as Christians supposed to react when something we are so sure God is in seems not to be after all, and things just don’t turn out the way we thought they would? Jesus has promised us that if we ask anything of the Father in His name, and according to His will, He hears us and He will give us what we ask for. Surely, He does keep His promises, doesn’t He? The Bible tells me God is not willing that any should perish, but that all shall come to the knowledge of the truth. Yet He has created mankind with a free will to choose, and He will not violate that right He Himself has given us. Is there any hope then for those who have heard the truth but refuse to accept it? Will God have to wipe the tears from my eyes when I get to heaven and find that my little sister, whom I love, is not there?

There are many instances in both the Old Testament and the New where God has orchestrated the events in people’s lives to bring about the pieces of His marvelous plan. Surely His working in this way does affect some of the choices people make and will partly determine the direction they take. God knows every person ever born better than we know ourselves. He knows our every thought. He knows before we are even born who will accept His gift of redemption and who will not, and how He must grieve over those who will not. He tells of the joy among the angels in heaven when just one sinner turns around and comes to Him. Jesus said, “Whoever comes to Me I will in no way cast out.” We are told to go, to search out the lost, and to make disciples. We are told to pray for them and to be a channel of Christ’s love for them. Yet in the end the bottom line is, the ultimate choice is up to each individual person. We cannot make anyone believe what they do not believe, no matter how much we love them – and God will not. He does not want robots.

We were five children brought up in the same home with the same parents, baptized and confirmed in the same church by the same pastor. What was it that caused Linda to question what the rest of us accepted as truth? These kinds of things are mysteries to us, but God knows. In I Chronicles 28, David told his son, Solomon: “The Lord searches every heart and understands every motive behind the thoughts – if you seek Him, He will be found by you.” We are told that God’s ways are “past finding out” – we are not able to comprehend them – therefore we are to simply trust them with all our hearts and “lean not on our own understanding”. In Isaiah 55:8-11, God says, “My thoughts are not your thoughts – neither are your ways My ways. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts. (Yet) As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is My Word that goes out from My mouth: It will not return to Me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”

Now I believe this, and I believe for each encounter I have experienced with my sister where God spoke His Word through me, some seeds were sown. I see no evidence that any have taken root, and I’m sure some did fall on the hard ground. Some may have gotten through only to be choked out by the weeds – but those words are there, permanently engraved in her mind whether she is aware of it or not. My trouble is things always have to make sense to me, and I keep trying to guess how God is going to work. Then when He doesn’t do what I think He should, I am disappointed. Maybe Linda will never come to faith in God in my lifetime, but maybe she will and I will be privileged to see it. Maybe one day something I have said or something in one of the books I gave her will suddenly click and a light will come on – but if not, that doesn’t mean she won’t still come. I have said all there is to say, and I promised her I will say no more about it but I will continue to pray that God will show her that He is love and He loves her. She said that’s fine – so the ball is in her court now. In spite of its many casinos, Las Vegas is also full of churches, so I know there are God’s people there, and she is bound to run into some of them. I would be pretty arrogant to think I’m the only one God can use to reach my sister, and it would be foolish to believe that if I never see her again, she has missed her only chance for heaven. God’s timing is perfect and His plan for each of us is perfect. I know He answers prayers so I am not giving up on my sister and I know – neither is God.

There are countless stories of people who came to Christ after years of wandering. John Newton, who wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace,” is one of the best-known examples. His mother, Elizabeth, was a devout Christian who taught him Scripture and hymns when he was very young, but she died before he was seven. Newton later spent years at sea and lived a life he himself came deeply to regret. His conversion was gradual, beginning in earnest after a terrifying storm at sea in 1748, and he eventually became a minister and hymn writer. His story still reminds me that there is no hopeless case where God is at work.

Do you have someone you love who is not yet in the fold? Don’t ever give up your hope, and never stop praying for them. Your God loves them even more than you do – so much that He poured out His blood for them.

Jesus promised our prayers will be answered. There is power in the prayer of a believer. He loves you and He hears.
Father’s Day
For those of us whose dads are no longer here, this is another of those days for reminiscing. My dad has been gone for over fourteen years now, and I do miss him, but I could never wish him back because I know where he is, and it’s a much better place than here. Dad accepted Christ as his Lord late in life, and some of those early years in our house were difficult, but there were good times too – times I didn’t learn to appreciate until I was able to let go of the bad, and forgive him for being an imperfect human being who made mistakes – just like me.

God has given fathers an awesome responsibility – they are to be models to their children of what God is like. God’s word tells us what that model should look like. Exodus 34 says, “God is merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.” Psalm 103 says, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him, for He knows how we are formed – He remembers that we are dust.” And Paul tells us in Romans 8, “You did not receive a spirit of fear but the spirit of sonship whereby we cry, ‘Abba-Father’. The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” The word “abba” is a term used for a father in a close intimate relationship with his child just like we use the word “Daddy”. Can there be any closer bond between a father and his child than for that child to crawl up into his father’s welcome lap and wrap his arms around his Daddy’s neck in love and trust?

But God our Father does not simply shower us with affection. He also disciplines us when we need it, and sometimes that is very painful. God instructs fathers to do the same in order to mold their children into responsible and upright adults. In Hebrews 12 we read, “The Lord disciplines those He loves, as a father does the son in whom he delights. ---- If you are not disciplined – then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” Discipline is not intended to be just punishment – its purpose is to teach, and it is to be carried out in love – not anger. There is also more to teaching than discipline. God tells fathers to train up their children in the way they should go. He says they are to teach them His laws and talk about them with their children “when they rise”, when they “come in” and “go out,” and when they “walk along the way.”

So, in order to model to their children the fatherhood of God, fathers are to teach, discipline, and (most of all) love. If they do it “just right” their children are guaranteed to turn into fine upstanding, God-fearing adults. That sounds pretty good – there’s just one thing wrong with the concept – it ain’t gonna happen! There’s never been a father born who is not a sinner carrying into his role as “father” all the dysfunctional baggage he received from his own parents. Life is like a relay race. Each generation runs his leg of the race, receiving the baton from the previous generation and passing it on to the next. The trouble is you can’t pass on what you have not received. Many children grow up with no father at all in the picture. They haven’t the foggiest idea how to be fathers. Others have fathers who are angry and abusive, or they are pawns in a bitter divorce where they feel caught in the middle and torn in two directions. How can they pass on what they don’t have?

Christian psychiatrist and author Paul Meier has written about the way our experience of an earthly father can color our image of God as Father. A child who has experienced abandonment, distance or abuse may find it especially difficult to trust the language of a loving Heavenly Father, even when he or she understands it intellectually. Christians aren’t immune to this problem. One may know the Bible from cover to cover and still struggle at a deep emotional level to believe that God’s promises of love really apply personally. The message received from an earthly father can become a distorted lens through which we see God, and that lens sometimes has to be healed.

Does God expect children of such relationships to “honor” their fathers? Indeed He does. This command is so important God put it as one of the “Big Ten” “honor your father and your mother” – this is called the first commandment with a promise” – that promise was that it will be well with us, and we will live long on the earth. Notice the commandment does not say to honor your parents as long as they treat you right and give you what you want and don’t make any mistakes. Even if we can’t honor or respect our father for who he is or what he does, no matter how bad a job he does in that role, it is God who put him there, so we are to honor our father for that reason alone. I know – sometimes children have been so wounded by their parents that this is impossible. God doesn’t expect us to do what we can’t do – but He says in these cases we are to give our burdens to Him – because nothing is impossible with God, and He can work in our hearts that which is impossible to us.

Willie Stargell, the Hall of Fame outfielder who spent his major-league career with the Pittsburgh Pirates, grew up without knowing his father, who had left before Willie was born. Stargell was nineteen when they finally met. He later recalled that instead of judging his father only by the past, he came to accept him as he was and eventually grew to love him. That does not erase what happened, but it is a powerful picture of what grace can make possible.

You see, God encourages us to look at others the same way He looks at us – through the eyes of grace. I was doubly blessed because not only did my erring father finally become a Christian, but I also had that opportunity to have a long talk with him which helped me so much to understand why things were the way they were and why he was not capable of living up to my expectations of him. Only then was I able to look back and see the good part of my childhood relationship with my dad. One incident especially stands out for me. I was 5 years old. We had just come home from a visit to Grandma’s and rain was coming down in sheets. We waited a long time in the car for it to let up, but when it became apparent it wasn’t going to, my dad took off his shoes and socks, rolled up his pant legs and then took off his shirt. He carried me with that shirt over my head and ran through the water into the house. We were both soaked, but I never felt so secure or so loved. Deuteronomy 1:31 says, “The Lord your God carried you as a father carries His child.” This was my dad modeling to me the love of God who is the only perfect parent there is. Is your dad one of those who blew it? Hang on to the good memories and build on them. Love him as he is and let the cleansing love of God our Father wash over you both.
Trust
Some people think once you become a Christian, that means life will be easy from now on, because after all – God is on our side – right? Yet we know that bad things do happen to good people. A split-second happening, a random choice or just being in the wrong place at the wrong time can and does change the lives forever of countless innocent people, and being a Christian seems to make no difference at all as to whether or not we experience pain or grief in this world. The news is full of these things every day – In just the past week a woman on vacation with her family fell to her death while taking a picture, another teenager was killed by random gunfire, a farmer on the road with his tractor crossed the railroad tracks and didn’t hear the train, and another Minnesota family lost their promising young son in Iraq. Why does God allow these things if He loves us? Does He really love us – or even care?

I have been a believer all my life – yet there was a time when it seemed God had turned His back on me, and I couldn’t understand it. Our third child, a beautiful boy, was stillborn. So, when we had another son the following year, there never was a child more wanted. Ricky was beautiful and healthy and perfect and he was the light of our lives – sweet and loving and always happy. But when he was 11 months old, he died suddenly one night of fulminating pneumonia. We didn’t even see it coming. I remember as I walked outside the next day the whole wide world looked dead – just as dead as I felt inside. Where was God? How could He let this happen? This shook my faith as nothing ever had before, and it took a long time before I could believe again that God loved me. I was very angry with Him, and carried this anger deep inside.

Years later, a serious reading of the book of Job finally helped me to see that it was OK to tell God I was angry (He already knew it anyway) and it was OK to ask Him why.

Let’s examine this story of Job and see what he has to tell us about trusting God. I will be reading excerpts from throughout the book’s 42 chapters, beginning with Chapter 1. 

“In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. He had 7 sons and 3 daughters, and he owned 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 yoke of oxen and 500 donkeys and had a large number of servants. He was the greatest man among all the people of the East.”

Now through a combination of enemy peoples and natural disasters, God allowed all Job had to be taken away, including all 10 of his children. On top of that, Job was afflicted with painful festering boils from the soles of his feet to the top of his head.

What was his first reaction? He tore his robes and shaved his head which was customary to indicate grief, but then he fell to the ground in worship, saying, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”

“You mean he never even complained?!” you say. Oh yes – We read that after 7 long days of sitting in the ashes in agonizing silence, Job began to speak. He cursed the day he was born and began to ask why.

“I loathe my very life,” he says – “therefore I will give free rein to my complaint and speak out in the bitterness of my soul. I will say to God, ‘Do not condemn me, but tell me what charges you have against me. Does it please you to oppress me, to spurn the work of your own hands while you smile at the schemes of the wicked?! Your hands shaped me and made me! Will you now turn and destroy me?”

Yet in all his anguish of soul, Job received no answer. He didn’t understand it – yet he knew God must have His reasons, for even after all this he still said, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him!” And in chapter 19 he said, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end He will stand upon the earth – and after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see Him with my own eyes – I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!”

Job still trusted and longed to be with God even though he couldn’t find Him. In chapter 23 he says, “If only I knew where to find Him --- but if I go to the East, He is not there; if I go to the West, I do not find Him. When He is at work in the North, I do not see Him. But He knows the way that I take; when He has tried me, I will come forth as gold!”

Finally, after many days, Job 38:1 says, “The Lord answered Job out of the storm.” Does He answer Job’s question of “Why”? Not directly. Instead, the speeches that follow confront Job with the vastness of creation and the limits of human understanding. The book does not give Job a simple explanation for his suffering; it calls him, and us, to trust the wisdom of God even when the reason remains hidden.

Our job is not to find out why – our job is to trust Him, knowing that in His supreme power and authority, God knows what He is doing. He is the only one who sees the big picture and it is all part of His magnificent plan.

The end of the book of Job tells us that God restored Job’s fortunes and gave him twice as much as before. The livestock are listed in doubled numbers, while Job is again blessed with seven sons and three daughters. Scripture does not explicitly say why the number of children is not doubled. I have always loved the thought that his first children were not truly lost to God—that they had simply gone on ahead. That is my faith-filled way of reading the passage, rather than something the text itself states.

When I look back now in retrospect at the loss of our two sons, I can see the blessings that came out of that. It was a time of molding and pruning that I needed to grow in my faith and to be able to understand the pain of others when they lose loved ones. I can now comfort others with the comfort with which He has comforted me. That experience also strengthened our marriage, and God gave us 2 more precious children after that who might not be here otherwise. On top of all that I can still look forward with confidence to the sweet reunion one day with our sons who went on ahead.

Sometimes God will show us why we had to endure a particular trial, and sometimes He does not. John the Baptist was imprisoned and executed even though Jesus knew his situation. Paul suffered greatly for his faith, and Christian tradition holds that many of the apostles eventually died as martyrs, although the New Testament does not record the deaths of all of them. Just because you are a Christian does not mean you are guaranteed a life of ease or immunity from trials and tribulation. On the contrary, Jesus said, “In the world you will have trouble,” but He also said, “Take courage; I have overcome the world.”

The apostle James says because of Christ we can “count it all joy when we must suffer various trials and tribulations, because we know the trial of our faith produces perseverance, and perseverance must finish its work so that we may be mature and complete, lacking nothing”. God’s purpose in putting us here in this fallen world is to refine us into pure gold. He does the refining – we are to do the trusting, and He promised “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

I thank you for listening today. My prayer for you is that you will experience the joy of the Lord and the peace that passes all understanding no matter what your circumstances – that inner assurance that God is in control and He loves you – because He really does.
Calling a Pastor — Friction in the Church
Last week our congregation met and welcomed the pastoral candidate presented to us by our diligent search committee, which has spent many hours and much prayer, to find the man God wants to be the next shepherd of our flock. Sunday morning the church was full as we got our chance to hear Pastor Dennis Anders preach. Then during our usual Sunday School hour, it was question and answer time.

There was not a question or concern that I might have had that was not covered. We know where this pastor stands on the social issues of our day as well as on the gospel of Christ and His Holy Word. He shared what he would have to offer us, both in practical ways as well as a spiritual leader, and both Pastor Dennis and his wife, Mary, seemed excited about the potential they see here. I like them very much.

Now of course there is no way we can know for sure what someone is really like in a few short hours. We don’t really know what kind of pastor he would be any more than he can know what he might be getting himself into if he should become our pastor. It’s human nature for us all to be on our best behavior in situations like this, and to always put the emphasis on the positive while playing down (or even hiding) anything negative. But I think we were all as honest as we could be with each other, and we’re realistic enough to know we all have flaws because we are all human. It is the Holy Spirit within us that makes us a family in Christ and enables us to love each other anyway. I saw no red flags here, but that doesn’t mean no-one else did. This man seems to be all I am looking for in a pastor, and he seems to be genuine, but that assessment may not be true for all my fellow congregants. – Today is the day we vote on whether to call Dennis Anders to be our pastor. Then if the result of the vote is “yes”, he must still decide whether or not to accept our call, based on what he knows about us and whether the Holy Spirit leads him to say “yes”. We would very much appreciate your prayers for wisdom, discernment and guidance as we vote, and the same for Pastor Dennis and Mary if they must decide. To those of you who have already been praying for us – “Thank You”

The transition involved in the arrival of a new pastor is always a process, and this process will involve change and perhaps some compromising. No two pastors do things the same because, like us, each comes with his own spiritual gifts and physical abilities and talents as well as his own “baggage”. If the man is worth his salt, he will see things in our church that could use some change and he will want to implement that change. It’s human nature for us to balk at that because we all have our comfort zones. That usually means we just like things to stay as they are because that’s what we’re used to. We just don’t like change – at least not at first.

It’s usually little things that are the sparks that ignite friction in a church. God has given us instructions in His Word on how to handle conflicts that might arise, and if we would just remember to follow them, the little things would never grow into big ones.

Sometimes the problem is in the inter-personal relationships between members of the body, or between them and the pastor, and again, it’s usually something little that’s allowed to mushroom because it’s not confronted head-on at the outset. Someone’s feelings are hurt because of misunderstandings or personality differences; People say the wrong thing or speak in a mean way; someone ignores them; the pastor doesn’t visit them in the hospital or he “plays favorites” and you are not in the number. So you feel wounded even the times when the other party may have no idea what they’ve done that hurt you. But instead of going to that person as God says we should, we go and tell someone else instead. Then we get the reputation of a trouble-maker and again can’t understand it when others ignore us or push us away. If allowed to keep growing, this scenario results in resentments and feelings of self-righteousness with all parties thinking they are the ones in the right who deserve an apology, and the other person needs to admit his wrong and repent. We never see the log in our own eye, so the conflict remains and the unity is broken.

Satan loves it when this happens! His greatest joy is to rob us of ours, and you can be sure when the unity of a body of believers is fractured by things such as these, there is some spiritual warfare going on. We need to focus on the real enemy at these times and recognize his sneaky tactics. Your brother or sister in Christ is not your enemy!

The unity God wants in a body of believers is just like that of a husband and wife. He made us all different for a reason, and when we disagree, it’s dealing with those disagreements that round off our rough edges. It’s a painful process, but necessary, because without it we never see a need to change. Proverbs says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another”. God intended it to be that way because we need that pruning and molding.

When conflict arises in your church is there blaming going on? Do you decide this person or that person is a hypocrite” because they sure aren’t acting like a Christian is supposed to act”?

We’re no different than the congregations in the early church that Paul wrote his letters to. Listen to what he told the Colossians in Chapter 3: “As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with one another and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues, put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. Let the Peace of Christ rule in your hearts since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom.”

Now who was Paul talking to here? We think we have problems when we come with preconceived beliefs from different denominational backgrounds that are all called “Christian”. This congregation of Colossians was made up of Jews and Greeks, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarians, free men and slaves – all groups who were once life-long enemies, outcasts or widely separated social classes. Without Christ they would have crossed the street to avoid any contact at all with one another. Now suddenly they are to consider every other person in that church as a beloved brother or sister. Paul used words like “patience”, “Compassion”,”bearing with”, “forgiving”. Are these things even needed in a happy-go-lucky, “everyone always gets along” group of people? No – Paul is reminding us here that the only way to avoid disillusionment with the church is to dismiss our illusions from the beginning: The church will be full of frustrating, messed-up, baggage-carrying people who need grace – just like you and me!

