Great Themes of the Bible Series

#1 Salvation
“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” –John 3:16
Someone has called this verse the “heart of the Bible.” Others refer to it as “The Golden Text of the Bible.” I think of it as the gospel in miniature. It is probably the best-known and most-often-quoted single verse from the New Testament. It is so simple a child can understand it; yet its distillation of theological truth about salvation challenges the most brilliant minds of any age. As we begin a series of thirty studies of “Great Themes of the Bible,” I could not imagine a better place to begin. 

“The Greatest”

Do you know why John 3:16 is called the “heart of the Bible”? Do you have any idea why it is such a beloved verse to Christians around the world and across the centuries? I suspect it is because this verse offers the single best summary of everything that is most critical to faith. This verse is “The Greatest” at telling you what matters most for your life. 

	“God” . . . The Greatest Lover
	“Believes” . . . The Greatest Simplicity

	“So loved” . . . The Greatest Degree
	“In him” . . . The Greatest Attraction

	“The world” . . . The Greatest Rebels
	“Shall not perish” . . . The Greatest Rescue

	“That he gave” . . . The Greatest Unselfishness
	“But” . . . The Greatest Contrast

	“His one and only son” . . . The Greatest Gift
	“Have” . . . The Greatest Certainty

	“That whoever” . . . The Greatest Invitation
	“Eternal Life” . . . The Greatest Possession



For someone who is a Christian, this verse is a title deed to everything he or she deems ultimately valuable. For someone who is curious about Christianity, it is a summary declaration of all he or she must know to understand its meaning. For someone who is lost, it is the way home to God. 

I would like for you to think of this verse in terms of three cardinal truths. Maybe you’d even like to circle the three words in this verse that I have circled on the page of my own Bible at John 3:16. Each word is a thunderbolt to the heart that explains an essential element of the Christian faith. The words I have circled in my Bible are these: “loved,” “gave,” and “believes.” 

Three Central Themes

God’s Love. 

There are many things we know about God from nature and reason. “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Psa. 19:1). 

“For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities — his eternal power and divine nature — have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20). 
There are many more things about God that cannot be discovered through our reflection and reason that are revealed to us in Holy Scripture. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

But the most wonderful thing about God is not that he is powerful and creative, that he is majestic and worthy of worship, or even that he is mysterious and beyond our ability to comprehend. The most wonderful thing about God is that loves us! No matter how far you are from him, no matter what you’ve done that betrayed him, no matter how unworthy and guilty you feel before him, God loves you. 

A sociologist was writing a book about the special challenges of growing up in a large family. Among the families he studied was one with thirteen children. As he interviewed the mother of those children, he asked, “Do you think all children deserve the full, impartial love and attention of a mother?” Her answer was a simple and near-terse, “Of course.” Then, perhaps thinking he would catch her in a contradiction, he asked his next question of her: “Well, which of your children do you love the most?” 

The mother gave this brilliant reply of love to her interviewer: “The one who is sick until he gets well, and the one who is away until he gets home.” 

Her reply makes me think of three stories Jesus told one day, right after the other. 

1. The first was about a shepherd who left ninety-nine sheep to go in search of one that was lost (Luke 15:3-7)

2. The second about a woman who laid nine silver coins on her table to search for one that had been misplaced (Luke 15:8-10)

3. The third about a daddy who threw a party when his wayward son came home (Luke 15:11-32).

Now let us apply this aspect of the expression to John 3:16 and earlier by going back to verse 14:

14 Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so [in the same way]168 must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. 16 For this is the way God loved the world: he gave his one and only Son that everyone who believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world should be saved through him (emphasis mine).

Jesus tells Nicodemus that he must be reborn from above. Nicodemus is surprised and confused by what Jesus has said (3:4, 9). Jesus gently rebukes Nicodemus, a prominent teacher of the Old Testament law, because he finds our Lord’s words so new and so difficult (3:10). 

And so in verse 14, Jesus turns to the Old Testament to clarify what He has told Nicodemus. In this incident, Moses lifted up a bronze serpent in the desert, so that all who (by faith) looked up to it were saved. In the same way that Moses lifted up the serpent, the Son of man must be “lifted up.” The Son of man is to be “lifted up” so that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life.

This salvation in the wilderness by means of the bronze serpent was a prototype of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ. “In the same way” that the bronze serpent was lifted up on a pole for all to see, the “Son of man” must be “lifted up,” so that all who look to Him by faith may have eternal life.

God’s love for the world was demonstrated in Jesus, the One whom Pharisaism rejected, whose testimony (along with John’s) they did not believe. The Jews wrongly assumed that God loved them because they were Jews. Now they are informed that God loves them only through Christ. If they reject Christ, they also reject the love which the Father manifested toward them in Christ. 

In verse 16, Nicodemus has yet another shock in store for him. This verse declares that God’s love extends to the world, and that God has purposed to save Gentiles as well as Jews. This was literally beyond the comprehension of many Jews, including believing Jews. The Prophet Jonah, for example, could not conceive of the Ninevites (Gentiles) being saved, and thus he did everything in his power to see that this city would be destroyed. John and his brother James wanted to call down fire from heaven and “torch” a Samaritan village (Luke 9:52-56). When Peter went to the home of Cornelius and preached the gospel to the Gentiles who had gathered there, the church leaders in Jerusalem called him to account for his going to the Gentiles with the gospel (Acts 11:1-3). After Peter convinced them that this was of God, and they confessed that God must be saving men from among the Gentiles, Jewish believers continued to go out, “speaking the message to no one but Jews” (Acts 11:19). When Paul addressed a hostile Jewish audience, they listened to him patiently—until he mentioned that God had called him to take the gospel to the Gentiles—and then they were enraged (Acts 22:1-24, note especially verses 21-22). For Jesus (or John) to say that God loved the world was revolutionary, shocking, and very distressing for a strict Jew.

I would like to highlight another lesson to be learned from John 3:16. The word “loved” is in the past tense. The Greek verb is in the aorist tense, indicating a specific act at a particular point in time. This verse does not say, “God loves (present tense) the world.” I believe the reason for this is because we are to understand that God has manifested His love for the world in a particular way. He “loved” the world through His Son, Jesus Christ. He “loved” the world by sending His son into the world, so that He might be “lifted up” as a sin-bearer. 

This brings us to a new element in John’s Gospel, introduced in verse 16, which surely must have caused Nicodemus and his colleagues a great deal of difficulty. That “new” element is the concept of hell, or eternal judgment, introduced by the term “perish.” Our Lord’s earlier reference to the bronze serpent raised this issue in a more subtle way. The people who were “saved” by looking up to the bronze serpent were those who were dying. They were “perishing” because God was judging them on account of their sin, and they knew it. If they did not quickly look up to the serpent in faith, they would perish. Jesus first shocked Nicodemus by telling him that he would not even see the kingdom of God unless he was reborn from above. Jesus’ words in verses 14-21 are even more disturbing. Nicodemus is not only unable to see the kingdom of God in his present state, he is destined to perish. 