Pastors are not perfect either – yet we often expect them to be. Yes, Scripture says they are to be above reproach, but that’s a tall order for one born in sin just like us. They are going to fall now and then, and they will disappoint us. When they do, are we there to help them up and support them even as we should if it’s one of us down there? To be a pastor is an awesome responsibility. We need to help him or her in this task without expecting them to be perfect. They deserve our honor and respect as shepherds God has placed in the position to guide us and help us in our walk. And how blessed we are when our pastor is one who teaches and lives the truth that sets us free.
The Flag of the USA
Thirty years ago this week our country celebrated the bicentennial of its birth. Because we had just taken our oldest son to upper New York State to begin his education at West Point, we purposely timed our return so we could be part of the celebration in Washington, D.C., on July 4, 1976. The new National Air and Space Museum had opened only three days earlier, on July 1, so we were among its earliest visitors. That evening we watched a spectacular fireworks display as the night sky lit up over the Tidal Basin. As we “oohed” and “aahed” over the beauty of it all, we couldn’t help but swell with pride that we could call this country our home. Flags were flying everywhere, and as we drove home to Minnesota we saw that patriotism was not confined to Washington.

Those of my generation remember reciting the Pledge of Allegiance regularly in school. Practices have varied among schools and states over the years, and the words “under God,” added by Congress in 1954, have at times been the subject of constitutional challenges and public controversy. After September 11, 2001, patriotic displays and recitation of the pledge became especially visible again. For me, the words still raise a deeper question: what do liberty, justice, unity, and our acknowledgment of God really ask of us?

The Pledge of Allegiance was written by Francis Bellamy and first published in 1892. His original wording referred to “my flag.” The wording was revised in the 1920s to identify the flag specifically as that of the United States of America, and Congress added the words “under God” in 1954. The pledge itself was part of a national public-school observance connected with the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the Americas in 1892—not something first introduced in 1924.

Bellamy’s own words sum up his intent for wording the pledge as he did. He said: “The true reason for allegiance to the flag is the republic for which it stands. And what does that vast thing, ‘the Republic’, mean? It is the concise political word for the nation (the one nation) which the Civil War was fought to prove. To make that one nation clear, we must specify that it is ‘indivisible’. And we as a nation do stand for equality on the doctrine of liberty and justice for all.”

To “pledge” something means to promise or to give our sacred honor, and to pledge “allegiance” is to promise devotion and loyalty. Why to a flag? The flag is a banner or standard proudly displayed as a symbol of a nation or a cause. From ancient times armies have proudly been led into battle with their eyes on their flag. It stood for the nation they were fighting for, and if the bearer of the flag fell, another would immediately take it up again to keep it constantly held high. The flag gave them courage and loyalty, and when a battle was won it became a symbol of victory.

The flag of the United States of America represents our country just as the cross of Christ represents what we as Christians believe, trust in and give our lives to. It isn’t the cross we worship – it is the man who died on it to give Himself as a ransom for us – but we proudly display the cross in our churches and our homes and even wear it around our necks as a sacred symbol. Our flag is the symbol of our country which is a nation made up of 50 states which are united in purpose and in goals – the goals of liberty and justice for all, and in that unity we are indivisible. What then is “liberty”? It is freedom – the quality or state of being free, the condition of legal non-restraint with the power of choice. And what is “justice”? It has to do with fairness, integrity and honesty. It’s an ideal of just dealing or right action – “that virtue which gives each his due according to the laws of truth” – Oh Oh! What “laws of truth” are we talking about here? Is it necessary then to take God into consideration in order to experience liberty and justice? I maintain that it is! My liberty – my freedom to choose – has a boundary, and that boundary is where your freedom begins. If I feel restricted or deprived of “offending” someone else, I am not free! True freedom is found in only one place, and that is in Jesus Christ who is the truth that sets us free. How can we even know the truth if we deny the one who is the author of it?

And what about justice? Who is to say what’s fair or honest? Justice in a nation has to do with its legal system. Where do the laws of our land come from? We hear people say, “You can’t legislate morality,” but we do it all the time! Our laws of the land are based on moral values, and those values come from our fathers who agreed that God’s laws were right. Without God in the equation; everyone is left to decide for himself what’s right or wrong, and the result is chaos – never unity – and certainly not justice.

Are we still a nation “indivisible” – or are we becoming a divided people? The Bible says, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘there is no God’.” Do we want to stand by while fools make the decisions, we must all live under? There is something wrong when it is acceptable to burn the flag which is a symbol of our nation but unacceptable to salute it if we acknowledge the authority of God.

Let’s display that red, white and blue this Independence Day with pride, and remember what it was intended to stand for – one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.
Spiritual Warfare 1
 Satan blinds the eyes of unbelievers and sets up strongholds in their minds;  he prowls around roaring like a lion seeking someone to devour; and  he has targeted the bride of Christ for destruction because he knows he’s defeated and his time is short.

But our God has given us the formula to counteract the lies of the evil one. Even better than an antidote for his poisonous venom, we have the antitoxin to prevent us from ever being infected in the first place. It’s in the form of a protective shield all around us just like a suit of impenetrable armor. “Be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power!” says Paul in Ephesians 6. “Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation, and the Sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”

Just as God has His army of angels in the spiritual realm, Satan also has his army of fallen angels, and they are out to get us. God’s army protects and watches over us, and He has commissioned us as well to serve in the army of Christian soldiers under the leadership of our captain, Jesus Christ. Each of us has been given a set of spiritual armor, and all we have to do is put it on.

The first piece we are told to put on is the belt. The King James translation calls it a “girdle” because it “girds” the body. A common expression in the Old Testament was to “gird up one’s loins” when preparing to fight a battle or to move fast for any reason.  Because men wore loose-fitting tunics or robes, it was necessary to tuck them up into the belt so they would be out of the way and not get tangled up in one’s legs. The belt of a Roman soldier was made of leather with attached flaps that hung down so it covered and protected the whole area of the pelvis. It had to be put on first so the breastplate could be attached to it. Our spiritual belt is the belt of TRUTH. How does “truth” protect us as a belt? Remember the devil is a liar – every attack he initiates has a lie at its base – whether it’s a temptation to sin, or to doubt, to worry or to fear. As long as we are wearing our belt of truth, his lies cannot harm nor sway us because we will immediately recognize them for what they are. Jesus said, “I Am the Way, the truth and the life” and He said, “If you continue in My Word, then you are My disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth and the truth will set you free – if the Son sets you free, then you are free indeed.” It is only by “continuing” or “abiding” in the Word of God that we will really know the truth. It must become so ingrained in our minds that it becomes a part of us. When Satan sees his opportunity to attack with his lies, he isn’t going to warn us first – when it hits us there will be no time to find your Bible and hunt  for the truth you need to counteract – you need to know it already. When Jesus was tempted by Satan in the wilderness, in every instance He used scripture to fire right back at the enemy without hesitation. He wants us to be able to do the same, and if we abide in His Word, we will be. His Holy Spirit now lives in us – the same Spirit that wrote that Word and the same Spirit that reveals it to us when we read. Jesus promised that this Spirit would guide us into all truth. When He does, we are to “put it on” as a belt, and wear it.

Our next piece of armor that goes on is the breastplate. The soldiers’ breastplate was made of either very thick hard leather or of iron or bronze. Like a bullet-proof vest, it covered the heart and all the vital organs of the torso. Our spiritual breastplate is called “RIGHTEOUSNESS”. Whose righteousness? All of our righteousness as a natural man or woman born in sin is as “filthy rags”, and Satan knows that. The Bible says it’s out of the heart that all kinds of wickedness comes. It is here that the enemy will target in a full-blown attack. He is called “the accuser of the brethren. And he’s very good at it. You know the line – “You are a terrible person! You said you weren’t going to do that again, and here you are, right back where you started! Didn’t God say you have to repent? If you’re still sinning, you haven’t repented! You’re not eligible for any forgiveness from God so you might as well hang it up! What a miserable excuse for a Christian – you’re never going to get it right!” You see how cleverly he twists the truth? The fact is, without Christ, every one of these arguments is true. “There is no-one who does good and sins not – no, not one.” Satan will capitalize on this, and as long as he can keep us feeling guilty, we cannot stand against him. Guilt is the key to our defeat because we know the wages of sin is death – but righteousness is the key to victory, and the breastplate of righteousness we wear is fastened to our belt of TRUTH. If we had to depend on our own righteousness, of course we would fail miserably, but praise the Lord, we have a righteousness not our own because Jesus Christ has paid the full price for all our sin. Because He became sin for us and received the full wages due – death on a cruel cross, a great exchange has taken place, and we have now “become the righteousness of God “. Through one man sin came into the world and was passed down to all men. So also through the obedience of one man was the power of that sin eradicated. All our many sins were nailed to that cross. We are now righteous in the eyes of God and free to approach His throne of grace with boldness. The relationship between God and man that was broken through Adam’s sin has now been restored. The accuser of the brethren has been cast down. His accusations are no longer heard by God at all. God sees us now through a filter – that of the blood of His Son, which has washed us white as snow. And as an extra bonus, the Bible tells us we have an “advocate” with the Father – a “defense attorney” if you will, who stands now perpetually at God’s right hand to intercede for us. Only He has the right or the authority to do that, because it was His blood that was poured out for you and for me. He gave His righteousness to us as a free gift. Now we must put it on and own it. This is the truth Jesus was talking about that would set us free. This righteousness of God is our breastplate, and it is fastened to the belt of truth. – The truth that is found only in the only source of absolute truth – the Word of Almighty God.
Spiritual Warfare 2
In our series of talks on Spiritual Warfare so far, we have looked at the piece of the armor of God called  the Breastplate of Righteousness. Today we will put on the shoes and take up our shield.

A roman soldier’s shoes were made of strong heavy leather with thick soles with metal studs to provide traction on uneven and slippery ground. There were sides to support the ankles and prevent them from turning, and long thongs which were laced up over the calves to just below the knees. These shoes enabled a soldier to move fast, to march, and to run at a moment’s notice. Soldiers in combat today sleep with their boots on so they will be ready if they have to move quickly in the night. Paul says in Ephesians 6:15 you are to have “your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.” What is it we are to be ready for, and what is this “gospel of peace”?

Way back in the Old Testament Isaiah prophesied a Messiah to come who would be called the “Prince of Peace”, and in Nahum 1:15 we read, “Look – there on the mountains – the feet of the One who brings good news, who proclaims peace!” That one finally came in Bethlehem when angels appeared to shepherds and proclaimed glory to God and peace on earth. The word “gospel” means “good news”, and what better news could there be than that God had provided a Way by which the chasm between God and man, because of sin, had been bridged and a new covenant made between the two with terms of peace. Romans 5:1 tells us that, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through Jesus Christ. You see the peace we’re talking about here is not peace with the enemy, or even peace with each other, but peace with God. When we have this peace in our hearts we will be able to transmit it to others, but we can’t give it if we don’t have it. This peace comes from knowledge of the Word and the conviction that His Word is truth. Do you see how the armor fits together and the pieces complement one another? This conviction and the peace that comes with it prepare us so we will be ready at all times to stand our ground and to move out at a moment’s notice. Charles Stanley, in “When the Enemy Strikes,” makes the same point: we stand firm because we know who we are in Christ, know we are forgiven and loved, and can face hardship and even death with the deep inner peace that our relationship with Christ is secure.

Are you prepared to transmit this good news to others? In I Peter 3:15 we are told to “always be prepared to give your answer to everyone who asks you for a reason for that hope that you have” – that “peace that passes all understanding”.

Now – we have three pieces of the armor on: The belt, the breastplate and the shoes. It is these three that are essential pieces to be kept on at all times. We are in a war here, and our enemy is sly and devious and intelligent. He is constantly watching for his chance to catch us off guard, so we must remain in a constant state of alert. When soldiers in battle take a moment to catch their breath, they may put down their weapons and take off their helmets, but they never remove their boots or their protective body armor because they know they are to be ready at a moment’s notice. The same is true in our spiritual battle. Ephesians 6 says, “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place and with your feet shod with the readiness of the gospel of peace.”

Now beginning in verse 16 he says, “In addition to this”, “take up “the shield of faith, and “take” the helmet of salvation and “take” the sword of the Spirit. There they are, right beside us ready for use, ready to be grabbed and implemented as soon as the alarm is sounded. And the first one we are to grab is the shield.

The Greek word used for shield here refers to a particular kind of shield which was very large and shaped like a door. The Roman shield was made of wood covered with heavy leather and sometimes metal. It was so large it protected the soldiers’ whole body. During a barrage from the enemy a line of soldiers with shields at the front could together form a wall with these shields that could not be penetrated. The shields were designed to be drenched with water so even flaming arrows had no effect. All a soldier had to do was kneel low and his shield protected him completely.

When soldiers “take up” arms, they know that battle is imminent; the urgency is great. Charles Stanley emphasizes that the pieces of equipment we are told to “take up” are especially important when temptation comes. Our shield is the shield of faith. Ephesians 6 says this shield enables us to extinguish the flaming arrows of the evil one. Stanley uses a simple progression to illustrate growing faith: we move from believing that God can act, to trusting that He will do what is right, and finally to resting confidently in His will and timing. With faith as our shield, temptations, persecution and physical, emotional or financial troubles need not dictate our response. We can trust God to defend, provide and carry us through.

God’s word tells us that Hebrews 11:1 says, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for – the evidence of things not seen.” Jesus told us, “Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet believe.”

Even though through the blood of Christ we are already protected by His truth, His righteousness and His peace, we still have areas that will be vulnerable to attack. We still live in a fallen world and that enemy still prowls. We have a choice to make now. So we stand with this armor on and just take what is aimed at us, hoping we don’t get hit in an unprotected spot, and hoping we can hold out until the barrage abates? No – we are called to keep our eyes on the Captain and listen for His orders. When the attack comes we are to grab our shield, our helmet and our sword and move out. Without a shield we would be sitting ducks. Only our faith gives us the courage to move – and that faith is a choice – we are called to “take it up.”
Spiritual Warfare 3
We have all the pieces of our armor on and our shield in hand. We have done all we can to stand. But now it’s time to “move out”, to fight that fight of faith – to claim and to take back that territory lost in the fall which Jesus Christ has redeemed. It is His and He is our Captain. He wants to give this territory to us, but it will never be ours if we don’t take it, and we don’t do that by standing still.

Have you ever seen a dog steal a bone from another dog and then crouch with that bone between his paws, snapping and growling at anyone or anything he thinks is after that bone? Satan is like that dog. His roar is bone-chilling at times and very intimidating. He is not about to let us know that he is really as powerful against God’s armed soldiers as a de-clawed pussy-cat with no teeth. You see he is already defeated. Jesus did that for us – the territory is ours! But Satan is a liar, and has been from the beginning – he comes to steal, kill, and destroy. He knows he’s defeated, but he doesn’t want us to know it. If he can convince us that he is still in control and he is stronger than we are, he can hold on to that ground that is rightfully ours, prevent us from advancing, and make our Christian witness completely ineffective.

Most Christians seem to have the attitude, “I wonder where the devil is going to strike next. Derek Prince suggests that the boot should be on the other foot. The devil should be wondering where the church is going to strike him next. The victory is ours, and it is assured. In our flesh we can do nothing, and it is true that if we try to fight Satan in our own mortal strength, we will fail. But God says, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” Paul tells us in II Corinthians 10:3-5 – “though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the Contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”

You see it is one thing for a division of soldiers to hold a position with good defense, but quite another thing to gain ground from the enemy. Sometimes standing our ground is all we are able to do, and our armor will enable us to do that. We are told to resist the devil, standing firm in our faith. But for how long? We are human beings! We get tired, and we get discouraged when we must keep on fending off attacks that come over and ever. How can our strength hold out when there seems to be no end to this war? If all we can do is “stand our ground”, we are eventually going to run out of steam, because although the spirit is willing, the flesh is weak. There is a point at which we can no longer just hold our position, and we must make a choice. Will we retreat, will we surrender, or will we take up our weapons and fight? Armor and a shield may keep us alive, but defense alone has never won a war. 

If we read Ephesians 6 through verse 16 and then stop, we have only half of what our Commander-in-Chief has provided for this war. The victory is found in verses 17 and 18: “Take the helmet of Salvation and the Sword of the Spirit which is the word of God. And pray in the spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.”

We have a sharp double-edged sword in its scabbard hanging from our belt of Truth. It’s been there all along – but it does us absolutely no good at all if we never take it out of that scabbard. Jesus promised us that if we would continue in His Word, we would be His disciples. (That means we would keep on learning), and then we will come to know the truth, and that truth will set us free. His Word – that’s where the power is. And that is our first offensive weapon against every onslaught of the enemy of our souls. Hebrews 4:12 says, “The Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow – it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” Now what does it mean that “it penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit? Each of us is a trinity of body, soul and spirit. I am a “soul” – that is the part of me that is the” command center” of my personality, my self-consciousness – how I think, how I feel, and what I choose. What I choose is the product of what I think and feel, and that in turn has been shaped in part by my heredity, by my environment and by my five physical senses. This “soul” lives in a body, while here on earth, which it will one day leave behind; and this “soul” which is the “real me”, has a spirit which gives it life. But the Bible says “the soul that sins shall die” and it says, “The wages of sin is death” – so since we have all sinned, we were all spiritually dead in our sins. The wonderful thing now for Christians is that we know Jesus Christ took this penalty for sin upon Himself – “He who knew no sin became sin for us on that cross so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” This is called “the great exchange”. Now if He had remained dead, so would we, but He rose again and it is in His resurrection that Satan and death are defeated. We whose sinful nature was crucified with him have also been raised with Him to a new life if we know this and believe it. This is what it means to be born again. We were spiritually dead, we were buried with Him and now we are raised with Him as brand new creatures. Baptism visibly joins us to Christ’s death and resurrection and bears witness to the new life we have in Him. You see Jesus not only set  us free from the penalty of sin – He also set us free from the power of it – and yet we so often still choose to live as though He never did.

The spirit of a man is where the life is, and it is the spirit that gives life to the soul. The spirit is fed by feeding on the Word of God and it is nourished, whether the soul feels it or not. It is the Holy Spirit of God that gives life to the spirit of man as the two become one when we accept Jesus Christ as our Savior and ask Him to be Lord of our lives. That is the point at which we are born again and inherit eternal life – so when the body of a Christian dies, the soul with its living spirit only passes through a door from this life to a better one. Death has already been defeated. So you see when this sword of God’s Word penetrates to the dividing of soul and spirit, it is penetrating to the very deepest part of who you are and makes a distinction between the soul that has life and the one that does not. In the same way this same sword penetrates to the very deepest part of where the life of the body is. It is your joints that enable your body to move, but deeper still, it is the hidden marrow inside your bones where the life is, for it is the marrow that manufactures the blood, and the life of the body is in the blood. Just as your blood gives life to your mortal body, so the blood of our Redeemer gives life to your soul. It is in Him we live and move and have our being. That is where the power is. Without this sword of the Word of God in our hand, we cannot prevail against the enemy of our souls. We must read it, study it, digest it and memorize it so that we can wield it just as Jesus did when tempted in the wilderness. For every temptation to sin, to doubt, or to fear, we must have our sword ready to strike immediately with the words, “It is written!”
Freedom
This week we will again celebrate the birth of our country as an independent nation. We have family picnics and parades and fireworks and proudly display the red, white and blue. But Why? We say we live in a democracy – that our government is one “of the people, by the people, and for the people”. Most of us believe that even with all its flaws, our form of government works the best – we believe this so much that we want to “help” nations that are oppressed to realize the same freedoms we have, and we are willing to sacrifice human lives to do that. Yet sometimes it seems like our efforts are counter-productive and it’s kind of like casting our pearls before swine, because they turn on us. They don’t trust us, and can’t believe we don’t have some selfish ulterior motive. America as still the most powerful nation on this earth, but we are not respected and admired as we once were – now we have become only more feared, and even hated. Why do you think that is?

For as long as I can remember, I have heard the United States called a “Christian nation”, and I’d like to think it is. Polls do indicate that the majority of Americans do still claim to be Christian, but is that statistic a misleading one? It’s true that Christians have more freedoms here than anywhere else on earth. We can worship as often as we want to in whatever church we choose without fear. The government does not tell us what can or cannot be preached in our churches, nor does it have any control over what we read, in our homes or out of them. We have ready access to as many Bibles and Christian books and tapes and CD’s as we could possibly want. There are Christian radio stations and television channels with programs to suit any worship or preaching preference. And even secular stations such as KBEW air Christian programs without restriction. The true gospel is there for the taking and there are very few, if any, Americans who could claim they have never heard it. Yet the number of Christians here is going down rather than up. The ratio of Christians to those of other world religions in America is narrowing, and now over half of those who claim to be “Christian” in the polls admit they never attend church and never read the Bible. How can this be?!!

Can it be that we have taken our freedoms so for granted that we don’t even realize the treasure that we have? And can it be that our Christianity has become so watered down and infiltrated with the ways of the world that those outside can no longer see any difference between Christians and non-Christians?

Our enemy, the devil, still prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. When I first gave this message, I felt that Christian language and assumptions were becoming less prominent in American public life and that many values I had taken for granted were being challenged. I was tempted to describe the schools and media in sweeping terms, but the situation is more complicated than that. Public institutions must remain neutral among religions, while individual students still have rights to religious expression. The spiritual question for me is not whether the government will teach my faith for me; it is whether Christians themselves know what they believe well enough to live it with courage and love. The Bible warns against calling evil good and good evil, and Jesus warns that His followers may face hostility. Satan’s most effective lies are often mixed with enough truth to sound attractive. If we claim to follow Christ, then we must keep returning to His Word, examine our own hearts and take our stand without hatred or fear. Jesus says, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” That conviction may be unpopular, but it is ours to live faithfully rather than impose angrily on others.

Public demonstrations and protest marches avail little in this battle, because the opposition won’t hear it. They are convinced they are right. Alistair Begg says, “The heart of the human problem is the problem of the human heart.” This is where the battle line is drawn. Nothing will change until hearts are changed; and that is done one to one, not in anger and shaming and judging, but in love. Only when the deceived see Jesus in us will they begin to wonder if we don’t have something desirable that they don’t have. They think because they are saying and doing whatever feels good, they are rich and free. Only when they begin to reap the harvest of what they sow do they finally begin to suspect maybe they have been blind to some things, and they see they are not free at all, but in the worst kind of bondage. Begg says, “People are scurrying for freedom - they will never find freedom until they find the truth that sets them free.” And where is that truth? Jesus says it in John 8: “If you continue in My Word, then you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free --- I tell you the truth – everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So, if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

What is this truth that sets us free? Simply this – that Jesus Christ is exactly who He says He is – “The alpha and the omega (the beginning and the end); Son of God and Son of Man; destined before the foundation of the world to be the spotless Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Nothing we do or don’t do could make us right with God because without Christ we are depraved – “There is none that does good and does not sin – no – not one.” So, God became a man so that He could die in our place – the supreme sacrifice – once – for all the sins of all mankind. Through His blood alone we now may approach the throne of a holy almighty God and He no longer sees our sin because it is covered. Romans 8 begins with these words: “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of Life has set me free from the law of sin and death.”

When we accept Christ as our Savior and our Lord, His Holy Spirit comes to live in our hearts, and only then does the transformation begin. We become new creatures – born again to be transformed by the renewal of our minds until His will becomes our will and we think like He does. Then living according to God’s will becomes as natural as breathing – it becomes the desire of our hearts and a delight – could there be any more freedom than that?
Bondage and Addiction
The fourth day of July is considered the “birthday” of the United States of America. On July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration of Independence. The engrossed parchment copy most people picture when they think of the Declaration was signed primarily on August 2. The Declaration contains these famous words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Many brave people fought and died in the struggle for American independence, and many others have sacrificed in the years since to defend the nation and its ideals. Yet even people who live in a land with broad political freedoms can still be locked in spiritual and emotional bondage. That is the kind of freedom I want to talk about here.

I’m not talking about those locked in our prisons. I’m talking about those who are locked in spiritual and emotional bondage, often of their own making – self-imposed bars and shackles that imprison us and prevent us from becoming all that our Maker and Redeemer intended us to be. I saw a powerful example of such bondage this week on a TV reality program about those who are compulsive hoarders. Four different people (3 women and a man) who live in houses that are so filled with “stuff” they have collected that there is no space to even walk – they have to climb over piles of this stuff just to get from room to room. None of these people set out to do this, and they have no real explanation as to why they are in this situation. They all know their lives are out of control, but they are powerless to do anything about it because they have no idea where to even start. Cameramen now come in with the professionals trained to help these people break free of their addiction. When these helpers show how to begin by getting rid of these things one item at a time, all four of these hoarders suffer real anxiety over letting go of even one thing. Their recovery is painfully slow and every bit as hard as recovery from any other kind of addiction, whether it’s to alcohol, drugs, nicotine, food, sex or anything else that has such a hold over one’s life. These are the strongholds the enemy of our souls builds in our minds one brick at a time until we can no longer break free.

What is it that causes people to become caught in traps they never intended to enter? Addiction, compulsive behavior, and weight problems can have many biological, psychological, social, and environmental causes, so no single explanation fits everyone. What I am thinking about here is one part of the picture: how an apparently harmless choice, repeated again and again, can become a habit and eventually feel stronger than our ability to change it. Our human nature gravitates toward immediate gratification. We don’t like to wait, and we don’t like to deny ourselves pleasure even when doing so may help us in the long run. Spiritually, that is why Scripture’s image of sowing and reaping speaks so powerfully to me: choices have consequences, and those consequences often appear later.

I know what it’s like to fight that constant “battle of the bulge”, and I can actually thank God for that because that thorn in the flesh has given me more empathy and compassion for others fighting similar battles. I never thought of myself as a hoarder, but maybe I am to a degree because as I watched those hurting people in their houses of trash, there was one of the four I could actually identify with. She was an articulate educated woman who was very creative, and most of what she had were things she had bought over the years and saved to use in some “project” someday. It was her perfectionism that triggered her addiction. She had many unfinished creative projects all over the house. They were never finished because as she got close to being done she saw they weren’t as “perfect” as she wanted them to be, so she would lay them aside, intending to get back to them later. In the meantime she kept buying more and more materials for other future projects only to find eventually her house was so full of all this “stuff” that even if she wanted to go back to one of these unfinished projects she probably could never find it, and if she did, there was no longer any place in the house left with enough space to actually do what she wanted to do. By then the only thing that gave her any pleasure in life was buying more things with visions of what beautiful things she could make with them “someday”.

When we moved to our apartment from a big house and had to downsize about 90%, which was a very hard thing for me because I too had many things I had bought and collected and saved for projects that never came to be. I had to let go of many of those dreams and take a look realistically at what was even possible for me to get done at this stage of my life. So I narrowed my expectations down and brought along only what I would need to do some projects in a few media rather than many. Yet here we are, at Garden Court almost 5 years, and some of what I brought along has yet to be touched.

The past few weeks there has been a lot of violent weather in our area including tornadoes. People who never dreamed it could happen to them have lost everything they owned. I had to ask myself how I would take it if that happened to me, and I realize if it should happen, I would grieve for my “things”. The Bible says we brought nothing into this world and it is sure that we will carry nothing out. I know this – yet my “things” give me pleasure, and I don’t want to part with them. 

Oswald Chambers repeatedly warns against allowing possessions to possess us. His point is that our grip on material things should remain loose enough that losing them does not destroy our peace. Jesus Himself said, “A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” He doesn’t require us all to be destitute, but He does teach us not to make material possessions our master or our primary concern. When we follow Him and learn from Him, we will know the Truth – and it’s that truth that sets us free.

That truth is that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, for His shed blood has paid the full price for our sin. We now can approach boldly the throne of our creator knowing He loves us just as we are and He hears us. When we make Jesus Christ Lord of our life, His Holy Spirit enters our heart and begins the process of transforming, working in us both to will and to do of His good pleasure. We can trust Him to keep His promises, and when we do, those shackles just fall away.
The Holy Spirit
As I am writing this I am looking out the window at the trees moving gently in the wind with leaves rustling ever so softly and I am thinking, “What a perfect day to be outside.” Yesterday was one of those too. I spent the day working in the flowers and thoroughly enjoyed it as the soil was just at perfect consistency after the generous rain the other day. Some days I wish I could be split so I could work out there and still get done what needs to be done inside at the same time.

The welcome and refreshing breeze got me to thinking about what a beautiful blessing wind can be, and yet how terrible it can be when unrestrained. Anyone who has lived through a tornado, hurricane or blizzard knows the fury of its power. We can harness wind with turbines and windmills, but we cannot simply command it to start or stop. Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3, “The wind blows where it will – you hear the sound of it, but you don’t know where it comes from or where it goes.” Wind is invisible; we know it by its effects. The gospels also tell how Jesus calmed a storm on the Sea of Galilee, leaving the disciples to ask, “Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey Him?” On another occasion Jesus came to them walking on the water; John adds that after they took Him into the boat, it immediately reached the shore toward which they were heading. However we picture that remarkable moment, the point is the same: forces that were beyond the disciples’ control were not beyond His.

Wind is all the more mysterious because it is invisible. You can’t see the wind; you see what it does. You can feel it and hear it, but you can’t hold it in your hand. Jesus used the wind as an image when He spoke to Nicodemus about those born of the Spirit. Then, at Pentecost in Acts 2, the disciples heard a sound like a strong rushing wind, saw tongues “as of fire,” and were filled with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit was not absent from the world before Pentecost – the Old Testament and the gospels repeatedly speak of the Spirit at work – but Pentecost marks a new outpouring of the Spirit and the beginning of the church’s public mission. Jesus also gives us the picture in Revelation 3 of Himself standing at the door and knocking. God does not force loving fellowship upon us; He calls us to respond. The more completely we yield ourselves to His Spirit, the more room we give Him to transform our minds and lives. Once you dare to open that door and let yourself be carried by the wind of the Holy Spirit, you will never be the same again.

Several years ago, when I took some college, I took an elective course in ceramic sculpture. Our second assignment was to create a sculpture that was a “dichotomy”. Our instructor gave us no other guidelines, and many of us (including myself) didn’t even know what a dichotomy was. But thankfully I had a dictionary so I could look it up. A dichotomy is a “division into two parts mutually exclusive or opposed by contradiction.” Ufda! How are you supposed to illustrate that? “Well”, I thought “he’s testing us, to see how creative we can be”, so I started by doing what I had already learned to do. I made part of my lump of clay into a slab about ¼ inch thick and cut it into small bricks. Then I started building a house. From that point I just went with the flow of what came into my head as I worked. As I worked the clay in my hands, the picture began to form in my mind and it all came together beautifully. The bricks would not hold together for a roof, so I thought I must make it round, like an igloo, with a domed roof. Still the bricks kept falling down when I would get to the center. Frustrated at first, I began to think, “what can I do with a building with only part of a roof? Aha! I know – it’s a building that’s crumbling and falling down!” Inside this building is a frail old man, cowering in a fetal position, with hands raised as if to ward off the crumbling bricks falling down on him. He is blind and paralyzed with fear because he doesn’t know what’s happening. Okay – so far so good. Now, what is the opposite of an old emaciated blind terrified man inside a house that’s falling down all around him? How about a healthy happy young girl - vibrant and full of life- facing into the wind as she stands on the edge of her world, looking to the dawning of a new day. There she stood, with her back to the crumbling house – just outside the door. But it may as well have been a hundred miles away, because neither of the subjects in the sculpture is aware of the existence of the other.

In my assigned journal I wrote: “you see it’s the wind that’s causing the destruction of that house. Safety for the old man is only a few feet away, outside that door – but he will never know it. When he had eyes to see, he chose not to and now he cannot. When he had strength to stand and to walk and to dare to move out, he chose not to, and now he cannot. He doesn’t see the way out, and he couldn’t get there if he did. He has no idea that just on the other side of that door stands one who is happy and free. The very same wind that has brought destruction on the old man is exhilarating to the girl as her hair flows and flutters behind her and she drinks in the sweet fresh air that gives her life” Is that a dichotomy, or what? I got an “A”.

To me this sculpture is a good illustration of the difference between one who is spiritually alive and one who is dead. The only thing separating them is a door – only the door to life through the Holy Spirit swings inward. He will come in if we open the door. He will open our blind eyes. He will give us His life and His strength. It is so close and yet, to some, so far. They would rather stay in their self-made prison than to open that door. All it takes is a choice. How tragic!

Whether a mighty rushing wind, or the gentle breeze of a still small voice, the Holy Spirit – the life-giving breath of Almighty God – comes to every man and every woman. You can receive it and live, or refuse it and die. “The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through His Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord.” If you haven’t opened that door yet, won’t you do so today? You will never regret it.
Learning to Trust Through Testing and Trials
In his devotional book, “My Utmost for His Highest,” Oswald Chambers reflects on the startling Christian claim that suffering and tribulation can become places where the joy and strength of Christ are discovered. He points to Paul’s language about being “more than conquerors” not because trials disappear, but because Christ meets us in the midst of them. That sounds like an oxymoron – finding joy in suffering – yet it is a theme that runs throughout the New Testament.

Now this sounds like a bit of an oxymoron (finding joy in suffering) – it doesn’t make sense to the logical mind – it doesn’t fit with what the world teaches us about how to be happy. Yet Jesus told us the same thing. He promised He had come that we might have life to the full and be filled with the joy of the Lord. Yet at the same time He said in this world we will have tribulation. He never promised to protect us from pain, heartache, illness or any other kind of trouble. On the contrary, He must allow these things in our lives because they are the things that are necessary to mold and transform us into the vessels He works through to bring His good news to the world. What He did promise was that He will walk with us through the fires, every step of the way, and He will bring us out the other side, refined, as gold. He told us not to worry about things because His Father is the one ultimately in control, and He will allow absolutely nothing into our lives that He cannot bring good out of for us. There is not one thing of all that happens in your life that He does not know about – He even knows the exact number of hairs you have on your head.

James, the Lord’s brother, tells us in James 1, “Consider it all joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, lacking nothing.”

Now I know it’s easy to quote Bible verses and remind ourselves God has promised this and promised that, but when it comes down to the nitty-gritty – when one of these trials he’s talking about hits us sideways and we don’t know why, then we have to face the reality head-on and ask ourselves, “Do I really believe what God says?” and “Do I trust Him to walk with me through this or not?”

I have experienced many such times in my 72 years and some of those trials were excruciating. Many people have gone through things much worse than I have and God has carried them through it, but when it’s happening to you, you don’t think about those others. It’s your own pain that’s front and center and you just want it to go away. So you pray – and sometimes the trial is eased and sometimes it gets even worse. Then you wonder if God really even heard your prayer, or if He did, why isn’t He doing something about this?

When I look back now on those painful times in my life, I can see in retrospect that God was working all along through these things, to teach me about Himself and to transform my thinking so my eyes could be opened to see what is truth and what is not and what the things are that really matter in the long haul. I could see later how God had orchestrated my circumstances to bring good out of every hard thing, and it has changed me.

One particular period in my journey is an example of this. I had worked as a nursing assistant for 11 years and I liked my job. One very cold and icy morning as I left for work I stopped at the mailbox to mail a letter, and as I attempted to get back in the car, both feet suddenly slid out from under me and I landed hard, flat on my back. That fall began a chain of events that would change my whole life. I lived with constant rib pain from January to the following October when a sudden sharp pain hit me as I sat on my coffee break at work. An x-ray showed a definite broken rib. (I had done nothing that should have caused it to break.) But the x-ray also revealed something else – the clear outline of a large egg-shaped mass in the same spot as the rib fracture. So Dr. Watts immediately referred me to the Mayo Clinic where a bone scan revealed a definite large “hot-spot” on that rib. They could tell it was a tumor but could not tell if it was cancer or not, so on January 6th their best thoracic surgeon removed the entire rib with the tumor attached and waited for the pathologist’s report. It was not cancer but what is called a hemangioma – a mass of tangled tiny little blood vessels. After 6 weeks I went back to work, and a month later – like a re-run – I sat down for my coffee break and suddenly felt that same stabbing pain. I had broken another rib. That was the end of my work at St. Luke’s. Doctors in Rochester had no explanation so I determined to make the best of it and wait for the rib to heal.

In August we took a vacation to Alabama to visit our son, and when we got back we had an urgent message to call my doctor at Mayo Clinic. He told me to come in right away – that the surgeon and radiologists had gotten their heads together and they had finally found the reason for it all. I had a rare bone disease called Massive Osteolysis of a type called Gorham’s Syndrome. The layman’s term was “disappearing bone disease”.  The bone calls were breaking down and just disappearing, and no new cells were being formed to take their place. The hemangioma was similar to a strawberry birthmark and I was probably born with it. 

It caused no problem until I fell on the ice and landed on that spot which caused the tumor to bleed, and that’s what triggered the osteolysis. The surgery to remove the rib only caused more trauma to make the breakdown progress. – The thing was, now there was nothing they could do about it. This was an incurable progressive disease they knew very little about because there were only 40 documented cases world-wide since 1947, and only 3 of those involved ribs. Of those 3, they lost track of one patient, one adapted as the disease just arrested itself and stopped after 3 years, and the third one died. So they had no idea what it would do to me and could give me no prognosis.

I felt like I was left in limbo. What did my future hold? Would I end up a cripple? Would it kill me? Can anyone live without ribs? This was a real test of my faith and I wasn’t handling it very well. For three more years as the disease progressed I went for periodic bone-scans just to monitor what was going on, and I just waited. During those 3 years God was gently pruning and molding behind the scenes, teaching me to trust. Then just as suddenly as it had started, the osteolysis stopped. I was left with a hole in my rib cage the size of my hand with parts of left ribs 7 through 10 just gone. I learned to adjust to the change and the pain gradually subsided. My only ongoing problem now is that my spine is getting more crooked because of the missing ribs, but it doesn’t hurt anymore. None of the terrible outcomes I feared ever happened, and God turned it into good. I knew it was time for me to head in another direction in my life and felt in my spirit more and more that I was supposed to go back to school, so I asked God to make it possible if that was His will for me. Well He more than met my expectations. I was eligible for Social Security Disability and for re-training funds through Vocational Rehabilitation. And I was eligible for full financial aid that covered every penny. The pieces all fell into place like dominoes and God even provided me with my own car. I was afraid I might not know how to study after so many years, but made a 4.0 GPA with no problem at all. I had absolutely no doubt that God had done this, and none of it could have ever come about if He had not allowed me to go through those hard years.