Nicodemus must surely be in a state of shock by now. He is no longer even speaking. In fact, he may already have left, and it may be John who now fills in these details, writing these words after the death, burial, resurrection and ascension of our Lord. The man who thinks he has arrived is told he isn’t even on his way to heaven; he is on his way to eternal torment. He is a condemned man. Spiritually speaking, Nicodemus is on death row.

God’s purpose in sending Jesus into the world was not to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved. 

God’s Gift. 
The ultimate proof of God’s love came wrapped up in a gift box of human flesh, vulnerability, and redemptive care in Jesus, Immanuel, God with us. With all the evidence Christians can point to of God’s existence, power, and concern for his human creatures, unbelievers answer back with a case against the existence of a loving God by reminding us how much pain, poverty, and perversity there is in the world. 

God didn’t respond to the dismal mess we humans have made of our world by framing an argument but by coming down here and subjecting himself to everything we have to experience. From birth to death — in his case, a whispered-about birth and a tragic-beyond-imagination death. From friendship to betrayal. From popularity to rejection. 

 (Galatians 4:1-6 NIV)  What I am saying is that as long as the heir is a child, he is no different from a lave, although he owns the whole estate. {2} He is subject to guardians and trustees until the time set by his father. {3} So also, when we were children, we were in slavery under the basic principles of the world. {4} But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woma

 n, born under law, {5} to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. {6} Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, "Abba, Father."

Oklahoma newspaper column: a letter to the editor or "the people speak" sort of column which says in part, "Jesus is the world's most popular fictional character. There is no valid historical evidence to support him as a historical personage. Accounts of his career and times were written many years after the supposed events took place. We are not sure of the authors of the four gospels and many other books in the Old and New Testaments. // The laws of nature cannot be contravened; it is impossible for the dead to return to life, so we know the account of the Resurrection is fiction. We live and die in a natural environment. Any idea of a supernatural being or realm is just an idea, a fantasy with no basis in fact." 

That guy certainly isn’t open to what God has done for him, is he?

Jesus experienced the same things we have to face. “For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 2:17-18). 

The final step in Jesus’ self-giving love is not simply his identification with us in human frailty or even his temptations and vulnerability. The final step was the act by which he was able to “make atonement for the sins of the people” he loved. And that took him to Calvary. 

One of the seven astronauts who lost their lives in the tragic explosion of the spece shuttle Challenger was Christa McAuliffe. She was to have been the first school teacher in space. One teacher said, “When Christa stepped onto that shuttle, we stepped on with her. And when she died, a part of us died too.” Maybe that is why her name is the best remembered by the larger public from that awful day. 

That is why Christians remember the name of Jesus Christ. We believe we stepped onto Skull Hill with him that day. We believe something of us died with him that day. We believe that his triumph over the tomb means that we can have his own new life as our hope, joy, and confidence against an uncertain future. We say, “When he was lifted up on that cross, we were there. When he died, we died. Because he lives, we have eternal life as his free gift to us!” 

A discussion of the freewill choice of mankind and eternal creations

In general, Scripture teaches us that God created the world and all that is in it for His own glory and because He desired to share His life with others. The creation of all these things demonstrates His glory, His love, grace, mercy, wisdom, power, goodness, etc. Compare Psalm 19:1f; 8:1; 50:6; 89:5. 

(Psalms 8:1 NIV)  For the director of music. According to gittith. A psalm of David. O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens.

(Psalms 19:1-10 NIV)  For the director of music. A psalm of David. The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. {2} Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. {3} There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. {4} Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world. In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun, {5} which is like a bridegroom coming forth from his pavilion, like a champion rejoicing to run his course. {6} It rises at one end of the heavens and makes its circuit to the other; nothing is hidden from its heat. {7} The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul. The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple. {8} The precepts of the LORD are right, giving joy to the heart. The commands of the LORD are radiant, giving light to the eyes. {9} The fear of the LORD is pure, enduring forever. The ordinances of the LORD are sure and altogether righteous. {10} They are more precious than gold, than much pure gold; they are sweeter than honey, than honey from the comb.

(Psalms 50:6 NIV)  And the heavens proclaim his righteousness, for God himself is judge. Selah

(Psalms 89:5 NIV)  The heavens praise your wonders, O LORD, your faithfulness too, in the assembly of the holy ones.

Usually, people want to then know, why did God allow sin?

As a summary of some of the issues, the Bible teaches us God created both the angels and man with volition, or the freedom of choice. He created both as holy and without sin that they might not only serve Him as the Creator, but bring Him glory. 

In particular, man, being created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26f), was created to have fellowship with God through the exercise of that image. Man was created to glorify God through the exercise of his personality—mind, heart, and will. With his mind he was to know God, with his heart he was to love God, and with his will, in response to his understanding and love of God, he was to choose for God in obedience. 

But God did not create robots. That would have brought very little glory to God. Because His creatures were not robots, there was the risk of a negative choice. But God, by His sovereign will, purpose, and foreknowledge, determined to allow this, indeed, He ordained it by His own eternal wisdom without Himself being the cause. 

Many struggle with this, but in the process of all that has occurred, God’s glory is supremely revealed in all His Holy attributes—His holiness, righteousness, justice, mercy, grace, and love, veracity, truth, etc. God did not cause the creature to sin. If the creature was to really have the freedom to know, love, and choose for God and respond in worship and obedience as a free and independent agent, he had to have true freedom of choice. 

Thus, compare the temptation of Eve by the devil. He attacked her knowledge and understanding of God to get her to doubt God’s love, etc. The race fell because of Adam and Eve’s negative response to the grace of God. But in the process, God’s character and glory is revealed in a more total or complete way. 

So, through the cross, man’s sin, like diamonds reflecting the light against the backdrop of black velvet, reflects God’s love, mercy, grace, holiness and justice in infinite ways.

Finally, the Bible clearly shows us that God has perfectly provided for us so that we can be reconciled to Him, walk with Him and even overcome sin’s power through the finished work of Christ on the cross and the many blessing we have in Him. 

In this regard, there are three aspects or phases to the salvation God offers us in Christ:

1. Te past—by faith in Christ, we are saved from the penalty of sin

2. The present—we are being delivered from the power of sin (if we will walk by faith and in fellowship in Him)

3. The future—saved once and for all from the presence of sin with the return of Christ. So we can’t blame God. He has made more than sufficient provision for us and our sin problem even to the point of giving us His Son. 

Our response. 

This text is rich in truth and applications. Let me conclude by pointing out some important principles.