This is only one example of how He works through our circumstances. When we are in the midst of the fire we don’t see the good, but God sees the whole panorama from beginning to end. He knows what we need and He is there to walk us through it. Our job is only to trust and He will bring us out on the other side. He promises us through the prophet Isaiah: “Those who wait on the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles.”
Israel & Islam
In my morning devotion time I’ve been reading through the Old Testament books of I and II Chronicles. They are part of the history of God’s chosen people that focuses on the kings of Israel and Judah and the interaction between the two kingdoms. The whole story of the kings from Saul to the deportation to Babylon can be found in the books from I Samuel through II Chronicles. Now if not confusing, this is a history that is frustrating at the least, as one tries to keep track of when each king reigned, which kingdom, who was related to whom, and how and who killed whom and why. There was a lot of killing going on in those days, and not just in wars. It might make a good action movie if one could figure out exactly how it all exactly went down.

Now these were God’s “chosen” people! Out of all the nations of the earth it was the descendants of the 12 sons of Jacob, called the “children of Israel”, that God had singled out to be His people, and it was through them that the Savior of the world would come. Was it because they were more righteous than other people? On the contrary – God called them a “Stiff-necked” and disobedient people. Yet God had made a covenant with their father Abraham, and when God makes a covenant, it cannot be broken by man and will not be broken by God. Some of the promises in that covenant were conditional, and because the people did not keep their part of the bargain, neither could they keep the blessings they could have had. But two promises were Un-conditional – that the Messiah would come through their line, and that he land promised to Abraham would be theirs for all time. Even when their disobedience cost them everything, when they were exiled from their homeland and when other peoples moved in for the spoils, those who still recognized the true God – those God called a “remnant” – still hung on to the promise that one day they would return to the land. That covenant still stands! The land is theirs! God promised it to the children of Israel – not to the children of Esau, not to the children of Ishmael and not to the children of Lot. As unfair as it may seem to the logical mind that strives to be politically correct, Palestinians and Muslims from whatever nation are not children of Israel and according to God, are not entitled to that land, no matter how many generations of them may have lived there. Israel belongs to Israel, and Jerusalem belongs to Israel – not because they are better people (which they certainly are not) but for the one and only reason that God promised it to them. That promise stands, whether we like it or not.

Why should this be important to us? I have long read God’s covenant with Abraham as a reason Christians should pray for and bless the people of Israel. The modern State of Israel was proclaimed on May 14, 1948, following the United Nations partition resolution of November 1947. Since then Jews from many countries have immigrated to Israel.

But the modern conflict over the land cannot be described fairly by biblical theology alone. Palestinian Arabs—Muslim and Christian—also have deep family and historical roots there, and Palestinians and Israelis have competing national, historical, legal and religious claims. My own conviction about God’s covenant is a theological belief; it does not erase the humanity, history, or suffering of people on either side.

Most Palestinians are Muslim and a minority are Christian. Some radical Islamist movements have rejected Israel’s right to exist and have used terrorism and violence, but it would be wrong to treat all Muslims or all Palestinians as sharing those aims. Israel has also made formal peace treaties with Muslim-majority Egypt and Jordan, showing that political agreements are possible even when the larger conflict remains painfully unresolved.

My Christian reading of prophecy leads me to believe that perfect and lasting peace ultimately comes through the “Prince of Peace,” Jesus Christ. That is a statement of my faith, not a claim that every Muslim is an enemy or that human peacemaking is pointless. In the meantime, I believe Christians should pray for Israel, for Palestinians, and for all who suffer in the conflict.

What was it about ancient Israel that caused God’s people to experience exile, defeat and dispersion? Why have Jewish people been persecuted so terribly through the centuries? The most horrifying example in modern history is the Holocaust, in which Nazi Germany and its allies and collaborators systematically murdered six million Jewish men, women and children. That genocide was rooted in Nazi racial antisemitism. Whatever religious language individuals may have used, the Holocaust cannot honestly be described as an expression of the teaching or love of Christ.

The history of the nation of Israel tells us why, and this history is what the New Testament tells us has been written down for our learning – we, upon whom the end of the ages has come. There is a lesson for us here – a warning for us so we don’t make the same mistakes they did. We have an advantage they didn’t have, because we have the Bible that spells out the whole plan from beginning to end. We know what happens when we choose to disregard the Maker’s user’s manual. He has told us what the results of that will be, and He has recorded the story of His own chosen people as living examples of exactly what it means to reap the harvest of what we sow.

The people of Israel and Judah did not have the whole Bible as we have it today. In the days of the kings they had the Torah and other developing traditions, and the conduct of rulers had enormous influence on the nation. As I studied these kings, I was struck by how often a ruler who sought God could be followed by one who did evil, and vice versa. The biblical evaluations are more complicated than simply calling the first several kings of Judah all “good,” but one recurring warning is clear: alliances that drew the people into idolatry could have disastrous consequences. That is the principle I see behind commands such as the warning against marriages that would “turn your sons away from following” the Lord.

When Ahab, the king of Israel, married a Sidonian Baal worshiper named Jezebel, Ahab became just as evil as she was. Then lo and behold, King Jehoram of Judah, the son of the righteous king Jehoshaphat, in an effort to make peace between the two kingdoms, allied himself with Ahab and married his daughter, Athaliah. Athaliah not only led him astray but also poisoned the mind of their son Ahaziah. Most often when the record says one of the kings did good or did evil, the reason can be traced not to who his father was, but to his mother.

You see God has a reason for every law He has laid down, and every one of them is for our good. When we ignore those laws and choose to do what we want instead, we invite disaster. Those wrong choices we make can have consequences that can change the whole course of history. And when a whole nation chooses to follow the crowd instead of God, it has no-one but itself to blame when the nation falls. It’s not too late for us to repent and again become what we once were – is it?
Sowing and Reaping
For over three months now, the top story on national news has been the oil spill in the gulf. It was April 20, 2010 when the rig exploded, killing eleven workers and unleashing a spate 5,000 feet below the surface that has spewed unabated until last week when the well was at last successfully capped – at least we hope so, but even now there is the danger that the built-up pressure below the cap could cause new leaks in the well pipe and in the surrounding bedrock that could make the disaster even worse. Relief wells are being drilled to tap into the same oil source to relieve the pressure so the problem well can be permanently sealed more securely, but this could be as much as a month away yet – will this temporary cap hold until then? Experts say “even if the cap passes the test, more uncertainties lie ahead: Where will the oil already spilled go? How long will it take to clean up the coast? What will happen to the region’s fishermen? And will life on the Gulf Coast ever be the same again?” There was no way to accurately measure the amount of oil gushing into the sea a mile down, but estimates are at least 94 million gallons, and it could be as high as 200 million.

British Petroleum has taken responsibility for this disaster although it may never be known what caused the initial explosion. SO far, BP has paid our $201 million to individuals and businesses for their economic losses, and that’s just a start. In the meantime, thousands have been hired to boom, skim and burn to clean up this oil, but the bulk of it is already beyond reach. Some has been carried by uncharted currents beneath the surface to unknown directions. Robert Bea, a University of California engineering professor and an expert on offshore drilling says: “I think the bottom line is that once the oil gets into the water column – not just the surface – the genie is out of the bottle, and we do not have any effective ways to get the genie back into the bottle.”

Now, they say after all this time only about a quarter of the spill has been recovered, but there are “microbes” in the water that will feed on the residue and “clean it up” over time. Okay – but how much time? Twelve years ago we heard about another oil spill, not as large as this one, off the coast of Alaska, as the Exxon Valdez ran aground and spilled its cargo into the sea. Just recently scientists plunged shovels and picks into the ground on those rocky Alaskan beaches. 6,775 holes were dug, repeatedly striking oil – still pungent and dangerous after 12 years.

Well, by now you may be wondering whether this is really a church program or a news commentary – but bear with me. There is a lesson to be found here and maybe more than one.

I can’t help but wonder if God doesn’t allow tragedies like this to get our attention and to show us we aren’t as smart as we think we are. Our God is a God of order and precision. In spite of those who think otherwise, it is He that is responsible for the ecosystem on this earth that keeps all living things in balance and provides the beauty and abundance we enjoy. We don’t realize how it all works so beautifully together until something like this happens to upset the balance, and the things we took for granted are gone. Dear people who have made their living for generations from the sea are suddenly without work and without income. Thousands of sea creatures and birds have been wiped out and may never come back, and now the tourist industry has crashed as well. Who wants to vacation on beaches full of globs of sticky tar-balls? The fact is, the experts in the oil industry knew something like this could happen, and they knew the chances of stopping it in a well that deep would be next to impossible, and they knew what the consequences could be to life in the Gulf if it did happen – Yet they had very little precautionary measures in place in case, and they thought it was okay to cut corners in their safety measures on the rig. Why? Because that all costs money, and the money was the bottom line. They took the gamble because they thought it was worth it – they just never thought it really would happen. (I wonder how many of them still think it was worth it.) The fishermen and shrimpers sure don’t think so, the tourist industry businessmen sure don’t think so, and neither do the tourists – this is not to even mention the families of those eleven men killed in the rig explosion. Greed can do some terrible things, and it hurts innocent people.

There is another lesson here as well if we will receive it. It has to do with one of God’s natural laws which is just as true and real and just as unbreakable as the law of gravity. He calls it the law of sowing and reaping. Every choice we make in life, whether good or bad, has a consequence, and sometimes those consequences can change the course of history and affect generations of people who had nothing to do with that original choice. God’s Word gives us example after example of this. What if Eve had never tasted the fruit of that tree; What if Abraham had just waited instead of trying to help God out a little and Ishmael had never been born; What if Esau had not sold his birthright; What if David had been satisfied with the wives he already had; or – what if God had decided not to send His Son to die in our place so we could be forgiven and instead let us collect the inevitable wages of sin?

Exactly how does this law of sowing and reaping work? In the natural world, we know when a farmer plants corn, he will reap corn, and not beans. God has programmed it that way. We also know there will be a time span between the time of sowing and the time of reaping. If we judged only by what we see, we would conclude that all our work was for nothing when after many days we see no sign of anything coming up. But because of our past experience (because we know how it works) we will resist the urge to go digging up seeds to see whether they are doing anything or not. So we plant – and then we wait.

Now God says His law of sowing and reaping is operative in our spiritual lives as well. Galatians 6:7-9 says, “Do not be deceived – God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap corruption; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.”

Whether good or evil, the harvest always gives us more than we sow, later than we sow. But we mortals don’t like to wait for things. We want what we want when we want it – and more and more in our society we are being taught that instant gratification is our right. “If it feels good, do it!” That’s what it means to sow to please the sinful nature. We sow laziness, gluttony and drunkenness, and what do we reap? Poverty, obesity, alcoholism and all that goes along with it – pain to ourselves and to our families that passes down from generation to generation and also spreads out laterally like spokes from the hub of a wheel. The trouble is, just as the sprouting of a kernel of corn is not apparent at first, so the down side of sin is not seen at first. The immediate result is usually pleasurable. By the time we see the destructive end results of our sin, it’s too late to undo it, and consequences of pain and crippling to ourselves and others can be life-long. Repentance and forgiveness will not negate the harvest that comes any more than capping an oil well can undo the damage already done.

John Bunyan wrote a striking warning about the deceptiveness of sin: “Fools make a mock at sin” because they do not see the sting hidden beneath its sweetness. His image is powerful – sin makes people laugh while it quietly leads them toward destruction.

What kind of seed are you planting today?
Why?
The last several weeks have been very busy and hectic at our house with events that have taken me out of my comfort zone. Time spent preparing for a huge auction alternated with trips to Rochester with my husband who was seeking relief from severe back pain. In the middle of it all he suffered a small stroke which left him with a weak leg that didn’t want to cooperate. Last week he underwent a hospital procedure to open a blocked artery and hopefully prevent another stroke. Except for the back problem (which is on hold) he is now doing well and we are so grateful. During all these 90 mile trips back and forth to Mayo Clinic, I did the driving, and several mornings we had to get up far earlier than I am used to. I had to pray each time – “Lord – keep me awake and alert”, as just riding in a car for any distance tends to make me sleepy.

When I saw in the news this week about the Minnesota woman who was killed along with her daughter and two friends, and they think she may have fallen asleep at the wheel, I immediately could identify with that and realized that could have been me. One second would be all it would take while approaching a curve at 70 miles an hour on cruise control. My first thought was the old cliché, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.” But wait a minute! – Where was the grace of God for Nancy Fogelberg? She was one of His daughters too. They say she was very active in her church – she was a cherished teacher of young people, and when she was killed she was on her way to the airport to leave on a mission’s trip. Why would God choose to allow this, and remove from this earth one who was doing so much for His kingdom here? And what about her daughter and her friends?  They were fine wholesome kids with their whole lives ahead of them, or so everyone thought. And what about the boy who survived? He will never be the same, and that horrible day will be forever etched in his memory. The lives of four families will be forever changed, and for what?!

The same day we read about four Boy Scout leaders who were all electrocuted while erecting a tent and a pole struck a power line. Again in an instant, the course of history for many people is changed. All over the world, countless thousands die suddenly every day that we never hear about. And everyone who loved them are left wondering “Why?!” and asking, “God – where are you?!!!”

Is our God good? Does He really care about each individual person, as we are taught? Jesus said He even knows how many hairs you have on your head, but if that’s the case, why does He allow such pain and devastation into the lives of those He claims to love? This question is the biggest stumbling block to those who will not accept Christ as Lord of their lives. They see tragedy after tragedy with apparently no rhyme nor reason to it and no distinction between the victims of it, whether good or bad. Because it doesn’t make sense to them they conclude that God can’t possibly be really “good.”

Jesus asks in Matthew 7:9, “Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?” His point was that if we give good things to our children that we love, “Then how much more will the God who is love give good gifts to His children.” Yet there was a time even in my life when I felt God had given me a stone. I was in such emotional pain all I wanted was to die. It seemed like the more I prayed for relief the worse things got, and my prayers just bounced off the ceiling. But God sent a promise to me through a Spirit-filled sister in Christ that I hung onto for five years, and He sent me a wise pastor who suggested I read the book of Job. This man’s pain was unbearable. He had lost everything he owned plus all ten of his children in one day. He knew he didn’t deserve this and he didn’t understand it. He longed for death and he wished he had never been born, yet we are told “in all this, Job did not sin by charging God with any wrongdoings.” When the horrible news came he fell to the ground and worshiped! “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart,” he said. “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away – Blessed be the name of the Lord.” Now Job’s wife was no doubt every bit as devastated by the loss of her children as Job was, but her reaction was different. She was no comfort to Job at all and couldn’t understand his attitude. She said to him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity?! Curse God, and die!” But Job replied, “You are talking like a foolish woman!” He asked his wife, “Shall we accept good from God and not trouble?” – How many times have you heard someone in a painful situation ask, Why me? (Maybe you have even asked that yourself.) But have you ever asked, “Why not me?”

Job was human too. He did ask “Why?” In chapter 10 he cries out over the God who formed him and asks why he was brought from the womb only to suffer. Later, in chapter 23, he says that although he cannot find God, God knows the way he takes and, when he has been tested, he will come forth as gold. He says his feet have followed God’s steps and he has treasured God’s words more than his daily bread. Job’s questions are real, but so is the faith that keeps reaching toward God through the darkness.

When the silence is broken and God finally speaks, He does not chastise Job for asking why – but neither does He answer the question. Instead He makes His case that indeed He is God, and all wisdom and power belong to Him. He has made everything (including you and me) and He has a reason for everything He does and everything He allows. Whether we understand that or not is irrelevant. He has promised to work in all things for our good, and He has assured us He is in control. Our job is not to understand that, but to believe it. Someday we will know the reasons for everything, but it may not be in our lifetime here on earth. That doesn’t matter. God is still God, and God is still good. When Job accepted this as true, he said to God, “My ears had heard of you, but now my eyes have seen you.” He had passed the test, and in the end God rewarded him by giving him back twice what he had before, and Job lived to see his grandchildren to the 4th generation. 

Remember, the perspective we see from is as in a mirror, dimly. We see the tapestry from the backside where all the loose threads and knots are and the picture is not evident as it is to God. He sees the whole picture from the top side – He sees our past, our present and our future all at the same time, and only He knows how it will all turn out in the end. Oswald Chambers often returns to this lesson: faith has to learn to interpret mysterious circumstances in the light of what we know about God’s character. There will be times when He seems hidden or even unkind to us; faith is the choice to hold onto His goodness when the clouds keep us from seeing clearly.

How often do we wake up to an overcast sky and say, “The sun isn’t shining today” – but it is!! It’s just that we can’t see it because the clouds are in the way. God is still there too – He always was and always will be, whether we see Him or not. He loves you, and He knows how many hairs you have on your head.
Bible Prophecy
For the last few years I have been privileged to lead a weekly Bible Study with my neighbors here at Garden Court. We take a break in the summer and resume with a new study in September. At our last meeting in June I asked the class what they would like to study next, giving them several choices, but to my surprise they didn’t choose any of those. They want to study the book of Revelation. “Ufda!” I thought. “I’m honored that they would even trust me to teach them from this difficult book, but at the same time I wondered how I can do that when there’s so much of it I don’t understand myself. I shared this concern with these dear people and they still want me to do it. So we will take as much time as it takes and study it together. I know without a doubt that I will learn as much as they do.

My first step in preparing for this was to pray for guidance to lead me to the truth, and then I went to our church library and pulled out all the Bible Studies on Revelation plus a few books of relevance. I have only begun now to dig through these and already I have learned things I never saw before. This has turned out to be a huge blessing for me because through my willingness to be a vessel God can use to teach others, His Holy Spirit is teaching me.

Now of course there is always a danger when reading books on Bible Prophecy which are written by mortals. We must not put as much trust in what these authors say as we do in the Bible itself, and it’s essential to know what the Bible actually does say so we will recognize any teaching that does not agree. This is harder to do with Bible Prophecy because so much of it is written in symbolic language, and even very esteemed Bible scholars don’t all agree on the interpretation. Some is quite straight forward and easier to understand. For instance when the glorified Jesus Christ says He is “the Alpha and the Omega – the beginning and the end”, we know He means He is eternal – He existed before anything else did and He will still exist if everything else ends. When John describes what he sees and says a sharp two-edged sword is coming out of Jesus’ mouth, we know it’s not a material sword but a spiritual one, and when we know the rest of Scripture we immediately know that sword represents the Word of God. John says there was sorrow in heaven because there was a scroll sealed with seven seals and they could find no-one anywhere who was “worthy” to break those seals and open the scroll. But then John saw a “lamb” in the midst of the throne that looked like it had been killed – yet it was alive, and then there was joy in heaven because this lamb was “worthy to open the scroll”. Now of course this couldn’t have been a literal lamb – lambs don’t have hands – how could a lamb open a scroll? No – it had to represent something else – and if we know the salvation story found in the rest of the Bible it’s very clear that this lamb is “the lamb of God” who “takes away the sin of the world”. It is Jesus Christ who died for all as the supreme sacrifice for the sins of all mankind and then was raided from the dead, and who now sits in the place of highest honor at the right hand of His Father.

Most of the book of Revelation is symbolic in this way. It is a vision God gave to John. What he sees with his physical eyes and writes down is symbolic of what he actually seeing with his spiritual eyes. John was told to write all this down and then send copies to all seven of the actual physical churches Jesus addresses at the beginning of the book. Why?  What was the purpose God intended, and how could the people even understand it when they received it?