First, being religious is not the same as being a Christian. Some time ago a book was published, based on the Book of Romans, and entitled “How To Be Christian Without Being Religious.” It attempted to show that one can become a Christian without having to act “religious.” 

I believe one could very well write a book entitled, “How To Be Religious Without Being a Christian.” This would apply not only to Nicodemus, but to many “religious” people today. One could not get much more religious than Nicodemus, but our Lord’s words make it clear that as “religious” as he is, Nicodemus is not yet a Christian. He must be reborn from above.

I must ask you, my friend, “Are you a Christian, or are you just religious?” If you take the words of our Lord seriously, there is a great difference between those who are religious and those who are reborn from above. Nicodemus was as lost as the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4). Hell will be populated by many people who are “religious,” who have trusted in their religion to save them, rather than trusting in Christ alone. 

There will be many in hell who trusted in their works to get them to heaven, rather than in His work—the work of our Lord Jesus Christ and the cross of Calvary. He came down from heaven, and He was lifted up on a cross to bear the penalty of your sins and mine. He was raised from the dead and exalted to the right hand of God. He offers to us His righteousness and His life. If you trust in Him, rather than in yourself, you will be reborn from above, and thus you can be assured that you will see the kingdom of God.
Second, God’s love for the world has been manifested through the coming and the cross of Jesus Christ. This is the way God “loved” the world. It is the only way anyone can enjoy the love of God for now and eternity. To reject Jesus Christ as God’s provision for our salvation is to reject God’s love, and to be under divine condemnation, awaiting the day of God’s eternal judgment. Many today seek to find comfort by assuring themselves that God loves them. God “loved” them in Jesus Christ. 

To reject Him is to reject His love. It is both foolish and dangerous to believe in a “God of love” without submitting to the Son of His love, Jesus Christ. How often I hear it said, “Well, I believe in a God of love …” They go on to say that such a God would never condemn anyone to hell. Our text tells us just the opposite. 

The God of love who sent Jesus Christ to save the world from sin is the God who will send Him a second time to judge the world for sin. Those who have “looked up” to Him for salvation, now “look up,” waiting for His return. Those who have rejected Him fail to grasp that when He returns He will come as their judge. What a terrifying thought! What a blessed salvation!

It is my hope and prayer that God will give you no rest or peace until you have experienced the love of God in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

But it must be pointed out that God’s love and gift are never forced on anyone. It must be accepted. So there is a response to be made to the cross: “Whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” 

While Tennessee’s Andrew Jackson was President of the United States, a man was tried, convicted, and sentenced to die. President Jackson wrote a pardon document for that man, but the condemned felon refused the pardon. Prison authorities, the Attorney General of the United States, and his family all tried to persuade the man to accept the pardon. Why, it would be an insult to the president to refuse it! The man stubbornly refused. 

Finally the matter went to the Supreme Court. The question was put to that body: Is pardon a unilateral matter? Or does a condemned felon have to accept pardon when it is offered? Or, put another way still, can the legal system force a man to receive a pardon against his own will. 

The court ruled that the pardon was merely a printed document until accepted by the person to whom it is offered. If he rejects the pardon, it is nothing more than words on paper. 

The pardon God offers condemned sinners is not unilateral. Oh, it is — like all pardon — by grace. Grace alone! But it is not really a pardon until that grace is received by faith. “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God — not by works so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Faith is essentially a matter that combines intellect, will, and behavior. You must know and believe what God has done for you through Christ, choose to accept and trust that as your hope for eternal life, and begin a life of obedience and surrender to him. 

You must decide that God’s love means more than your foolish pride, God’s gift is more valuable than the fool’s gold of this world, and your life henceforth will be lived for his glory and pleasure. 

Turning away from your sin, you turn to Christ for his pardon. And he affirms that pardon to you in baptism. Baptism “washes away your sin” — not, of course, because of the water but by the power of the blood of Jesus Christ alone (Acts 22:16). 

Being saved, after all, is “not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet. 3:21). 

Baptism is a grace-gift that is accepted in a faith-action; it is not a works-display with saving merit. 

Your next faith-act is to commit yourself to a community of believers where you will find support, encouragement, and practical help in coming to terms with a mind, heart, and life that have been surrendered to God. 

Your faith may require you to alter your lifestyle radically. It may need propping up from more mature believers who’ve already made some of the same life changes you’ll need to make. So a church becomes important as a teaching place, a worshiping place, a mentoring place, a safe place. 

One by one, God will show you the steps of faith and obedience that will be necessary to conform you to the image of his Son and to bring you to fulness in Jesus Christ. And it will be all right for you to be patient with that transformation process, for he will be incredibly patient with you as it proceeds. 

Conclusion

Bob Benson, in his Come Share the Being, tells of sending a son off to college. The school was 700 miles away from the family home. He and his wife knew it would be difficult, but they thought they were prepared for the event. So their hearts were filled with pride as the boy drove off. 

He writes: “Oh, our hearts were filled with pride at a fine young man and our minds were filled with memories from tricycles to commencements, but deep down inside somewhere we just ached with loneliness and pain. Somebody said you still have three at home — three fine kids and there is still plenty of noise, plenty of ball games to go to, plenty of responsibilities, plenty of laughter, plenty of everything . . . EXCEPT MIKE. And in parental math five minus one just doesn’t equal plenty.” 

Here is what Benson wrote next: “And I was thinking about God. He sure has plenty of children — plenty of artists, plenty of singers, and carpenters, and candlestick makers, and preachers, plenty of everybody . . . EXCEPT YOU and all of them together can never take your place. And there will always be an empty spot in his heart — and a vacant chair at his table when you’re not home. And if once in a while it seems he’s crowding you a bit — try to forgive him. It may be one of those nights when he misses you so much he can hardly stand it.” 

Are you feeling his loneliness for you today? If so, this would be a good time to come home. God is waiting there to save you.



THE ALTERNATIVE TO SALVATION

“. . . but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned” (Mark 16:16).

After Jesus rose from the dead, He spent another forty days on earth before ascending back to the right hand of the Father in heaven. During this time He appeared eleven times to several people,  including one large gathering of about five hundred (1 Corinthians 15:6). On one of these occasions He came to the eleven apostles “and them that were with them” while they sat at meat behind locked doors late on the first day of the week (Luke 24:33–43; Mark 16:14; John 20:19–23). 

It was on this occasion that He gave them the Great Commission recorded by Mark: . . . and he upbraided them with their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they believed not them that had seen him after he was risen. And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to the whole creation. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved: but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned (Mark 16:14–16).

The commission Jesus gave on this occasion included the terms of salvation for the lost. The “whole creation” of people were obligated to hear and believe the message of the gospel and be baptized to be saved. But the terrible alternative to salvation also is given: “ . . . but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned”!

Much of the emphasis in preaching on this passage of Scripture in ages past has been upon the necessity of preaching to the whole creation, and upon the conditions of salvation stated by the Lord, hearing and believing the gospel and being baptized. But it is also imperative that all of us understand the terrible alternative to the salvation offered by the Lord: condemnation because of disbelief. Jesus taught in John 3:19 that unbelievers are under a state of condemnation already, but in the statement in Mark 16:16, it is shown to rest especially upon those who hear the gospel but disbelieve it. 

Condemnation rests upon them now and, eventually, will rest upon them eternally. The only escape from this condemnation now and hereafter is for the unbeliever to become a believer. Disbelief in God’s revelation has been the reason for the downfall of many through the ages. It was the besetting sin of the Israelites in the wilderness: For who, when they heard, did provoke? Nay, did not all they that came out of Egypt by Moses? And with whom was he displeased forty years? Was it not with them that sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness? And to whom sware he that they should not enter into his rest, but to them that were disobedient? And we see that they were not able to enter in because of unbelief (Hebrews 3:16–19).
Please note the words sinned and disobedient. They tell us why God was provoked with Israel.

And both sinned and disobedient are summed up by the term unbelief. The inspired writer penned

these words to warn all of us of the awful danger posed by unbelief. Unbelief poses a threat to any generation. It is so often “the sin which doth so easily beset us” (Hebrews 12:1). The varied ways in which unbelief manifests itself to us indicates that it is the besetting sin of this century, because the gross admixture of transgressions in people’s lives are provoked by unbelief.

I. THE FORMS OF UNBELIEF

Unbelief wears many kinds of robes. There are atheists, skeptics, infidels, secularists, rationalists, liberals, etc. But regardless of what they call themselves, they all have one characteristic in common: disbelief. Religious modernism is a well-known term that is used to describe many unbelievers today.

“Modernism” is simply an outgrowth of the old German rationalism which originated in Germany

during the last century, eventually crossed the English channel into England, and from thence came to America. Modernism is a system of unbelief that elevates human reason or experience as the standard rather than the Bible. 

Most of the exponents of this system who claim to believe in God and  Christianity actually only partly believe. By this I mean that they accept only those parts of the Bible that do not conflict with their “modern” ideas. They claim to believe only that which is reasonable to them. The virgin birth of Jesus is unreasonable to them, so they reject it. The resurrection of Jesus from the dead is unreasonable to them, so they reject it. The miracles of the Bible are not reasonable to them, so they reject them all. They attempt to give a rationalistic explanation for the miracles of Jesus.

The modernists deny the authenticity and credibility of much of the Bible. They refuse to accept

the inspiration of the Scriptures, and by word and action reject the authority of God’s Word.

One characteristic of religious modernism is its claim to superior biblical scholarship. Many excellent

scholars among my brethren have asked them repeatedly, “What do you have that enhances your knowledge of biblical matters that we do not have?” 

The truth is that we have access to the same materials that relate to the Bible that they do. Modernists accept the suave claims of so-called “Higher Criticism,” which is simply a high-sounding term that describes unbelievers whose design seems to be to destroy faith in the Scriptures. These so-called modernists have only a rationalistic explanation of Jesus’ mission in the world. They reject the doctrines of heaven, hell, and the sacrificial atonement of Jesus on Calvary’s cross. Some of them even reject the fact that Jesus was a real person who lived and died and has a true place in history.

Most forms of unbelief, especially religious modernism, are bound up body and soul with

the theory of evolution, including theistic evolution. Their “Christianity” is a concept that concerns

only the here and now. It does not extend to life after death. Their concept of heaven is making life on earth happy and enjoyable by eliminating disease, pain and suffering, wars, hunger, etc. Their concept of hell is the terrible conditions that men create on earth by greed, wars, etc. This peculiar form of infidelity poses under the guise of Christianity. Therefore, it is one of the most pernicious and dangerous forms of unbelief in the world.

Another form of unbelief most of its adherents would vehemently deny is unbelief. That is

the attitude seen in many religious groups today toward the authority of the Word of God.

The New Testament teaches, for example, that “there is one body,” but those who have this

form of unbelief that I am talking about contradict it by affirming there are many bodies. They

say that one is as good as another and that people may simply choose the one they like best and

become associated with it.

Paul said there is “one faith,” but those with the form of unbelief I am describing declare that

there are many and that one may “follow the faith of his choice.” This attitude is seen in those

who declare, “It does not matter which way you believe, just so you are honest and sincere, because

we are all going to the same place and are just taking different roads to get there.” They reject Jesus’ statement, “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no one cometh unto the Father but by me” (John 14:6). Jesus also said, Enter ye in by the narrow gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many are they that enter in thereby. For narrow is the gate, and straitened the way, that leadeth unto life, and few are they that find it (Matthew 7:13, 14).

The kind of unbelief I am talking about is the utter rejection of the platform of unity the Holy

Spirit revealed to Paul in Ephesians 4:4–6, There is one body, and one Spirit, even as also ye

were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all,

who is over all, and through all, and in all. 
II. THE MEANING OF BELIEF

True believers in Jesus are those who have been convinced through the power of the gospel that He truly is the anointed of God whom the prophets foretold would come as Savior and Deliverer. The gospel message presents Jesus as the Son of God, and, thus, identifies Him as deity. Evidence that Jesus truly is the Messiah, God’s anointed, and Savior, who paid the supreme price for our redemption, is presented nowhere else except in the message of the gospel.

Paul wrote, Now I make known unto you, brethren, the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye received, wherein also ye stand, by which also ye are saved, if ye hold fast the word which I preached unto you, except ye believed in vain. For I delivered unto you first of all that which also I received: that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried; and that he hath been raised on the third day according to the scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:1–3).

For example, when the sin-laden people on Pentecost heard the gospel “they were pricked in their hearts” and cried out, asking what they must do. The message they heard was the power that produced conviction in their hearts that Jesus was the Christ, and that they had crucified Him. Paul told the Romans that belief comes by hearing the word of Christ (Romans 10:17). John also wrote that his gospel record was written to produce belief in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, and that believers might have life in His name (John 20:30, 31).

But consider the degree of belief that results in salvation. It is more than mere conviction that Jesus is the Son of God anointed to be the Savior of the world; it includes confident trust in Him and reliance upon Him to fulfill every promise. An essential element of the faith that saves is implicit trust in Jesus as Savior and Lord. Where trust is absent faith is dead, because “ . . . he that cometh unto God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that seek after him” (Hebrews 11:6). 

Without this confident trust in Jesus as Lord there is no real motivation to dedicate our lives to Him. (See  Philippians 2:9–11; Acts 2:36; Romans 14:8, 9.) Mere conviction that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, is not enough. We must believe in Him strongly enough to rely on Him and commit our lives to Him in obedience to His will. Jesus said, “Not every one that saith unto Me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of My Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).