The author of Revelation identifies himself simply as “John” and says he was on the island of Patmos because of his witness to Jesus. Early Christian tradition often identified him with the apostle John, although that identification has been debated since the early church and is also debated by modern scholars. The book in its present form is commonly dated near the end of the first century. Its message addressed churches in Asia Minor living under pressure and persecution, and its central note of hope is unmistakable: suffering and even death do not have the last word, because Christ is victorious.

The New Testament canon as we know it had not yet been formally assembled. Revelation draws heavily on the imagery and language of the Old Testament—especially books such as Daniel, Ezekiel and Zechariah. I believe those connections were meant to help believers recognize that this message of hope came from the same God they already knew from Scripture. The symbolism also reminds us that apocalyptic writing is not meant to be read as though every image were a literal photograph of future events.

The same is true for us today. If you want to understand Bible Prophecy, you can’t just take a book like Daniel or Ezekiel by itself and understand what it means – nor can you understand the book of Revelation by itself. The keys that unlock the coded messages are found throughout the books – some in the Old Testament and some in the new. But even then, a great deal of the prophecy that has yet to be fulfilled will not be fully understood until the actual events begin to unfold And then, in the same way the prophecies about Jesus’ death and resurrection became clear when they actually happened, so those of us who know our Bible will also recognize it when we see it, and then we can say, “Ah – of course! Now I understand!”

At the time the prophet Isaiah wrote down the words of Isaiah 53, do you think even he understood the meaning of those words he was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write down? How could he have? Yet when we read it today, we see immediately that this is a description of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ. We see it because it has been fulfilled, and we don’t have to struggle to try to figure it out. And if we truly are living now in the end times (as I believe we are) so we will also know the scriptures are being fulfilled when we see it with our own eyes. Until then we can only know in part, and trying to figure it all out will only result in frustration when Biblical experts who are all true seekers come up with conclusions that don’t agree. For some of it we can find the keys to unlock the codes and for some we can’t – at least not yet – and that’s okay. The point is we don’t have to worry about it because our God is still in control. If we believe the Bible is truly His Word, and active and living thing through which He Spirit works, then we can know without a doubt that the Almighty God who created the Universe had it all planned to the smallest detail before any of it ever came to be. He loves us, He gave His life for us, and He wants us to know (and trust) that He wins in the end, and when He wins, we win!

He is coming back, dear ones – He wants to take us to be with Him in that place He has prepared in His Father’s house. Only the Father knows what day and what hour that will be, but Jesus Himself gave us signs to watch for when the time is near – signs that will start slowly and then increase in intensity and frequency just like labor pains. Those signs are becoming evident now – the stage is being set. Jesus warns us to be ready, and He has already given us all we need to be sure we are. Please don’t ignore His warning. If you have never invited Jesus into your heart to be Lord of your life, now is the time. Tomorrow may be too late. Are you ready?
Reminiscing
The last few weeks have been a time of reminiscing for me as several events have caused me to take a good look at my own mortality and to realize more than ever that I am getting old. I hope there can be a message for you today in some of my musings.

During my adolescent years (before television) my brother and I went every week to the Saturday matinee at the Rivoli Theatre where we got in for the tidy sum of 12 cents. Along with the feature film (or sometimes a double-feature) with Gene Autry or The Three Stooges or maybe Abbott and Costello, there would be the commercial ads, a cartoon, and always the documentary newsreel series “The March of Time,” whose famous narration included the phrase “Time marches on.”. I thought about that this week as the pace of that march seems to be faster the older I get.

Last Saturday evening we went to my 50th high school class reunion. I could count on one hand the number of my classmates that I recognized without having to look at their name tags – and many were reading mine as well. The planning committee had put together a booklet with updates on all who had submitted them. There were some who were unable to attend for health reasons and a few who did come were in wheelchairs while several others are using canes. Some are living in care centers now, and out of a total of 305 in our class, almost 60 are no longer living, including three of my best teenage friends. I realized if we continue to meet every five years, that necrology will be larger and larger each time until we are all gone.

We have been again sorting through old family pictures my mother-in-law had so we can get some copies made for those who want them. We realized out of 12 children and 10 spouses in Irene’s core family, there are only 5 left. On my father-in-law’s side there are none. From my dad’s family there is one uncle left – my only uncle now since my mother’s youngest brother is gone. As we approach our 70’s it won’t be long before our generation will begin to wane as well. I realized at my uncle’s funeral that some of those I enjoyed seeing again would not be there for the next funeral I attend, and I will miss them.

Then I thought about the “role reversal” I see as those we raised and cared for are now beginning to care for us, and calling often to see if we are alright or if we need anything. There are so many things we used to do that we can no longer do, and the things we can do take a lot longer. These are the “golden years” they say. But that gold is a little tarnished. Maybe God planned it that way on purpose so that by the time it’s our turn to leave these bodies we’ll decide they are more trouble than they’re worth and we will be ready and willing to go.

I was reading Psalm 90 the other day and noticed the heading identifies it as “A prayer of Moses, the man of God.” Many psalms are attributed to David, so knowing this one was traditionally connected with Moses made the words jump out at me. He’s talking here about the brevity of life – yet Moses lived to 120. According to Acts 7, about forty years passed before Moses fled Egypt, and another forty before God called him at the burning bush. Scripture does not tell us that God deliberately assigned each of those periods as a formal training course, but looking back it is easy for me to see how life in Egypt and later life as a shepherd in Midian could have prepared him for what was ahead. Do you think Moses understood God’s purpose for all those years? Not likely, since when that call came he made one excuse after another and even asked God to “send somebody else!” But he obeyed. I wonder what was going through his head when he later walked out of Egypt with staff in hand and an entire people following. Did he think the Promised Land would be only a short journey away? He could not have known that another forty years in the wilderness lay ahead, nor that he himself would see the land but not enter it. Yet when he died, Deuteronomy 34 says that no prophet had arisen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, and it remembers the mighty deeds he performed before Israel. The prayer of Psalm 90 is as meaningful today as ever: it contrasts our brief lives with God’s eternity and asks Him to teach us to number our days so that we may gain a heart of wisdom.

We have no way of knowing how many years we have on this earth, yet we are to “number our days”. That is, we are not to waste them. They are too few and they go by too fast – the older we get the more we realize this. God has a plan in mind for the life of each and every one of us and He engineers our circumstances to bring that about. His plan may not be at all what we think it is. Our job is to accept His will for us and to make the most of each day He gives to His glory. Remember you are not your own. He created you and He bought you, so you are His twice over. Let Him do what He wants.

I’ve been working in my flower beds again this week, and it’s getting harder and harder. I have had to re-arrange my thinking about what God wants in that regard. I’ve had a goal each year to get all those flower beds done quickly enough so eventually they will all look clean and beautiful at the same time – but this mindset has only left me frustrated, because out of the 12 years we have lived here I’ve only reached that goal maybe twice before winter, and not at all for several years now. I finally realize I have been shooting for a goal that’s impossible. 

Oswald Chambers challenges our assumption that God is always leading us toward some visible result that we can call the goal. Sometimes what we regard merely as preparation may itself be the work God is doing in us. The important thing is not whether I reach every destination I have imagined, but whether I am depending on Him and obeying Him today. The process itself may be the goal from God’s point of view.

One day at a time – that’s all we are given – and who knows whether we will even have tomorrow? Let’s live life to its fullest today – it is such a gift!

im do what He wants.
Stewardship of Time
I begin with an illustration I found in “God’s Little Devotional Bible,” published by Reader’s Digest. It compares each day to a bank account that receives a fresh deposit of 86,400 units every morning. Whatever we fail to use by the end of the day disappears; nothing can be carried over and there are no overdrafts.

The point of the illustration is that each day gives every one of us the same 86,400 seconds. We may spend them wisely, invest them in something worthwhile, or let them slip away, but once a day is gone we cannot reclaim its unused moments.

It was good for me to prepare this message today because I need to hear it as much as anyone. The older I get, the faster time seems to fly. I move slower than I used to and everything takes twice as long as I think it should. I find myself grumbling and complaining. “There just aren’t enough hours in the day!” “My work is never done!” “I can’t seem to find the time to do the things I really want to do!” Can any of you identify with that? I can’t recall ever hearing anyone say they have too much time unless it’s little ones waiting for Christmas. So I would like to share some thoughts with you on the subject of Time and Priorities.

In the dimension we call “eternity” or the spiritual realm, time does not exist as it does here on earth. The Bible says to the Lord a day is as a thousand years and a thousand years as a day. God sees the past, the present and the future all at the same time. When He created man in His own image, His intention was that man should be an eternal spiritual being, like Himself, who would live forever. Not until man sinned did he begin to grow old and die. Only through the atoning blood of Jesus can that first state be restored as it was intended to be, but as long as we remain in these physical bodies we are constrained by time. There seems to never be enough of it because we are spiritual beings intended for eternity. But while we are here, we are each given an allotment of time and none of us knows how long that will be. In a 24 hour day, however, each and every one of us is given the exact same amount, and I believe God expects us to use that time as a gift and to be good stewards of it just as we are to be with our money. Now, in His sermon on the mount Jesus tells us not to worry about tomorrow. And He says, “Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be added unto you.” Besides food and clothes I believe “all these things” can also include time. We can tithe with our time just as we do with our money – and just as God blesses a cheerful giver of money by providing for his physical needs, He will also provide the time we need to do all He has called us to do. When we ask Him to He will show us where He wants that time spent and He will also show us where we are wasting it.

Remember the story of Mary and Martha from Luke 10? Mary was sitting at Jesus’ feet listening to Him as He talked with His disciples, completely oblivious to her very frustrated sister who was frantically rushing about in the kitchen trying to prepare a proper feast for her special guests all by herself. Martha finally came to Jesus when she could stand it no longer and said, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her to help me!!” Now I can sympathize with Martha because I am more of a Martha than a Mary. Martha wanted to please and impress her guests -and most of all Jesus- by serving a very special meal. No doubt she had spent all day on it at least – there were no microwaves or instant food then and I’m sure she fully expected Mary to at least help her serve it. I’m sure there was some resentment there, and Jesus was no help at all! She thought He would see her predicament and back her up – but He didn’t. What was His reply? “Martha – you are troubled about many things – but one thing is needful. Mary has chosen that good part, and it shall not be taken from her.” Now I wouldn’t be surprised if Martha felt some resentment toward Jesus as well for that reply. It must have been embarrassing for her to be rebuked in front of everyone no matter how gentle He was about it. And it probably made her feel like all her hard work wasn’t at all appreciated. It could be that she would have loved to have been able to sit at Jesus’ feet as well and listen to what He had to say – but if she did that, who would fix the dinner? If she didn’t do it, they wouldn’t eat, and then what kind of hostess would she be? Martha was probably a woman who never found enough hours in her day. But Jesus wasn’t saying they didn’t need to eat or that her work had no value. What He was saying was that she had her priorities mixed up – that spiritual food was more important than physical food and she was spending a lot of time on something that wouldn’t last.

Are you a Martha or a Mary? Jesus not only told us what must come first, He also showed us by His example. He had people clamoring around Him constantly for His attention so that He often didn’t even get a chance to stop and eat, let alone rest. But He would get up early in the morning and go alone up on the mountain to pray. If He needed that time of filling for His day, then we surely do. Jesus was never hurried or stressed out in His daily walk. He just kept going slow and steady at what He had been sent to do, taking first things first – one at a time. When He heard that His cousin John the Baptist had been executed, He had no chance to grieve or even pray about it because of the multitude that followed Him everywhere. But instead of becoming impatient with them He had compassion on them because He said they were like sheep without a shepherd. So He took time to minister to them and he fed them by miraculously multiplying a few loaves and fishes. But what does it say He did afterwards? He told the disciples to get into their boat and go on ahead to the other side of the sea while He dismissed the crowds – and then He went off alone to a quiet place to pray.

If we are going to be vessels the Lord can use, in order for that Living Water of the Holy Spirit to flow out of us to others, we must be refilled every day or we will run dry. That must be our first priority. And just as giving the first-fruits of our wealth to Him brings a blessing back, so does giving the first-fruits of our time. He will not only help us to set our priorities in order and organize our time, but He will renew our strength as the eagles so we can run and not be weary – we can walk and not faint. He walks along side of us and pulls with us as we take His yoke upon us and learn of Him – and find rest for our souls.
Trusting God’s Plan
This past week our church once again held a Vacation Bible School for the children of our area. This was the first time we held the sessions in the evenings and it went very well. About 50 children attended to have fun while learning about Jesus.

Now earlier in the year we didn’t think we would be having a Bible School this year because there just wasn’t the “manpower”. It takes much dedication and many, many hours of hands on work to prepare for a successful Bible School that lasts only five days. Every year we wonder, “Can we do this?” And every year God brings us through and it all works out. It’s a step of faith each time God impresses on the hearts of a few to say we are going to do this, and the volunteers don’t step forth until it’s almost down to the wire – and then they come. It has to be God! Our congregation is so blessed to have a wide variety of gifts that can work together, to accomplish things God initially puts into the hearts of a few – those God has given a passion for reaching young minds and planting the seeds of the gospel into receptive children. Most of the children who come to our Bible School don’t belong to our church, but have heard about it from others. In the past some of those children from outside have been instrumental in coaxing their parents to check out our church. They can be good little evangelists. Jesus loves them all – He said the kingdom of God is made up of such as these. Their faith is so simple and uncomplicated and Jesus said we could learn from their example, for “unless one receives the kingdom of God like a little child, he will never enter it.”

The make-up of our congregation at Huntley has changed enormously in the 15 years since we first came. Many new families have come over the years and they are getting younger, so we now have a very active Sunday School, “children’s church” on Sundays and activities and learning on Wednesday nights. We have new babies and some on the way and I love it!

I can’t help but think of one of the founding members of our church who would have loved it too. Her name was Greta. She lived all her life in Huntley and she loved pink – even her house was pink. I so enjoyed her because in spite of the usual limitations that go along with growing old, Greta had the most positive attitude I have ever seen. She just plain enjoyed life – she laughed a lot, and she loved children. She told me a story that illustrates the child-like faith she had. Before I ever knew her, she had had a dream in her heart to set apart a room in Huntley church for a nursery. No-one else saw the need for it because, frankly, they had no little children or babies to use a nursery. But Greta was adamant because she knew her desire was from God, and she essentially said, “If you build it, they will come!” So they built it, and Greta was right. The children began to come. If she could see the children in her church today (and maybe she can) I know she would be delighted.

How often we mortals think we have control over our lives and think we know what our future will be. And how often when we do that, God will bring things into our lives that interrupt our plans or send us off in another direction so we will learn we aren’t as smart as we think we are. Jesus never taught that we should not make common sense plans for our future – in fact, He said when a man intends to build something he should first sit down and figure out if he has all the materials and whatever else is needed to complete his project. Then he is to work diligently one day at a time trusting God for the outcome, and if things don’t work out the way we thought they would it’s because He has something else in mind. The point He tried to make was that God is ultimately in control of our lives. He loves us and when we make Him our Lord He will orchestrate the circumstances of our lives to mold and prune us as needed so we’ll grow and become more and more like Christ. The choices we make will be within the parameters He sets and when we know and live by the User’s Manual He has given us when we make our plans, we can trust Him to take care of us and work everything that happens to turn out for our good. When we live in a world filled with other people who interact with us as they make their choices just as we make ours, there is no way we can know for sure what the future holds. This is why we are told not to “worry” about tomorrow because each day has enough troubles of its own. When we take one day at a time, making the most of that day and trusting our God to guide us, He will direct our paths.

Did you have dreams when you were young – plans for what you wanted your life to be? Perhaps you already knew what you wanted to be when you grew up. Has it turned out the way you planned?

I decided by the time I was 16 that I wanted to be a missionary nurse to Africa, and I started working toward that goal. I worked the summer after graduation for my uncle in Fort Worth, Texas, and saved all my money, started nurses’ training in the fall, and kept my antenna up for God to show me where to find the man He wanted me to marry. I thought it would be a good idea if that man would be a minister who also wanted to go to Africa, so we could go together. I thought my prince had come in a young seminary student from Minnesota interning at the church I attended while working that summer in Fort Worth. It just seemed like all the circumstances worked together for us to meet and I just “knew” it was “God’s doing” and this handsome young man was “the one”. The trouble was, God never told him that, and I never saw him again.

Then when I was over half-way through nursing school, I got sick, ended up in the hospital, missed over six weeks of classes and couldn’t catch up, so I flunked out. I couldn’t understand it, but decided, “Okay, I guess I’m supposed to do this another way.” I would go back to work to earn what I needed and start nurse’s training again from scratch at a school in St. Louis run by my church. But before I ever began, a young sailor I had met through a classmate came back into my life and the road took an entirely different turn.

I never became a nurse and never went to Africa. Throughout my life there have been other times I thought I knew what God wanted for me, and those plans have again not brought about the results I thought they would. Yet when I look back on my life I can see how He has used it all, including my ignorance, to teach me to trust Him and to make me into the person I am. If I were given the opportunity to go back and live my life over, I wouldn’t take it, because there’s not one thing I would change.

One of the best movies I’ve ever seen is “Mr. Holland’s Opus” The message it gives is priceless. Mr. Holland is a high school music teacher and band leader. He teaches because he needs the money to support his family, all the while dreaming of the day he can quit his job and devote full time to writing music. He started writing his opus in the early years and works on it every spare minute, of which he hardly gets any, so the day comes when he had reached retirement age and his masterpiece has sat on the back burner all those years. Unknown to Mr. Holland, his family and the school have worked together on a surprise retirement program in his honor. When he goes to the school one last time to clean out his office, he hears noises coming from the auditorium so goes to investigate. Every seat in the auditorium is filled with former students and faculty he has worked with all those years. One of his students is now the mayor, and as she takes the podium, she says, “Mr. Holland, look around you – there is not one person in this auditorium today whose life you have not touched. Mr. Holland – We are your masterpiece!”

You see it’s not the goals we reach or don’t reach that make our lives a failure or a success – it’s the journey itself that God sees. When we trust Him to do the leading and we follow His direction, we can be assured that when we stand before Him on that day, He will say to us, “Well done, good and faithful servant – enter in to the joy of the Lord!” That’s what I want, more than anything – How about you?
Forgiveness
Jesus has given us a command to forgive one another just as He has forgiven us. Yet our sense of fair play tells us people should pay for the wrong they do, and when someone wrongs me, I feel I have a right to hurt him just as he has hurt me. The fact is – we don’t want to forgive. In “Forgive and Forget,” Lewis B. Smedes points out that resentment can even feel righteous when the person who hurt us really did wrong. That is precisely why forgiveness is so hard: the hurt may be real and undeserved, but holding onto hatred keeps the wound alive.

An old movie called “The War of the Roses” is a perfect illustration of this cancer of unforgiveness that eats away at the soul. A divorcing couple couldn’t reach an amicable agreement as to which of them should get their beautiful house that they should share it. It didn’t go too badly at first since it was a big house and they were able pretty much to stay out of each other’s way. But whenever they did cross paths the little irritations grew into big ones, every thoughtless act, every spiteful word was taken by the other as a personal affront to be avenged. They began to purposely damage each other’s property and each tried to outdo the other in the reciprocation. Over time the mutual malice escalated to the point of obsession, so that it consumed their every waking moment. Neither one could see that their hatred was destroying their own world as well. In the end they not only completely destroyed their beautiful house they each once wanted so badly, but they destroyed themselves as well. They fell to their deaths trying to keep from each other a beautiful crystal chandelier – the only thing left in the house of any worth at all.