Note again: “ . . . though He was a Son, yet learned He obedience by the things which He suffered; and having been made perfect, He became unto all them that obey Him the author of eternal salvation” (Hebrews 5:8, 9).

The heart-pricked believers on the Day of Pentecost were not saved until their belief in Jesus was demonstrated in trusting obedience. When Peter answered their anguish cry, “Brethren, what shall we do?” by telling them to repent and be baptized for the remission of sins, Luke records, “They then that received his word were baptized: and there were added unto them in that day about three thousand souls” (Acts 2:41).

III. THE DESTINY OF THE UNBELIEVER

One of the glaring characteristics of this generation is the lack of fear of condemnation. Even

some who profess to be ministers rebel at the idea of eternal punishment. One minister, who

seems to be representative of many, voiced his objection to the doctrine of eternal punishment

of the wicked, saying that a loving God could not do such a thing. Although God has spoken clearly

on the subject, this so-called minister presumed to speak for God in a manner that contradicted

what God has revealed. Unbelievers like this show their disbelief in what Jesus taught by rejecting His warnings and those of His apostles concerning eternal punishment.

The certainty of final, irrevocable judgment, and the horrors of eternal perdition for unbelievers

is shown in numerous passages in the Spirit inspired revelation of Christ’s will: Then shall He say unto them on the left hand, depart from Me, ye cursed, into the eternal fire which is prepared for the devil and his angels . . .and these shall go away into eternal punishment (Matthew 25:41–46).

But after thy hardness and impenitent heart treasurest up for thyself wrath in the day of wrath

and revelation of the righteous judgment of God; who will render to every man according to his

works: to them that by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and incorruption, eternal life:

but unto them that are factuous, and obey not the truth, but obey unrighteousness, shall be wrath and

indignation, tribulation and anguish, upon every soul of man that worketh evil . . . for there is no

respect of persons with God (Romans 2:5–11)

. . . . for we shall all stand before the judgment-seat of God. For it is written, as I live, saith the Lord, to me every knee shall bow, and every tongue shall confess to God. So then each one of us shall give account of himself to God (Romans 14:10–12).

. . . if so be that it is a righteous thing with God to recompense affliction to them that afflict you, and

to you that are afflicted rest with us, at the revelation of the Lord Jesus from heaven with the angels of His power in flaming fire, rendering vengeance to them that know not God, and to them that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus who shall suffer punishment, even eternal destruction from the face of the Lord and from the glory of His might, when he shall come to be glorified in His saints, and to be marveled at in all them that believed (because our testimony unto you was believed) in that day (2 Thessalonians 1:6–10).

But the heavens that now are, and the earth, by the same word have been stored up for fire, being

reserved against the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men (2 Peter 3:7).

Even as Sodom and Gomorrah, and the cities about them, having in like manner given themselves over

to fornication and gone after strange flesh, are set forth as an example, suffering the punishment of

eternal fire . . . and to these also Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied, saying, behold, the Lord

came with ten thousands of His holy ones, to execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their works of ungodliness which they have ungodly wrought, and of all the hard things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him (Jude 7, 14, 15).

The pitiful pleas of the demand for mercy in the day of judgment will not avail. Jesus said, Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy by thy name, and by thy name cast out demons, and by thy name do many mighty works? And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity (Matthew 7:22, 23).

What unbelievers want after death will be radically different from what they want before death!

One thing that is clearly taught in God’s Word: The condemned one’s estate cannot be changed

after death. Adding to the pathos is the fact that one who lives in sin and disbelief almost certainly

will influence others to be lost. The story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16) illustrates the tragedy of living in such a way as to influence others to be lost, and of the impossibility of escaping from the region of the damned after death.

CONCLUSION

One of the greatest privileges on earth is to hear the gospel of Jesus and learn of God’s love and mercy given to the world through His Son. To learn from the gospel message about our awful plight as   transgressors, and what Christ did to reconcile us to God by His death on the cross is equivalent to being offered the greatest and richest of all treasures. Salvation from sin and citizenship in the Lord’s kingdom is indeed the pearl of great price. But rejection of “the word of his grace” by disbelieving it carries with it the most terrible consequence—condemnation.

“He that disbelieveth shall be condemned.” Judging from what my eyes have seen and what my ears have heard, I fear that many who have been privileged to hear the “gospel of the grace of God” and claim to believe actually disbelieve. The miniscule degree of faith they have is equivalent to no faith at all, because it is completely barren and dead. 

James said, Even so faith, if it have not works, is dead in itself . . . . But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith apart from works is barren? . . . For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, even so faith apart from the works is dead (James 2:17, 20, 26).

No one can be justified by faith that is dead. The faith that avails is the faith that works through

love (Galatians 5:6). The type of works both James and Paul spoke of in these verses is the

type that springs from faith. The fate of the disbeliever is final, irrevocable, and eternal condemnation.

But for the fearful, and unbelieving, and abominable, and murderers, and fornicators, and sorcerers, and idolators, and all liars, their part shall be in the lake that burneth with fire and brimstone; which is the second death (Revelation 21:8).

And death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death, even the lake of fire.

And if any was not found written in the book of life, he was cast into the lake of fire (Revelation

20:14, 15).

But “the Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some count slackness; but is longsuffering

to you-ward, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance”

(2 Peter 3:9). 

He “would have all men to be saved, and come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4). 

God’s amazing grace and mercy continues to be extended to all. Even the disbelievers can become believers and escape the condemnation of the judge to come. Salvation is available to all. His salvation is free, but we must trust and obey to receive it. 

“Thanks be unto God for His unspeakable gift!”

Great Themes of the Bible Series

#2 Assurance


“I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” 1 John 5:14

You probably know how inquisitive little children can be. One evening at our house several years ago, one of our children — who had become fascinated with those little “twisty buttons” that lock doors — was trying out the door locks. He went inside the bathroom, closed the door, and proceeded to turn the “twisty button” to the right and lock himself inside! He hadn’t caught on yet to the left-hand turn that releases the mechanism and makes it possible to get out. And we realized what had happened that night before he did.

We looked at each other, realized what had happened to our soon-to-be-scared-and-crying little boy, and went to work. As she stayed near the door and talked calmly and reassuringly, I went in search of the tiny little key that the builder gave us when we were finishing the house. We got our son out of trouble and set him free from a predicament in which he had locked himself. Child safe. Parents relieved. Nobody any worse for the wear.

God’s Ability to Rescue His Children

Wouldn’t you like to know that God works that way on behalf of his children? He does! 

Even when we have put ourselves in tight quarters and locked the door of some self-imposed prison, he swings into motion to rescue us from ourselves. He talks to us calmly through the tiny keyhole of our faith to reassure us. In the meanwhile, he puts all the resources of heaven into motion to free us from our prisons. In the meanwhile, he is more anxious for us than angry at us, far more concerned to reassure and calm us lest we make matters worse than to scold and berate us about what we have done.

Yet Satan has sold the vicious lie to many believers that their salvation is tenuous at best. He paints a picture of God as angry, scowling, and eager to condemn. He even sends preachers to do his bidding in getting Christians to be afraid of God! And I’m not talking about the reverential fear of God that is the beginning of wisdom (cf. Prov. 1:7) but the dread and foreboding of an intolerant and ill-tempered God who is more likely to strike you down than lift you up when you have failed.

Do you remember what happened on that fateful day when God came for an evening stroll with his beloved Adam and Eve in their garden home? The strong man and beautiful woman were nowhere to be found that afternoon. So God called for them, but there was no answer. Then he went looking and found them cowering in a pitiful hiding place to which they had fled. When he called them out, these were Adam’s heart-rending and pathetic words: “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid” (Gen. 3:10).

Adam had been naked every other evening God had come to visit with him. He hadn’t been afraid to meet the Lord on those days. Neither had Eve. So what had happened from the time of the last visit until this one? “They had sinned!” you say. That’s right. But something more had happened. They had been set up to sin by a terrible lie that Satan had told them — a lie that was all the more terrible because it not only led them to sin but made it inevitable that they wouldn’t react well afterward. Satan’s lie was, in effect, that God is mean, hard, and vengeful.

It all started when he planted a doubt in the woman’s mind that God really loved her. “Why would God keep anything from you?” he wanted to know. “Why would he tell you not to eat of that tree over there? Why, if he really loved you, he’d want you to have every experience that is possible in this beautiful place! He doesn’t love you — not like I do anyway. I’m telling you that you not only can but that you should eat of it.”

Do you see what a terrible thing Satan did that day? He made Eve believe that God didn’t love her. Thus, he implied that she couldn’t trust God. Thus he seduced her into seeing God as someone trying to take away the best things in life from her, someone unworthy of trust, someone to fear. And she ate of that tree. Then she convinced her husband to be afraid of God, and he ate of the tree. The two started looking for a place to hide at that very instant. And the human race has been fleeing God ever since, convinced by Satan that the last thing we could safely do is run straight to God when we’ve messed up.

I’d like to challenge Satan’s lie today. I’d like for you to get a healthier image of the God who created, loved, and redeemed you. I’d like for you to know that the very thing Satan says is the wrong thing to do when you sin is precisely what you should do: Don’t run from God; run to him when you fail.

Without a doubt, everyone needs, wants, and seeks assurance in all realms of life—in matters of human relationships, finances, job security, retirement, government, and especially in our beliefs about God, man, salvation, and spirituality as it is described for us in the New Testament. 

But what is assurance? Basically, assurance is freedom from doubt; a sense of certainty that something is true, will occur, or that all is okay. Synonyms for assurance consist of words like certainty, certitude, conviction. All these nouns ultimately mean freedom from doubt. 

Assurance is not a foreign concept of the New Testament. In Acts 2:36, Peter said, “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” (NIV) 

The word assured is the Greek ajsfalw'", “sure, certain, secure.” It is used of the concept of guarding something or someone securely (cf. Acts 16:23; Mark 14:44). It comes from a verb (asfalivzw) which means “to guard.” From that it developed the meaning of “that which is sure, certain,” or “assurance.” 

The noun form of this word, ajsfavleia, means, depending on the context, “firmness, securely locked” (Acts 5:23), “safety, security” (1 Thess. 5:3), or “certainty, truth,” (Luke 1:4).

Writing to Theophilus in the first of his two-volume treatise on the person and work of Jesus Christ, Luke wrote,  Luke 1:1-4. Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us, 2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word have handed them down to us, 3 it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated (Lit. “to follow after, investigate, like a physician or even a lawyer in search of evidence”) everything carefully from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; 4 so that you might know the exact truth (i.e., the certainty, have assurance, [ajsfavleia]) about the things you have been taught.

From the meaning and use of the Greek word ajsfavleia, we can clearly see some of the issues involved with the concept of assurance. We want and need a sense of certainty, based on the evidence of Scripture, regarding the truth because such a sense of certainty or assurance also gives a sense of security.

Furthermore, this is something which God wants us to have and which church leaders, using the truth of God in Christ as revealed in the Bible, ought to be diligent to provide through the study of the Word. With this in mind, note what Paul wrote to the church at Colosse when they were facing false teaching (Col. 2:1-5). These false teachings were on the verge of undermining the assurance of the Colossian believers with regard to what they had believed about the person and work of the Savior. 
Note the development of Paul’s argument here:

1. Verse 1 expresses Paul’s concern and effort expended on their behalf: “For I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf, and for those who are at Laodicea, and for all those who have not personally seen my face,”

2. Verses 2-3 express his first and fundamental purpose—to give the full assurance which comes from understanding what is theirs through Christ: “that their hearts may be encouraged, having been knit together in love, and attaining to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding, resulting in a true knowledge of God’s mystery, that is, Christ Himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” 

3. Verses 4-5 express his second purpose, which is also the result of the first. He says “I say this in order that no one may delude you with persuasive argument. For even though I am absent in body, nevertheless I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good discipline and the stability of your faith in Christ.”

In Galatians 1:20, to assure his readers of the truth of what he was writing, Paul wrote, “I assure you before God that what I am writing you is no lie” (NIV). 

Literally, “behold” or “take note, before God …” Here the apostle was setting forth historical evidence and calling God as his witness as well. The fact is people need and should have assurance, but it should, of course, be based on credible evidence that what they are asked to believe or have believed is the truth.

Two Types of Evidence

1. Scientific, that which can be repeated in a laboratory or under scientific controls. 

2. The legal-historical, that which is based on showing something is beyond a reasonable doubt based on oral and written testimony and exhibits or other forms of evidence like a gun, a bullet, archaeological findings, manuscripts, etc. 

Sometimes people try to argue against the Bible or Christ with the statement, “You can't prove that by scientific method,” with the implication that believing in the Bible and in Christ is therefore unreliable and unbelievable. Such a claim is false.

Historical events and issues cannot be proven by the scientific method because they cannot be repeated. That’s true. But it is not true that this makes the claims of the Bible and its testimony to Jesus Christ false. Why? Because the scientific approach is totally inadequate to prove things about a person or an event in history. It cannot prove whether or not George Washington lived or if John Kennedy was assassinated or if Jesus Christ lived, died, and rose from the dead. However, there are other forms of evidence that can be brought forth that are used every day in courts all over this country to give evidence beyond a reasonable doubt that certain things either happened or did not happen, or are true even though they cannot be repeated.