Smedes describes the kind of injury that creates a crisis of forgiveness as personal, unfair and deep. Such a wound forces a choice: will we keep carrying the hurt, or will we begin the difficult process of releasing the person who caused it so that healing can begin?

Forgiving is a process. At some point we must make a conscious decision that we want healing more than we want to keep nursing the resentment. The feelings may lag far behind that decision, but the decision gives God something to work with.

Okay, suppose I do choose to forgive one who has hurt me. I want to forgive and be free of it, but I find I cannot – because I can’t forget. So how do I get rid of this resentment and hurt I feel? I don’t have some magic wand I can just wave and say, “Be gone!!” The first thing we have to do is ask the Lord to make us willing and to change our heart in this matter. If we can sincerely pray such a prayer, I can give you a 100% guarantee that He will do it – for Jesus promised us, “Whatever you ask according to My will, I will do it!” We know this is His will because He told us so. He said we are to turn the other cheek. He said we are to love our enemies, bless those who curse us and persecute us. And He also said all things are possible with God. Only rarely does this change of heart occur in an instant. It usually is a process, like the mustard seed Jesus talked about which grows into a tall tree.

For this process to begin and to grow in the right direction, we need to understand what forgiveness is – and what it is not. Forgiveness is not the tolerating of on-going abuse. ON the contrary, choosing to live as a martyr and remain in an intolerable abuse situation only builds resentment – it never gets rid of it. Neither is forgiveness absolution of the perpetrator. It’s not saying “It doesn’t matter” when it does matter or saying “That’s okay” when it clearly is not okay. Smothering conflict in order to avoid a confrontation is not forgiveness. Smoothing things over with a pacifying, “there, there” may avoid the conflict, at least for a time, but it also prevents forgiveness because the issue is never brought out in the open. They say, “Forgive and forget”, but what they mean is: Don’t make a fuss. I can’t stand noise.”

Smedes also distinguishes forgiveness from simple acceptance. We may accept people because of the good we see in them; forgiveness deals specifically with the wrong that was done to us.

Understanding is not the same as forgiving either. We may never fully understand why we were hurt, and if we make complete understanding a prerequisite, forgiveness may never begin. As forgiveness grows, though, we can gradually learn to separate the person from the wrong and see that person as a weak, needy, fallible human being just like us. Releasing someone from the past also releases us from being chained to that past.

Corrie ten Boom told of meeting a former concentration-camp guard years after the war. When he held out his hand and asked for forgiveness, she found that her emotions did not want to follow. She prayed for help and made the deliberate choice to extend her hand. She later described a powerful change within her as the act of obedience was followed by genuine forgiveness. The choice came first; the feeling followed. When we forgive, we set a prisoner free – ourselves!

But what about the person who has hurt us and does not care – someone who never asks forgiveness at all? Smedes acknowledges that indifference makes the wound deeper and forgiveness harder. Still, the other person’s refusal to repent does not have to sentence us to a lifetime of resentment.

Well, should you sentence yourself to the escalator of hate simply because the person you need to forgive does not want your forgiveness? If the people you forgive want to stay where they are, let them. You can make a solo flight to freedom. Refusing to forgive them will not change the consequences of their wrong, nor will it change their hearts. The only one it changes is me – it makes me bitter and holds me in bondage. Why should I allow any other person to hold that much power over my life?

When you forgive someone for hurting you, whether they repent or not, you perform spiritual surgery inside your soul; you can cut away the wrong that was done to you so that you can see your “enemy” through the magic eyes that heal your soul. Detach that person from the hurt and let it go, the way a child opens his hands and lets a trapped butterfly go free.

Only after we have made that conscious choice to let go of our right to resent the one who hurt us – only then does the healing begin – and next comes the forgetting. This doesn’t mean we forget the affront ever happened. When God says He remembers our sins no more, He doesn’t mean He has amnesia. He means He feels about us the way He would feel if He had forgotten, and we are the same. What is done cannot be undone and we cannot forget on command – but the forgetting will come in time if we just let it – it comes as the pain goes away, and one day we will find to our amazement that when the memory surfaces the pain is gone and we no longer bear any ill will. It is God who works this in us.

“Therefore”, says the apostle Paul, “as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with one another and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them together in perfect unity.” Colossians 3:12-14.
True Contentment
There is an old adage that says, “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.” Have you seen the cartoon of the two mules, facing opposite directions on either side of a wire fence, both with their heads stuck in the fence, and protesting loudly? Though each had plenty of lush green grass on his own side of the fence, each was certain the grass on the other side must be better even though harder to reach. The cartoon is labeled “Discontent”. How often are we like those mules, not satisfied with our lot in life and always looking for something better – only to find once we reach that “greener grass” that it doesn’t satisfy either.

Happiness is such an elusive thing. Young people look for it in whatever is “fun”. Old people look for fulfillment – something that will bring meaning to their lives, and sadly many live their whole lives searching and never do find it. There is an old movie that illustrates this wonderfully. It was Orson Welles’ crowning achievement, “Citizen Kane”, made in 1941. Charles Foster Kane lived his whole life looking for love and for happiness in fame, power and riches – yet he never found it. The movie revolves around a reporter’s quest to find the meaning of Kane’s last word by interviewing everyone who knew him. All he said as he lay dying was the word, “Rosebud”. In the end one of the richest most powerful men in the world died alone in a castle filled with servants he never knew. There was no-one even to leave all his riches to. His wives both left him. He had only one friend, but lost him as well when the friend dared to tell him the truth, and Kane never spoke to him again. “You want love on your own terms, according to your rules!” said Leland. Of Kane, Leland said, “He never believed in anything except Charles Kane. All he really wanted out of life was love – he just didn’t have any to give.”

There was a point where Kane realized the world didn’t satisfy after all, so he pulled away from it. Leland said that Kane was disappointed in the world, so he built one of his own. In the film, that private world is Xanadu, an immense Florida estate crowded with exotic animals, art and treasures. Yet for all its magnificence, the place becomes almost a mausoleum. Kane walks its vast rooms in isolation while his wife spends her time doing jigsaw puzzles. She has told him again and again that the things he gives her are not what she really cares about, but he has no idea what she is asking for. When she finally prepares to leave, we glimpse his pain as he begs her to stay and tells her he loves her. But even then his plea is centered on what her leaving will do to him. She recognizes that and goes. Kane is left surrounded by possessions that cannot give him the love he spent his life trying to secure.

As the reporter ends the story he confesses his failure to find the answer to his question. No-one in the whole life of Charles Kane has any idea what he meant by the word, “Rosebud”. But as the movie ends, the audience alone is let in on the secret. We see acres of priceless treasures all crated up for shipping to who knows where, and anything not of great worth burned in a huge incinerator. Things from his childhood days, when he had nothing, had been sent to him when his parents died, but he never even knew he had them. They were worthless, so were now all tossed into an old wooden child’s sled, a word begins to appear on its surface. It says “Rosebud”.

This story is of course fiction. But there’s another man who lived a very similar life who was very real. He was a king – the richest and most powerful king who ever lived. His name was Solomon. He too lived for riches and pleasure – there was absolutely nothing and no-one that he could not buy, and he denied himself nothing. The only difference between him and Charles Kane was that he was also the wisest king who ever lived, and when he finally realized there was not one thing this world had to offer that was lasting and meaningful, he went on a quest of his own. He wrote a book about that search called “Ecclesiastes” which means, “The Teacher”. It was his legacy to everyone who would read it, to teach us what he had learned. In chapter 2 he tells how he had come to the point of actually hating all he had and all he had achieved because it was all meaningless. He says it was because “I must leave them to the one who comes after me – and who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? What was the point of amassing all he had if he couldn’t keep it?! It was all meaningless and what he calls “a chasing after wind”. – So what was his conclusion? He realized that it is God who orchestrated all things, and He has made us for Him. “A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This is from the hand of God, for without Him, who can eat or find enjoyment.” Our focus is to be on God and His purpose for our lives, and we would do well to learn this early in life so we don’t end up wasting years on things that don’t satisfy. “Remember your creator in the days of your youth”, he says, before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you will say, “I find no pleasure in them.”

In “The Purpose Driven Life,” Rick Warren opens with a bracing reminder that life’s deepest purpose is not centered on ourselves. He argues that self-will, pride and personal ambition can become major obstacles to receiving what God wants to do in us. Charles Stanley makes a similar point: believers may still pursue goals and enjoy success, but those things are received as gifts rather than treated as the source of life’s meaning. Fulfillment comes from the Giver, not merely from the gifts.

Jesus Himself had a lot to say on this subject. In Matthew 6 He warns us, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but store up for yourself treasures in heaven where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” --- He said our Father knows what we need and if we seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, all we need will be given to us. He said our life does not consist of the abundance of our possessions and we are not to long for those things. If the focus of our lives is on the things that are eternal, then we will enjoy all the more the temporal amenities of life He provides from day to day and we will be content. “Godliness with contentment is great gain – for we brought nothing into this world and it is for sure we can carry nothing out.”
Power in Praise
The other day I watched an episode of “Oprah” featuring people who had lived through experiences that devastated their lives. The first guest had come home from her early morning walk to find her ex-husband had entered her home and killed all four of her children before turning the gun on himself. She said she had been a believer once, but could no longer accept that a God who’s supposed to be a god of love, would allow such a thing to happen to innocent children and take away her only reason for living. In the years since this happened, she has just existed from one day to the next trying not to give in to the urge to commit suicide. The second guest had lived through losing her three children in exactly the same way, but she had moved on with her life, re-married and had two more children. She has dedicated her life to telling others her story and how God has turned a horrible evil into good. --- Now, what is it that made the difference in the response of these two women?

In my morning devotions I am once again reading the book of Job. Here is a man who lost all ten of his children all in one day, besides everything else he owned, which was a great deal. Even God said Job was a righteous man – he didn’t deserve any of this, and yet God allowed Job to be struck with the most overwhelming grief and physical agony as well, with painful boils from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. Then his best friends turned on him and blamed him for his suffering, and even his wife, out of her own grief, urged him to curse God and lay down and die.

But what was Job’s response? He told her she was talking like a foolish woman, “Shall we receive good from God and never anything bad?” he asked. “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return – The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away – blessed be the name of the Lord.” God’s plan for Job was good, but it sure didn’t make any sense! Why would God allow such devastation into the life of a good man who trusted Him? Job asked Him why, and God didn’t reprimand him for that, but neither did He answer his question. Yet Job still believed – he passed the test and still could say, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him!” God’s only answer for Job was that He was God – He was in control of all things and He knew what He was doing. Whether Job understood it or not was immaterial. In the end we know God rewarded Job’s faithfulness and gave him back twice what he had before. Job probably never did find out why he had to go through that time until he met God face to face.

Over thirty years ago, Merlin Carothers wrote a book called “Power in Praise.” It became a multimillion-copy bestseller. But the question at the heart of his message remains difficult even among Christians. We still don’t comprehend how a God of love can allow innocent people to suffer, and we still ask, “Why me?!!” Why is it that we never ask “Why not me?” or why do we never ask “Why me?” when the good things happen?

The apostle Paul also knew first-hand what it was to suffer – yet he said, “I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, to be therewith content.” This man had been in prison many times. He had been whipped, beaten and even stoned until he was left for dead. He had what he called “a thorn in the flesh” that plagued him constantly – yet even after repeated pleas to God for deliverance, God chose to let it remain. Paul was ship-wrecked and went without food or water or sleep or warmth in the cold. But he never complained. His only concern was to spread the gospel of Christ crucified. He told the Corinthians: “We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But – this happened that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God, who raises the dead. On Him we have set our hope – that He will continue to deliver us. It was this same Paul that said, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love God – who are called according to His purpose. --- What shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? --- Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? ---No! – In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loves us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

We mortals are such self-centered creatures. We want things to go our way, and when they don’t, we are like little children stamping our feet at God in a temper tantrum and demanding that He conform the world to our liking. Perfectionists are especially plagued by this. We don’t like changes in our plans and we don’t like interruptions either. We tend to feel like “victims” of the choices of other people, of situations, and even of God when things don’t go the way we want them to. Not being able to control our environment and make it conform to our wishes causes great anxiety – this even when we don’t yet even know what real suffering is. We need an attitude overhaul! We are not in charge – and we never will be! Wouldn’t life be a lot simpler if we would just accept that and let God be God?

Was God a loving God when an illness at nineteen months left Helen Keller both deaf and blind? Keller’s later life was marked by a remarkable sense of purpose, faith and service. She did not deny the reality of her disabilities; she came to see that hardship did not have to prevent a life of meaning.

18th Century English clergyman William Law penned these words: “If anyone could tell you the shortest, surest way to all happiness and perfection, he must tell you to make it a rule to yourself to thank and praise God for everything that happens to you. For it is certain that whatever seeming calamity happens to you, if you thank and praise God for it, you turn it into a blessing.”

This is the principle behind Carothers’ book, “Power in Praise.” He urges believers to praise God not only when circumstances are pleasant but also when they are painful, trusting that no circumstance is beyond God’s ability to redeem. That does not mean calling evil good. It means refusing to let what we see at the moment have the final word over what we believe about God’s character.

Praising God in evil circumstances does not mean that we approve of evil or accept evil for evil’s own sake. The point Carothers makes is that we can entrust even a terrible situation to God and thank Him in faith that He is able to work through it. We may not comprehend His purposes or feel His love in the moment, but faith chooses to rest in the conviction that His love is real and that His plan is ultimately good. Can we trust His Word for that?
Signs of the End Times
Earlier I shared with you that I have been studying in preparation for leading a Bible Study in our apartment complex on the book of Revelation. The more I read and compare Scripture with the writings of Bible Scholars who have spent years on the interpretation of Prophecy, the more I realize how much there is to learn that I don’t know. But there is one thing I do see that is becoming increasingly clear, and that is that the signs we are told to watch for that will arise in the end times are becoming apparent now, and they are increasing in frequency and in speed.

In Matthew 24, after Jesus leaves the temple, He sits on the Mount of Olives and the disciples come to Him privately. They ask, “Tell us, what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” The first thing Jesus says is, “Watch out that no one deceives you.” He speaks of wars and reports of wars, nation rising against nation, famines and earthquakes, and He calls these things “the beginning of the labor pains.”

Anyone who has had children understands the picture of labor pains becoming stronger as a birth approaches. Jesus later gives the illustration of the fig tree and says that when His hearers see “all these things,” they should know that the time is near. His statement that “this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place” has been interpreted in several ways by Christians and Bible scholars. Some connect it primarily with Jesus’ own generation and the destruction of Jerusalem; others understand it to refer to the generation that sees the final events; still others read “generation” in a broader sense. I have come to wonder whether it may include the generation alive when the final “birth pains” intensify, but I want to be clear that this is my interpretation, not something the verse itself spells out.

Ever since Jesus returned to His Father, people have tried to predict the time of His return, and time after time they have been wrong. Jesus tells us that no one knows the day or hour and, in Mark 13:32, says that knowledge belongs to the Father. In John 14 He also tells His disciples that He is going to prepare a place for them and will come again. I find the biblical imagery of Christ as bridegroom helpful in putting those promises together, but the details of an earthly wedding custom should not be treated as if Scripture itself gives us a timetable. The point is simple: we are to remain ready.

Daniel 12:4 – not Jesus – contains the familiar line that older translations render along the lines of “many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall increase.” Translations differ on exactly how to understand the Hebrew. When I look at rapid travel, computers, artificial intelligence and the extraordinary growth of available information, I can’t help wondering about that passage. I also look at dramatic events in the world and think of Jesus’ labor-pain imagery. But I need to distinguish what Scripture actually says from my attempt to recognize its fulfillment in events around me.

There is another thing we are told to watch for that is much more subtle. We are warned that in the last days many are going to be deceived and led astray by false prophets who tell them what their “itching ears” want to hear. People will “abandon the faith, and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.” Are you one of those who thinks demons are just superstition and don’t really exist? If that’s the case, the Bible warns us you may be among those who are deceived and who will not see the danger until the trap is sprung and it’s too late.

Not long ago we went through a series on this program on Spiritual Warfare. Paul warns us in Ephesians 6, “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” What are these “heavenly realms”? He’s talking about the spiritual dimension we can’t see with our physical eyes. That’s where our God and His angels live, and we don’t find it so hard to believe that, so why is it so hard to believe evil is also personified in a being with his own evil angels – an evil spiritual army that follows his orders?

Christians have long connected passages in Daniel, II Thessalonians, Revelation and the letters of John with a climactic opponent of Christ, often called the Antichrist. Exactly how those passages fit together is interpreted differently by sincere believers. Jesus does warn in Matthew 24 that false messiahs and false prophets will arise and perform signs capable of misleading, “if possible, even the elect.” A few verses earlier He separately says that the days of great tribulation will be shortened for the sake of the elect. I believe these warnings point toward a final, powerful deception before Christ’s return, but details such as the person’s political office, message or whether he is already alive today go beyond what Scripture plainly tells us.

First John 4 warns that every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God and speaks of “the spirit of the antichrist,” which was already in the world. First John 2 likewise says that the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ is antichrist and denies the Father and the Son. Whatever we conclude about a future individual Antichrist, John’s immediate warning is that the spirit of opposition to Christ is already at work.

When I first gave this message, I was deeply concerned by what I saw as the increasing secularization of American public life, including the schools. I should not say that all references to God have been removed from public schools; that is too broad. Public schools may not sponsor devotional religion, but students retain constitutional rights to private religious expression, and schools may teach about religion in an academic way. My deeper concern remains spiritual rather than legal: Christian parents cannot simply assume that the surrounding culture will reinforce Christian beliefs about truth, morality and Jesus Christ. If we want our children to know what we believe, we must teach it and live it ourselves. To me, that is part of the call to stay awake and discerning.
Fire
One night last week, as a thunderstorm rolled through our area and I lay in bed listening to the rumble, I was reminded of another night like that almost thirty years ago – the night lightning struck the steeple of Dell church and burned it to the ground. The word spread fast and as we headed for the church at Three A.M. we could see the glow above the trees from our driveway three miles west. Within the hour the whole congregation was there, and we watched in shocked silence along with the firemen who could not save her. By dawn all that remained were the chimney, the front steps and a red-hot glowing hole in the ground. It was like the death of one much loved, and hearts were hurting that day, but this voracious monster that had consumed that special building had not killed our church – for the church was not the building – the church was its people, and we knew God allows no bad thing to enter our lives without a reason. Like He always does when we trust Him, our God worked in this also for our good. Dell church is alive and well, and strong today for having weathered that storm.

Since we moved away we have become a part of another wonderful congregation where I can see this same God working through the hard things for our good in the same way, just like He always does.

As we read through His Word, testaments old and new, we see many stories and examples of God using fire for His purposes. Men have always been fascinated by fire and what it can do. As mysterious as water, fire has properties nothing else has. Have you ever thought about that as you watch a campfire or stir a pile of burning brush? How would you describe fire to someone who had never seen it or felt its effects? You cannot grasp it or hold it in your hand. Science can explain combustion, but even an ordinary flame involves remarkably complex chemistry, energy transfer and rapidly changing gases. That complexity only adds to my wonder as I watch it.