Thus, the Savior said, “You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.” He said, “You shall know,” and not just hope or feel it’s true. Through the resurrection and many other infallible proofs, God has given us credible evidence for the genuiness of the claims of the Bible as being God’s Word and for the certainty of the claims of Christ. 

Acts 17:30-31 Therefore, although God has overlooked such times of ignorance, he now commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has set a day on which he is going to judge the world in righteousness, by a man whom he designated, having provided proof to all by raising him from the dead (emphasis mine).

With this in mind, compare Romans 4:13-21 and note the element of firm assurance that Abraham had. God wants us to have assurance and to know the peace that comes from assurance, but we must be sure that our assurance is based on the truth of Scripture or our assurance will be empty.

New Christians, and even many older believers for that matter, need assurance concerning the very message of the gospel they have believed and of the new life they have in Christ as believers. With the many winds of strange doctrine blowing across the landscape, people are often assailed by all kinds of doubts and fears about their decision to trust in Christ. 

Is what I believed really the gospel? Just what does my decision to believe in Jesus Christ mean in my life? What are the ramifications and consequences? Can salvation be lost? If I commit this sin or that sin, does it mean I was never saved? Some evangelists or preachers give the impression that once you accept Christ all your problems will be over, when in reality a whole new set of problems begin with hostile forces on the attack. 

The Christian has moved from Satan’s kingdom into the kingdom of Christ, which Satan hates. This also tends to unsettle a person’s assurance (see 1 Thess. 3:1-8). 

Is Assurance Possible?

It is false to say that there is no circumstance under which a child of God can be finally and eternally lost. For one thing, the New Testament warns Christians: “Be careful that you don’t fall!” (1 Cor. 10:12b; cf. Gal. 1:6-9; 5:4, 19-21). Why warn of something that can’t really happen anyway? Right?

But the possibility of apostasy is not the probability of apostasy. And it is equally false both to the character of God and to the teaching of Scripture to create unholy insecurity in the hearts of struggling believers as it is to give them a false sense of security. I have known some poor souls who were so spiritually neurotic that it was their undoing. They finally fell away from grace not because of immorality and false doctrine but because of their belief that God could not accept their imperfection and flaws. They had fallen for the devil’s lie that God is someone to be afraid of, that he is looking to judge and condemn his own children.

The New Testament, on the other hand, has a host of promises to believers about their security in Christ. Look at just a few representative texts on the subject.

“My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me,” Jesus said. “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand” (John 10:27-29).

Paul wrote to some Christians, told them he was praying for them, and said he was “confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).

And Peter wrote this: “Through faith you are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have suffered grief in all kinds of trials” (1 Pet. 1:5-6).

It is important for you to know, believe, and trust these assurances. You’ll manage better in your Christian life to know, believe, and trust these promises. When you are tempted and struggling, it matters that you believe in the security of God’s love for you. You don’t sin by being tempted, and you don’t fall from grace by sinning or by being mistaken on some point of theology. 
Falling from grace is actually hard to do and involves resisting God’s best efforts to keep you from falling. In the last analysis, however, he will neither violate your free will in bringing you to Christ for your initial salvation or in keeping you near him for the sake of your ultimate redemption.

People often lack assurance because they question the procedure they went through when they accepted Christ. Some have doubts because they come to a new learning situation that speaks of the Bible’s statements regarding baptism by immersion in water for the remission of sins and their past included no baptism, sprinkling as an infant, or a denominational outlook that said that baptism isn’t even necessary for salvation. Certainly, we should rethink what we knew and when we knew it and be confident of this most important action in our life.

People often lack assurance because of struggles they have with certain sins. They wonder if a true believer would have these kinds of problems. The real problem is ignorance of man’s sinful nature, the spiritual warfare we are in, God’s means of deliverance, and the need to grow and mature in Christ.

The primary reason behind a lack of assurance is doctrinal misunderstanding and the consequent lack of faith in the finished work of Christ. This means a failure to understand the Word and its teaching regarding mankind, his sin and inability to work for or maintain his salvation, God’s perfect holiness, and the finished nature and sufficiency of the work of Christ.

Finally, people often lack assurance because they have erroneously been taught that they should look to themselves and their works as the primary proof of their salvation. This is a major issue today. Robert Lightner writes:  Those who think the sinner must make Christ Lord of his life, or at least promise to do so, before he can be saved make assurance rest on the evidence of a surrendered walk.

John MacArthur cites this as the only way a believer can be assured of his or her salvation. ‘Genuine assurance comes from seeing the Holy Spirit’s transforming work in one’s life, not from clinging to the memory of some experience.’
Seven Things Wrong - With Denominational Baptism
The word "baptism" with its various inflections occurs 126 times in the New Testament. Hence, one has to say a good deal about baptism or neglect a large portion of the Bible. So far as we know, all denominations except the Christian Scientists and the Quakers practice some rite that they call baptism. 

Most people, therefore, have submitted to some ordinance that was called baptism. When these people learn about the New Testament church, they often want to come into the church on their denominational baptism. But if something is wrong with denominational baptism, and we think there is, these people plainly need to be told about it. Therefore, we shall attempt to plainly tell each of you (rather you be Catholic, Mormon, Baptist, Lutheran, Community, etc.) seven things wrong with denominational baptism. 

1. It has the wrong authority (Matt. 28:18; Col. 3:17). Denominational councils and creeds authorize denominational baptism. Jesus never authorized it, nor did he ever command anyone to be baptized into any denomination. 

2. It usually has the wrong subject (Matt. 28:19-20; Mark 16:15-16; Acts 8:37; Acts 2:38). The Bible teaches that the taught penitent believer who confesses his faith is the only proper subject of scriptural baptism. But denominations often sprinkle infants who cannot meet the above requirements. Denominations also baptize people who think they are already saved rather than persons who desire to be saved (1 Pet. 3:21). 

3. It has the wrong confession (Acts 8:37 ). Persons in the New Testament confessed their faith in Christ as the only confessional requisite for baptism. But lost souls desiring to undergo denominational baptism will be asked to confess agreement with the sectarian creed. One denomination that we know requires a confession consisting of twenty propositions. More common is the unscriptural confession wherein one states that he “believes that God for Christ's sake has pardoned his sins.” Many who now question their denominational baptism have not the faintest remembrance of what they confessed. 

4. It usually has the wrong action (Acts 8:37; Rom. 6:3-4; Col. 2:12). Scriptural baptism entails "much water" (John 3:23 ), and a coming unto, a "going down into," and a "coming up out of the water." In scriptural baptism, one is immersed or "buried" (Rom. 6:3-4) in the water. Neither sprinkling nor pouring meets these scriptural requirements. Hence, if you submitted to sprinkling or pouring, your baptism was wrong. 