We know that some fire is hotter than others, and outside influences can affect its properties – its color, for instance. While usually a mix of white, red and orange, fire can burn yellow or blue and even green, depending on its fuel. It must have oxygen to exist and fuel to feed it, just like we do. It seems almost alive.

Hebrews 12:29 says our God is a consuming fire, and Jeremiah 23:29 says His Word is like fire, and like a hammer that breaks a rock to pieces.

Our God manifests Himself with fire in many ways. He appeared as fire to Moses in a burning bush, and He went with His people through the wilderness for 40 years, appearing as a pillar of smoke during the day and a pillar of fire every night. When God gave the instructions for the services of the tabernacle, He said the fire on the altar was to be perpetual – it must never be allowed to go out. In Leviticus 9 we read how when Moses and Aaron offered the offering for the sins of the people, “Fire came out from the presence of the Lord and this fire consumed the burnt offerings Moses and Aaron had offered.” Remember the story in I Kings 18 of Elijah and his contest with the prophets of Baal. Verse 38 says, “The fire of the Lord fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood and even the stones, and then it licked up all the water around it in the trench they had filled.”

In the New Testament as well, we are introduced early to this supernatural fire – John the Baptist says in Matthew 3, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not even fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire!”

In Acts 2 we read the fulfillment of this promise when 50 days after Jesus rose from the dead there came the sound of a rushing wind into the house where His followers waited. Fire came into that room and divided into separate tongues and lit on each and every one of them. They were not even singed, because this was not ordinary fire. Instead they were all filled with the Holy Spirit who is still here today to fill each and every one of us with that same fire. The Word of God is fire in us if we let it be, just as it was for Jeremiah when God told him, because of Israel’s backsliding and wicked ways, “I will make My Words in your mouth a fire, and these people the wood it consumes.” Jeremiah understood and experienced that fire. In Jeremiah 20:8-9 he said, “Whenever I speak (for God that is) I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the Word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long. But if I say, ‘I will not mention Him or speak anymore in His Name’, His Word is in my heart like a fire – a fire shut up in my bones – I am weary of holding it in – indeed, I cannot!”

God’s purpose for the fire He had put in Jeremiah was to bring the people to repentance. He still uses people today as His voice to change hearts, and He uses circumstances of life as fire too – to burn away the chaff that messes up our lives, to purify us by killing the spiritual pathogens that would infect us, and to refine us as silver and gold, melting and molding us into vessels fit for His use, leaving the dross behind.

Are you willing to let Him do that? Or do we begin to whine and complain as soon as the tough times come. Malachi 3:2-3 says, “Who can stand when He appears? For He will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver.”

We don’t like it while He has us in that fire, but hard as it is to see sometimes, His motive is His Love. If we trust Him through it, we will not be consumed, but we shall “come forth as gold”. Paul says we are to present our bodies to God as living sacrifices. We can’t live a life that is pure by our own strength, but we can give ourselves to Him and allow Him to do the purifying. Oswald Chambers uses the imagery of the altar to make this point: we must be willing to surrender ourselves to God, trusting Him to burn away desires that are not directed toward Him and refusing to retreat into self-pity when the process hurts. We do not purify ourselves; we offer ourselves, and God does the work.
Getting Ready to Move
When I was a child, hanging on the wall above my grandmother’s pump organ was an old tramp art framed piece of ornate calligraphy that said, “God is Love”. I never paid much attention to it, and never expressed to Grandma any desire to have it someday. Yet in her will, she expressly stated that the “God is Love” plaque was to ‘go to Janice’.

I often wondered why – if perhaps she saw something in me that told her this was something I needed. Because for many years I didn’t believe what the plaque said – at least not where I was concerned. As this God who is Love patiently worked with me over the years to bring me to the place where I could finally believe He did love me, that old plaque has become one of my most treasured possessions – not because it’s especially pretty or because it’s an antique, but because of what it represents – the unconditional love of God and the love of my grandmother.

We live in a big four bedroom – 2 – story house with a full basement on a large lot, and we’ve been married 48 years, so as you can well imagine, we have accumulated a lot of “things” over the years. I do like beautiful things and have several collections of things that have no other use except that they are pretty to look at. Now I know these temporal possessions are not the treasures that are most important. If you have been a regular listener to this program, you have heard me say so. We really don’t own anything – all we have comes from God, and the temporal things are to be held loosely. It’s not a sin to have pretty things (or to have a lot of money) but it becomes sin when we put those riches first in our lives and make them a god. This is why the rich young ruler in Matthew 19 went away sorrowing when Jesus told him, “One thing you lack” – because he could not bear to give those riches up to follow Jesus. Jesus told his disciples, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” Now by the world’s standards in the USA, I am not a rich person. But I realize compared to the majority of the people in this world, I am very rich indeed. Would I be willing to give up all my riches if Jesus asked me to? I would like to think so – yet things have happened during the last 10 days that force me to take a long hard look at this question and to ask myself, “Do I really believe, in my heart, the words that have been coming out of my mouth?!”

For many months now I’ve been realizing this place is becoming too much for us to take care of anymore. Since my husband suffered a stroke that has left him with a gimpy leg, he can no longer even mow the lawn, and each time I get down on the ground to work in the flowers, I wonder if I’ll be able to get up again. Trying to catch up on the weeding has only left me frustrated and sore. Yet at the same time I haven’t wanted to give it up, because I love this place.

Well, I finally said to my husband, “I think maybe it’s time to start thinking about maybe moving to an apartment.” (I really didn’t think he would go for the idea because he has always said he never wanted to live in town) Well, the next day we were looking at apartments, and I had to back-track a little, saying, “But I didn’t mean right now!” “If we’re going to do it, let’s do it!” he said, “There’s never going to be a time that’s just right because there will always be one more thing you want to do first.” Much as I hated to admit it, I knew he was right. So we considered several places and went on some tours of apartment buildings. As we were coming out of one of the apartments where someone was already living, I suddenly started to sob – and I hadn’t expected that. It was all just too fast and so overwhelming and I wasn’t ready for it. I’m a creature of routine, and do not adjust well to change, and I knew this was going to involve a huge adjustment in a very short time. My first thought was all of the things I was going to have to give up. “What about my collection of green bottles, and what about this, and what about that? There’s no place to put them and I don’t want to give them up!” Neither did I want to give up the joy I got from the beauty all around me here. The singing of the birds in the daytime and the crickets at night, the flowers, the trees, the deer that come out in the evening and the cats that come to me to have their ears scratched. I had plans for future projects here – a new rock garden, a room all decorated in an ocean theme, refinishing the kitchen cupboards…..

But you see I wasn’t being realistic at all! For years I’ve been wanting to do things I never had time for and they were always relegated to the back burner waiting for the “someday” that never came. Nine years ago my son helped me create an art studio in one of the rooms upstairs. Although I have all the materials I need to create many beautiful things, the times I have used that studio can be counted on one hand, because all the other things that had to be done first, came first! I wanted it all!! I wanted to have a clean beautiful house and a perfect yard and I wanted to paint pictures and make dolls, all at the same time. I didn’t want to admit that these things were mutually exclusive because I was not “superwoman”.

It’s a funny thing about God. When He orchestrates changes in our lives for our own good, and we don’t recognize that, He doesn’t wash His hands of us. He just does what’s best for us anyway. When my attitude stinks and I stomp my foot like a spoiled little girl wanting my own way, He just pats me on the head and says, “There, there – it will be alright.” And then He waits patiently until I calm down and am ready to listen. Then He gently teaches me what He wants me to learn from this. No-one is ever too old to learn. The only person who cannot learn is he who refuses to be taught.

I must tell you another thing I’ve learned! It’s this – when I finally stop rebelling and accept His will for me – when I’m finally willing to give up all it seems like He wants to take away, without resentment, He begins to give it back. It’s like He says, “Okay – now I know you are willing to give your right to yourself to Me now I want to show you how much I love you.” In Psalm 37:4, God says, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” You see when our desires are not in line with what He knows is for our good, He will change the desires of our heart. “I know the plans I have for you”, He says – “to prosper you and not to harm you – to give you a future and a hope.”

I had to be willing to give up those things I couldn’t keep – to realize they mean nothing in the eternal scope of things, and my happiness is not found in those things. And now He’s not requiring me to give up enjoying the beauty here after all because as soon as we move out of this house, our daughter and her family will be moving in. I will be able to come here whenever I want to. If they want a rock garden, they will build it, and I can help. If our grandson wants a bedroom full of ships and shells and fish, I can still decorate it as I planned, and I won’t have to do it alone. We can still have picnics here and Christmas here if they want to, and at the same time, I will have time to do some of those things I had no time for before. So do you think God is love? – Well duh! Do I believe He loves me? O Yeah! He works in marvelous ways, His wonders to perform, and I am so blessed.

To everything there is a season. It’s the beginning of a new season now for us – time for the planting of new seeds – and it’s exciting to anticipate what the crop will be. God is so good – all the time!
Procrastination
An old legend recounts how Satan once called three of his top aides so they might devise a plan which would put the kibosh on the outreach of Christians and their commitment to “the enemy”. (Satan’s enemy that is.)

One of the aides, named, “Rancor” proposed “we should convince them there is no God.” But Satan replied, “That would never work. They know there’s a God.

“Bitterness” then spoke up; “We’ll convince them that God doesn’t really care about right or wrong”. Satan thought about the idea for a few moments, but then rejected that idea too. “Too many know that God cares,” he finally said.

“Malice” then proposed his idea --- “We’ll let them go on thinking there is a God, and that He cares, and even that He wants them to commit to Him, But ---- we’ll keep whispering, “There’s no hurry – there’s no hurry --- there’s no hurry.”

Satan howled with delight! The plan was adopted and was a marvelous success.

Now this is only a story, but there’s more truth in it than we know, because procrastination is one of his most powerful weapons. Who can tell how many souls have been lost or lives sorely wounded because someone has put off what he knows God has told him to do?

Jesus told a parable about a man who had worked hard to become a success in life, and he had “made it”. His crops were so abundant that he didn’t even have room to store them all. But did he give any away? No – he went to bed with a plan: “I will tear down all my barns and bins and build bigger ones. Then I’ll say to myself, ‘Self – you have enough now to last many years – enjoy your success now – eat, drink and be merry’. ‘You are set for life!’ But God said to the man, ‘You fool! – Tonight your soul will be required of you, and then whose will all these things be?’”

These two stories are about essentially the same thing: The use and stewardship of two of God’s most precious gifts to us – our time and our possessions. There’s nothing wrong with having nice things, or even being rich in material wealth, but Jesus said it’s hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Why? Because the danger is always that the things he possesses will become his primary purpose in life. All his time and energy are spent on becoming more and more “successful” and amassing more and more things and money. Sometimes it takes many years before one realizes these things are not where happiness is found. Jesus told us, “A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions”, and at the end of His parable of the foolish rich farmer, He said, “So it will be for everyone who builds up material possessions but is not rich toward God.” This man had his priorities backward.

I’m once again reading the book of Ecclesiastes in my morning devotions. This book is an account of one man’s search for meaning of life. Solomon was not only the wisest king who ever lived – he was also the wealthiest. Everything in his house was covered with gold; his elaborate throne was of gold and carved ivory: even his eating utensils were all of pure gold. There was absolutely no material possession he couldn’t have if he wanted it and no earthly pleasure he was denied. Yet in spite of it all there remained an emptiness these things could not fill. He knew the truth the rich farmer hadn’t counted on, that one day he was going to die, and not one single thing of all he had would go with him. He said, “I hated all the things I had toiled for under the sun, because I must leave them to the one who comes after me. And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool.”

Now Job, on the other hand, had his priorities straight from the get go. He was also very rich and had a large family he loved. But he knew these things were gifts he had been given. When God put him to the test and took away everything he had except his wife, Job didn’t understand it, but he accepted it. His grief was heart-wrenching, yet still he could say, “Man brings nothing into this world and it is for sure he can carry nothing out. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away – blessed be the name of the Lord.”

You see real treasures are never material things. Jesus said we are to “lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and rust do not destroy and thieves cannot break in and steal.” In order to do this our priorities must be in order, and we must be good stewards of what God has given us, and this includes not only our treasures, but also our time.

Every minute of this day and every other day is a gift from God, for “in Him we live and move and have our being.” Once this minute is gone, we can never get it back. Minutes stretch into hours and hours into days. We are responsible for how we spend the minutes. God doesn’t expect us to be so conscious of every minute that we feel condemned if not every one is used in a productive way – He knows we need time to relax and time to just have fun. But when we have made Jesus Lord of our lives, we will be engaged in activities that are pleasing to Him because that is what we’ll want to do, and more and more we will spend our time laying up those “treasures in heaven.”

All one has to do is read the newspaper or turn on the TV news to see how fragile life is. Millions die over the world every minute. How many of them didn’t see it coming? Do you know when you’re going to die? Of course Not! And we see every day many that die suddenly in the prime of life and even in childhood. Yet the majority of us seem to think we’re going to live into old age so we live our lives listening to those whispers that keep saying, “There’s no hurry – There’s no hurry.” This could be the last time you sleep in your bed. If God requires your soul tonight, are you ready?

Most of my life I’ve lived with the knowledge that one day I will die – everyone does – there’s no escaping it, and trying not to think about it doesn’t change that reality. Yet, in the last several years I’m thinking more and more that perhaps I’m not going to die after all – because it’s looking more and more like the Day Jesus comes to snatch away His bride is upon us. He may be coming any day, and if He does, I must be ready!

In Matthew 25, Jesus gives another parable that illustrates how crucial it is for us to be ready. He says: “At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish and five were wise. The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet Him!’”

Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil – our lamps are going out!’ – ‘No’, they replied, - ‘There may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.’”

“But while they were on their way to buy oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet – and the door was shut. --- Later the others also came ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said, ‘Open the door for us!’ But he replied, ‘I tell you the truth, I don’t know you.’”

“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.”

Now Jesus begins this parable with the words, “At that time.” What ‘time” is he talking about? And who are these “virgins”, what are their “lamps” and what is the “oil”? Most of all, who is the “bridegroom”. And why won’t he let the five foolish virgins in to the “banquet” There is much more to talk about here, and we will examine some of that next time.
Katrina — When Bad Things Happen
This past week has again been one to leave countless thousands of people asking the question that seems to have no answer – That question is Why? How do we explain that an all-powerful, all-knowing God, who is supposed to be a God of love, allows such a thing as a massive hurricane to completely devastate the lives of so many with no regard at all to whether they are good people or bad, Christian or non-Christian? It must seem like He just turned His back and let it happen, and He doesn’t even care! This was not a situation such as the terrorist attacks of 9/11 where He allowed the freedom of choice of evil people to prevail. This was the wind and the sea that He created – that same wind and sea that had to obey when Jesus said to it – “Peace – be still!” Did God have control over this or not? If not, how can He really be who He claims to be? Or could it be that we have been deluded, and this God we trust really doesn’t even exist? If He does exist, and He’s all-powerful, then don’t we have to conclude that He caused this disaster? Whether directly or by default, if He allowed it when He could have stopped it, isn’t that essentially the same thing? The result is the same! Countless lives have been changed forever, a thriving City has been destroyed, and like the waves of the sea that ebb and flow, and the repercussions ripple out in all directions to have their effect on an entire nation. Soaring prices at the gas pump and in our energy bills are attributed to the millions of dollars in damage to the off-shore oil rigs and the refineries onshore that produce the petroleum products we all use. Gas prices in Atlanta have hit an all-time high of $6 a gallon. What about the effects on our farm economy? The Minneapolis Tribune says Katrina smashed the nation’s most active port facilities – the “economic choke point” for everything from oil and gas to lumber, coffee and grain trying to get in and out of the country. The U.S. exports ¼ of the grain it produces, and of that amount, more than half deports from the gulf ports hit by the hurricane. A prolonged New Orleans shutdown will create “log jams” because farmers still have corn in their bins from last year’s harvest. Economists are saying this hurricane could be the tipping point that heads our economy toward recession. So this isn’t something we can just ignore because it happened so far away and doesn’t affect us. It does affect us, or soon will.

In the meantime people were still trapped in flooded homes and on rooftops, without food, drinkable water or shelter from the heat. Early reports were chaotic and casualty estimates changed as rescuers learned more. We now know Hurricane Katrina caused about 1,833 deaths and became one of the deadliest hurricanes in United States history. For comparison, the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fires killed more than 3,000 people. Where is God in all this? Doesn’t He care?

If you think I’m going to give you answers to these questions in this talk, you give me way too much credit. I have no answers. I am just as puzzled and frustrated by this as everyone else, and I don’t understand it. But I do know one thing: God does care! He knew this was going to happen and He allowed it anyway, for a reason. Whether I understand that reason or not is immaterial. I could speculate just as many do on what He is doing when such things come, but that won’t change anything. I know, I have been saying all along that God orchestrates circumstances in our lives for His purpose – to prune us and to mold us into vessels fit for His use. I still believe this – because God’s Word says so – and His Word is true. He cares for each and every individual for Jesus said He even knows how many hairs you have on your head. But try to tell that to someone who is hanging on to life by their fingertips and crying out for help that never comes.

Many people have tried to explain this dilemma. A bestselling book a few years back was Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, “When Bad Things Happen to Good People”; He started searching for answers when his son was diagnosed with an incurable disease that would claim his life before he ever got a chance to really live it. Rabbi Kushner needed answers. He needed to know how to reconcile this fact of life with his belief that God was good and it was His desire to bless those who believed in Him and did their best to live according to the rules. The conclusion he finally came to was that the bad things that happen to us are not God’s fault. They are the result of living in a fallen world which is the result of man’s choice – not His. If it were all up to God, the world would be perfect and nothing bad would ever happen. But now He has to allow it. Therefore there are things that hurt us that He can’t make go away. He has chosen to limit His own power by giving mankind the freedom to choose, and He has given the workings of nature the same choice. He could step in and change the natural course of things but on the whole He does not. When nature goes on a rampage, it’s not His fault, and He does not stop it. But what about His promises then? Hasn’t He said that He works for our good in all things? Hasn’t He said that if we ask, we will receive? How can both of these things be true?

The key is to ask where it is that God works for our good. Romans 8:28 does not say that every terrible event is itself good. It says that “in all things God works for the good of those who love Him – who are called according to His purpose.” The things that happen happen, but God sees them and can bring good even out of the worst circumstances. Rabbi Kushner came to a different theological conclusion than many Christians do: he argued that tragedy is not a punishment or part of some divine plan, and that God is present especially in the courage, compassion and rebuilding that follow suffering. I do not agree with every conclusion in his book, but his questions force us to distinguish the evil of an event from the good God can bring through people who respond to it.

Now is Kushner correct in all his conclusions? I don’t know. Different believers have answered these questions differently, but the bottom line for me is this – God’s thoughts are higher than ours, and His ways are beyond our complete understanding. He does not promise to explain every “why.” Our job is to trust that God is there, He is good and He works unceasingly in His kingdom. Where is that? Jesus said the kingdom of God is among or in our midst, and elsewhere Scripture speaks of God’s work within His people. Our outward circumstances are not the whole story. And remember also Jesus’ words, “In the world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.”
Being Ready for the Bridegroom
In last week’s message we focused on the importance – the urgency – for us as followers of Christ to be ready at all times for the moment of His return because Jesus has warned us He will come back at a time when we do not expect it, and His return will be like a thief in the night, here and gone before most of the world will even know He was here.

It can be confusing when we read prophecies concerning the end times and the second coming of Jesus Christ, because Christians have interpreted some of these passages in different ways. Some prophetic systems expect events such as a rebuilt Temple in Jerusalem before Christ’s return; other Christian traditions do not read the passages that way. Jesus Himself told His followers to watch for signs, comparing them to the fig tree whose new growth tells us that summer is near. Yet He also said that no one knows the day or hour and repeatedly warned His followers to remain ready. Whatever sequence of events we believe Scripture teaches, the command to watch faithfully is clear.

One widely held evangelical interpretation distinguishes Christ’s final visible return from an earlier gathering of believers often called the “rapture.” Paul says that “the dead in Christ will rise first” and that living believers will be caught up together with them “to meet the Lord in the air.” Other Christians understand these passages differently and do not separate Christ’s return into two events. I share the first interpretation, but I want to be clear that it is an interpretation of how several prophetic passages fit together, not a point on which all Christians agree.

How do all these passages fit together? Christians have wrestled with that question for centuries, and devout Bible scholars have reached different conclusions. That should make us humble about our timelines. The essential message is not that we can calculate every event in advance, but that Christ calls us to faithfulness, hope and readiness.

God’s Word is different from every other book. The gospel of Jesus Christ is very plain, but to understand and accept that is only the top layer – it’s only the “getting on place”. This book is full of buried treasure and puzzle pieces and they are scattered throughout its 66 books. I believe God intended it to be that way so only those who are true seekers will find those treasures. Each one we find leads to others just like the old kid’s game we called “Treasure Hunt.” We can study the Bible our entire lives and never uncover them all because there is no bottom. The Word of God is “living” and “active”. Its author is not the men who wrote down the words. The author is the One who dictated those words – the very same Holy Spirit who now lives in every true believer. Don’t you think if you would read any other book and wonder about the meaning of something in that book it would make sense to actually talk to the author Himself, if possible, and ask him to clarify what He was saying? Well, that’s what God wants to do for us. If we ask Him to show us what a confusing passage means and where to look in the Bible to find other pieces of the puzzle that will fit together to make the picture clear, He will. We are greatly blessed in our day, and living where we do, to have a lot of the work already done for us. Most Bibles have foot notes, cross-references and a concordance to help us find connecting passages that help to explain almost any verse we choose. Jesus promised us: “Ask and you will receive; seek and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.” And He asked, “If a son asks his father for bread, will he give him a stone? How much more will your Heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them who ask?” So you don’t have to have super intelligence or a college degree to understand Scripture. All you need is a hunger for truth, a will to dig deeper and a commitment to continue in that Word. Jesus said if we do this we will know the truth and that truth will set us free. His Holy Spirit will guide us to see with our spiritual eyes all the wonders He longs to reveal to us if we are just willing. What I have learned over the years is minuscule in comparison to the treasures still waiting for me to see, but I know a lot more than I used to, and God willing, I will never stop learning.

Last week we touched on Jesus’ parable of the ten virgins in Matthew 25, which follows His teaching in Matthew 24 about watchfulness and the coming of the Son of Man. The parable begins, “At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom.” Jesus had just compared the unexpectedness of His coming with the days of Noah. Scripture does not tell us exactly how many years Noah spent building the ark, nor does Genesis say that people before the flood had never seen rain. Those are later assumptions sometimes added to the story. The point Jesus makes is simpler: ordinary life continued until judgment came unexpectedly, so His followers must remain ready.

In the end-times framework I have come to believe, the gathering of Christ’s bride is distinct from His later return to reign and judge. Other faithful Christians understand the same passages differently, including the timing of the “thousand years” and the relationship between tribulation, resurrection and Christ’s return. Whatever the chronology, the parable’s warning remains powerful: do not postpone your response to God. Keep oil in your lamp. Be ready to meet the Bridegroom whenever He comes.
Creation vs. Evolution
I was doing a bit of “people- watching” one day last week while sitting outside Mayo Clinic’s Gonda building waiting for the shuttle. There were people of every size and shape, every color and ethnic group, and I was struck by really how very few were what one might call “ideal” in their physical appearance. It was a good cross-section of America with a few visitors from other countries thrown in. “How our God must love diversity”, I thought, “to make each and every one of us so unique – different from every other person who ever lived or ever will. Even identical twins are not the same, and those who know them well have no trouble telling them apart.

Later that same day I was watching our cats outside. “John Henry”, our indoor-outdoor cat is coal black, his sister is a beautiful grey with a white face and boots, and their nephews are yellow striped with bobbed tails, one of them short-haired and the other long-haired and fluffy. These all came from the same original mother who was a grey striped with white and a father who was all grey striped. It’s amazing to me how this works. The best dog we ever had was half blue Heeler, ¼ rat terrier and ¼ beagle. His body and ears looked like the Heeler, but the markings on his face were beagle, and he had a unique black ring around the base of his tail, so we called him “Ringo”. No other dog was like him and that made him special. When you think of all the breeds of dogs there are from the tiny miniature Chihuahua that fits in a teacup to the huge Great Dane, it’s hard to believe they are actually the same species when their only similarities are 4 legs and a tail.

Scientists explain the diversity of domestic dogs through descent from ancestral wolf populations shaped by domestication and selective breeding, and domestic cats likewise have wildcat ancestry. Human origins are a different and much larger scientific question. Modern evolutionary biology does not teach that humans descended from chimpanzees living today. Rather, genetic and fossil evidence supports the conclusion that humans and chimpanzees share an ancestral population that lived roughly six to eight million years ago.

That scientific account still leaves a theological question that matters deeply to me: does explaining biological development tell us whether creation has a Creator, purpose, or meaning? Science and Scripture are asking partly different kinds of questions, and my Christian conviction is that creation ultimately comes from God.

Charles Darwin published *On the Origin of Species* in 1859, decades before the turn of the twentieth century. In 1925, Tennessee teacher John Scopes became the defendant in the famous “Scopes Trial” after agreeing to serve as a test case against a state law prohibiting the teaching of human evolution. Clarence Darrow was among his defense lawyers, but the defense did not win the trial: the jury found Scopes guilty, and his conviction was later overturned on a technicality.

In later decades another movement, usually called Intelligent Design, argued that some features of living things are best explained by an intelligent cause rather than by undirected evolutionary mechanisms. That is a philosophical and religiously significant argument, but it is not the same thing as the scientific theory of evolution. Albert Einstein often spoke with awe about the order and harmony of the universe and said his views were close to Spinoza’s; he did not, however, affirm the kind of personal God Christians mean when they speak of God’s providential relationship with individual human beings.

Public debate over evolution and Intelligent Design can become needlessly insulting on both sides. It is important, though, to distinguish a religious or philosophical conviction from a scientific claim. Human evolution is supported by multiple lines of scientific evidence, including genetics and a fossil record representing thousands of early-human individuals. Scientists do not claim that a single “missing link” fossil would prove the entire history. They reconstruct a branching evolutionary history from many fossils, genetic comparisons, anatomy and other evidence. Researchers still debate the precise relationships among some early human species and have not identified every ancestral population.

For me, accepting that this evidence exists does not settle the theological question of who we are before God. My disagreement is not with the existence of fossils or DNA evidence; it is with the idea that a material account of biological history must rule out divine purpose or creation.

There are profound biological similarities between humans and other primates, and modern genetics is one reason scientists classify us within the primate family tree. My faith adds another level of meaning to that observation. When I recognize a painter by a distinctive style, I am thinking not only about the materials on the canvas but about the mind behind the work. In the same way, I look at the patterns and beauty of living things and see the signature of one Creator. That is a theological conclusion, not a laboratory finding, and I do not need to deny what biology has discovered in order to make it.

Years ago, in a women’s Bible study I attended, we got into a deep discussion over the creation story in Genesis 1 and 2. I finally said that it didn’t really matter if the Genesis account was factual or not because it was a belief that wasn’t essential to our salvation. I was immediately taken to task by an older and wiser woman who said, “It does matter, because if you’re going to pick and choose which parts of the Bible to believe and which to discard, how can you ever be certain that any of it is true?” Of course she was right. Either it is all true as the Bible itself claims it is, or there is no way we have a leg to stand on when trying to use the Word of God to argue a point.

Now Paul tells us not to become caught in senseless arguments that solve nothing, and Jesus warned us to choose wisely which of these types of discussions we want to be involved in, lest we find we are only casting our pearls before swine. But Paul also says we are always to be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks us for a reason for the hope that is in us. I take that to mean that there are times when I must be willing and ready to stand up for what I know to be right, when that belief is challenged, no matter what the outcome may be. The time is coming, and may already be here, when those who know the truth must not keep silent anymore.
Living Water
We’re going to talk about water today – living water that is. Jesus talked a great deal about living water, and we find that term also used in the Old Testament, in the Psalms and the books of the prophets. What is “Living” water? What does it do? And where can we find it?

Have you ever really thought about what a mysterious thing water is? We can see it and feel it, but we can’t hold onto it. Pure water is completely transparent and it has no taste of its own, but many things can be completely dissolved in it to give it a taste and a color. Water is an element that makes up most of the mass of the earth we live on and also most of the mass of the physical bodies we live in. Life cannot exist without it – no plant life, no animal life and no human life. Water is a fascinating mystery – like fire or like the invisible air we breathe.

Without water we couldn’t have that hot cup of coffee in the morning or a glass of cold lemonade on a hot day. I like both of those things but don’t much care for plain water if it’s not hot or cold. Did you know Jesus doesn’t either? In His Revelation to St. John, Jesus dictates letters through John addressed to seven actual churches in Asia Minor. The last of the seven is to the church in Laodicea. About that church, Jesus had nothing good to say at all. In fact He called them “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” and said they didn’t even realize it. In fact they thought they were fine – rich in fact not needing a thing. You see the trouble was that they were like a mouthful of lukewarm water. Jesus said to them, “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So because you are lukewarm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to spew you out of my mouth!” Wow! That’s pretty graphic!

Now there are parts of His assessments of each of those seven churches that are true of the church in America today, nut it is this one that is probably the most dangerous. I had a Social Studies teacher in high school that was often appalled when her students couldn’t answer questions about what was going on in the world. To her the daily world news was exciting and relevant to her life, and she longed for it to be the same for us, because she knew we were missing out on so much. Her classic response to such apathy was, “You don’t live – you just exist!!” I have never forgotten it.

That must be what Jesus feels when He sees us with that same apathy. How many of us go to church on Sunday because we’re “Christians” and that’s what Christians do? But we sit there sometimes half asleep during the sermon and thinking about our roast in the oven or the start of the football game we’re missing if the service goes a little longer than we think it should. When we sing those hymns, do we even really hear the words that are coming out of our mouths? When we sing along with the praise team are we really praising and worshiping our God, or are we just following the leader like lemmings and going through the motions like everybody else? When we finally go out the door of that building, can we say we’re any different than we were when we went in? If somebody asked you on Monday, could you tell them what your pastor’s sermon was about on Sunday?

This is the apathy Jesus is talking about, and it overflows out of the church into the world around us. What is your life like from day to day the rest of the week? Someone has asked, “If you were arrested today for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” Christian churches are closing all over our country – Why? Because their members are dwindling – the faithful elders are dying off and there aren’t enough younger people coming into keep the churches afloat. They just don’t see the attraction because they really don’t see any difference in the lives of those who go to church and those who don’t. The allure of the world outside the church is so much more attractive and besides, they get to sleep in on Sunday mornings!

Now the church as a whole is going to only be as healthy as its individual church congregations, and they in turn are only as healthy as the individuals that sit in their pews. It’s of course not fair to paint a whole church body with one brush. There are faithful committed followers of Christ in probably every Christian church, but they are hurting because others don’t have the dedication they have, nor the fire that burns in their hearts, and they feel like all their efforts just fall on deaf ears – nothing changes!

Jesus sees it, and it makes Him sick to His stomach. He has offered us so much, and we avail ourselves of so little. You see the trouble is the church is “dehydrated”. When one is dehydrated he has no energy and he can’t even think straight. He doesn’t even know he’s dehydrated. This is a dangerous condition to be in because if that water is not replenished, the body will die!

Remember the story of the Samaritan woman at the well? Jesus told her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked Him and He would have given you ‘living water.’ --- Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”

Now what is that living water He gives? We have the answer plainly in John 7: 37-39: Jesus says, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. Whoever believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” Then John explains in verse 39: “By this He meant the Spirit whom those who believed in Him were later to receive.”

In John 3, Jesus told Nicodemus, “I tell you the truth – no-one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Christians have understood “water and the Spirit” in more than one way, including as a reference to baptism, natural birth, or spiritual cleansing. I understand baptism as a powerful outward sign of the inward work of new birth. John the Baptist also said that the One coming after him would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. At Pentecost, Acts 2 tells us that the disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit and began proclaiming God’s mighty works. From that day the Spirit’s presence and power mark the life and mission of the church. In my understanding, water baptism points to our identification with Christ’s death, burial and resurrection, while the Holy Spirit gives the new life itself. However Christians describe the precise relationship between water baptism, Spirit baptism and being “born again,” the Living Water comes from God and is meant to flow through believers to others.

The degree to which we are filled with the Holy Spirit is in direct proportion to the degree to which we are yielded to His working in us and through us. If our relationship with Him is right we will produce fruit, and we will grow in Christ to become more and more like Him. Our focus is to be on Jesus – He is the source! We are to be fountains through which the living water of Jesus flows. We have nothing to do with the outflow – This is God’s work, and He rarely allows His fountains to see what a blessing they are to others. But there’s something wrong when there is no outflow – there is a blockage somewhere – either at the entrance or at the outlet. If the water can’t get out, the water will not continue to be "living” – it will stagnate until it starts to stink! The Body of Christ has no hope of being a healthy body without that living water – because that’s where the power is. Without Him, we can do nothing!

Have you invited Him to fill you with that living water, to be a channel of His love and power so that it may flow through you to the world?
Living Water 2
 A few weeks ago, my husband and I took a leisurely trip to the Black Hills. The weather couldn’t have been more perfect and the scenery was magnificent. Each area we drove through has its own unique topography – the Badlands loop, Black Hills National Park, Needles Highway, Spearfish Canyon – all different – yet all absolutely beautiful. It was food for my spirit, and again I couldn’t help but exclaim, “O Lord, how I love the beauty of your handiwork!” As we drove and as we toured the unique museums, sights and shops, I watched for things I could use as fodder for these weekly messages. One thing jumped out at me right away. “Thunderhead Falls” they call it. 

It’s an old gold mine with an entrance 600 feet into the mountain, at the end of which is a majestic waterfall. They say actually only the bottom half of the falls is visible. The top is up there inside the hole in the roof of the cave, and where it comes from is a mystery. The falls feed a creek that runs the length of the cave and then emerges to wind its way for miles at the base of the hills. The water is clear as crystal and sparkles in the sunlight. It is constantly flowing and never dries up.

Jesus says if we believe in Him, we will be like that mountain, for out of us will flow “living water”. – “streams of living water” will flow from within us.” Yet why is it then that so often we see no difference between the lives of those who claim to belong to Christ and those who don’t?

Jesus used many analogies in describing what His followers are to be. He said we are the salt of the earth; He said we are the light of the world; He said we are the branches of the vine that bear fruit. Even in the Old Testament we see similar analogies. Jeremiah 17:7-8 says, “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in Him. He will be like a tree, planted by the water, that sends out its roots by the stream. It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green; it has no worries in a year of drought, and never fails to bear fruit.” Isaiah 58:11 tells us, “You will be like a well-watered garden – like a spring whose waters never fail.”

All these word pictures of what a believer is to be are the same. They all say when we follow Christ, there will be evidence of that in the way we live, which others will see and be influenced by. What is that evidence? Paul spells it out in Galatians 5: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” Now a person who could exhibit all these qualities at all times would be a perfect person, and we know we are certainly not perfect. But fruit does not come on a tree or a vine full-grown and ripe. It starts as a tiny bud and then a blossom. In time the fruit comes, but it is a process. And some trees or vines must grow for several years before they produce any fruit at all. There is a wisteria vine on the garage at our house that had no blossoms until last year – and I planted it there eight years ago. Some of us take a lot longer to produce fruit than others, and it often depends on the soil we were planted in and the conditions surrounding us. But sometimes there will be a branch that just never does anything, and in order to give the healthy branches more of the life that comes from the roots, that branch must be lopped off. In John 15 (Jesus’ parable of the vine) He says, “Any branch in Me that does not bear fruit will be cut off and thrown into the fire.”

Jesus also said if salt loses its saltiness, it is good for nothing but to be thrown out and trodden down; If a light is put under a bowl so no-one can see it, it is good for nothing – and it will soon go out; and what good is a stream of water if it is dammed up so it doesn’t go anywhere?

I think it’s safe to say that most of you in my hearing believe, as I do, that salvation is by God’s grace through our faith in Christ’s atoning blood. Indeed, Paul says we are saved by grace – it is the gift of God – not of works. Yet Jesus Himself says we must all stand before God one day to be judged by our deeds, whether good or bad. How do we reconcile these apparent discrepancies? Will He say to me on that day when He separates the sheep from the goats, “Well done, good and faithful servant”, or will He have to say, “Depart from Me, you worker of iniquity – I never knew you!”? How can we be sure? Jesus’ own brother, James, writes in James 2: “What good is it if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such a faith save him? Even the demons believe, and shudder! As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds, is dead!”

You see, the thing is – we have been given a wonderful gift that is available to everyone willing to receive it. That gift is the Water of Life – the Holy Spirit who will come in to dwell if we open our heart’s door and invite Him in. Without that Spirit within, we are all “dead men walking”, because without Him we can do nothing, and it is impossible to please God. But once we yield and allow Him to take over the reins of our life, He begins to work. It is He who produces the light, the salt, the fruit and the living water that flows out of us. It is God who works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure. Jesus told the woman at the well in John 4, “Whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become a spring of water, welling up to eternal life.”

In other places the Bible calls this water “fountains” or “rivers”. Whether fountains, springs, rivers or streams, this water is moving! It “wells up” and “overflows” as its source continues to feed it, and it never runs dry.

Oswald Chambers uses the picture of flowing water to warn that something is wrong when Christ’s life is only received and never poured out. Some people, he says, become like the Dead Sea – always taking in and never giving out. If we choose to hoard God’s blessings for ourselves and dam up the outflow, the water becomes stagnant. A believer is filled with the Holy Spirit only to the degree that he or she yields to the Holy Spirit’s working within and through them. Fresh, clean water is meant to flow through us and out to others. Those are the good works that follow salvation – not the price we pay to earn it, but the result of the Spirit’s life in us. We may never see all the results of that outflow, but that is not our concern. We are to keep our eyes on the Source. Even when obstacles come and the stream seems blocked, God can make a new path around them, remove them, or even take the stream underground for a time until it emerges again somewhere we never expected – just like “Thunderhead Falls.” Our God is so good, and Jesus never fails, so keep your eye on the Source. Let Him do what He wants. “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” Jesus said, “for they shall be satisfied.”
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