5. It has the wrong purpose {Acts 2:38: Mk. 16:16; Acts 22:16; 1 Pet. 3:21). These passages teach baptism to be "for the remission of sins," to be "saved," to have one's sins "washed away." Denominations usually assert they are baptizing one into that particular denomination rather than into Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:26-27; Rom. 6:3-4). So even though one has been immersed, if he was not immersed for the scriptural purpose, that person's baptism was wrong. 

Most sectarians teach that one is baptized to SHOW that he HAS BEEN saved rather than in order to be saved. Were you so baptized? Did you think or confess that you were saved before you were baptized? If so, your baptism was wrong. Immersion in water is "for the remission of sins" and into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). 

6. It has the wrong order (Heb. 11:6; Rom. 10:17: Mk. 16:16; Acts 2:38; Acts 8:37). These verses establish the sequence of events in conversion to be hearing, faith, repentance, confession, immersion, forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Sectarians confuse this order. They state the sequence like this: Gift of the Holy Spirit, repentance, faith, salvation, and then baptism. 

7. It has the wrong allegiance. Sectarian baptism binds one to wear a human name, obey and endorse a human creed, belong to a human organization, and to support a human program; while scriptural baptism binds one to wear a divine name, obey a divine message, belong to a divine body, and to engage in a divinely authorized program. Denominational baptism attracts people to a denominational body rather than to Christ and His Kingdom (Matt. 16:18-19) 

Remember (1) One cannot be taught wrong and baptized right (Rom. 10:17; 6:17). (2) One cannot be baptized wrong and worship right (Rom. 6:3-4; Acts 2:42). (3) One cannot worship wrong and live right (John 4:23-24). (4) One cannot live wrong and die right (Matt. 25:31-41). (5) Therefore, one cannot be baptized wrong and die right. Have you submitted to scriptural baptism? Do not make the error of interpreting what you did years ago in the light of what you now know the Bible to teach.
Foundations for Assurance

The Word of God 

The Word of God is God’s witness to the believer (1 John 5:11-13). The Greek text includes the article with the word “life.” Salvation in Christ is not just the gift of life, but of “the life,” the one which comes only through faith in God’s unique Son. The clear declaration of Scripture is that the one who believes in Christ’s person and work on the cross as God’s provision for his sins has: 

(1) Eternal life.
John 3:36 He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.

1 John 5:11-13 And the witness is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 12 He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the life. 13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, in order that you may know that you have eternal life. 

(2) Forgiveness of all sin.
Acts 10:43 Of Him all the prophets bear witness that through His name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins.

Colossians 2:13 And when you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, 

(3) Freedom from condemnation.
John 5:24 Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears My word, and believes Him who sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into judgment, but has passed out of death into life.

Romans 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 

(4) Justification (declared righteous by God).
Romans 5:1 Therefore having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 

Romans 4:1-6 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has found? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about; but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due. 5 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness, 6 just as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works: 

Romans 4:25 He who was delivered up because of our transgressions, and was raised because of our justification. 

(5) Salvation.
Ephesians 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 

(6) A child of God by faith.
John 1:12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, 

Romans 8:14-17 For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. 15 For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him. 

The Work of Christ 

Properly understanding the work of Christ (Christ’s substitutionary death, dying in our place and bearing our sins on the cross) is tremendously important to assurance. This too, of course, is based on the statements of Scripture, but the emphasis is on understanding the sufficiency, finished nature, and accomplishments of the death of Christ. 

There are two prominent aspects here: 

(1) Salvation is not by our works or merit (cf. Rom. 4:1-7 above).

Ephesians 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 

Titus 3:5-7 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 that being justified by His grace we might be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life. 

(2) Salvation is solely by Christ’s person and work as a gift of God.
1 John 5:5-12 And who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 6 This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the water only, but with the water and with the blood. 7 And it is the Spirit who bears witness, because the Spirit is the truth. 8 For there are three that bear witness, the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. 9 If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater; for the witness of God is this, that He has borne witness concerning His Son. 10 The one who believes in the Son of God has the witness in himself; the one who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed in the witness that God has borne concerning His Son. 11 And the witness is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 12 He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the life.

Acts 4:12 And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.

Ephesians 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 

Philippians 3:8-9 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, 

The Witness of the Holy Spirit

(1) The Holy Spirit is called the Spirit of Truth. 
John 14:17 that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not behold Him or know Him, but you know Him because He abides with you, and will be in you. 

John 15:26 When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, that is the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, He will bear witness of Me, 

John 16:8-13 And He, when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin, and righteousness, and judgment; 9 concerning sin, because they do not believe in Me; 10 and concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you no longer behold Me; 11 and concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world has been judged. 12 I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13 But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come.

1 John 4:6 We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 

(2) The Holy Spirit is called an anointing. Both of these descriptions portray the Holy Spirit’s ministry of teaching believers God’s Word.

1 John 2:20, 27 But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and you all know … 27 And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him. 

(3) The Holy Spirit opens the Word to our hearts. 

Acts 16:14 And a certain woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple fabrics, a worshiper of God, was listening; and the Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul. 

(4) The Holy Spirit takes the things of Christ and gives us understanding.
1 Corinthians 2:12-16 Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God, 13 which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. 14 But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. 15 But he who is spiritual appraises all things, yet he himself is appraised by no man. 16 For who has known the mind of the Lord, that he should instruct Him? But we have the mind of Christ. 

Ephesians 3:15-19 from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name, that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man; 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fulness of God. 

(5) The Holy Spirit assures our hearts through the Word that we are children of God. The witness concerning life in the Son through believing in the Son as promised in 1 John 5:11 is really the message to which the Holy Spirit bears witness in the Word.

Romans 8:15-16 For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 

1 John 5:7-11 And it is the Spirit who bears witness, because the Spirit is the truth. 8 For there are three that bear witness, the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. 9 If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater; for the witness of God is this, that He has borne witness concerning His Son. 10 The one who believes in the Son of God has the witness in himself; the one who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed in the witness that God has borne concerning His Son. 11 And the witness is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son.

Principles for Assurance

Principle 1: We need to draw our assurance from faith in the facts of Scripture and not from our feelings. Our faith and thus our assurance must stand on the sure promises of the Bible rather than on our feelings. The biblical order is: FACTS ——>FAITH ——>FEELINGS. Feelings are the responders of the soul or heart. They are to follow and respond to our understanding of Scripture, but they are never a safe guide to what we should believe or of the state of our salvation. This leads to the next point.

Principle 2: We need to draw our assurance from faith in the facts of Scripture and not from our works. Works or the biblical changes that occur in our lives as a result of the grace of God can confirm the reality of our life with God. We must be ever so careful, however, in making such subjective ground the basis of our assurance, for when a believer is out of fellowship he or she can have the appearance of an unbeliever especially if the condition lasts for any length of time.

1 Corinthians 3:1-4 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to babes in Christ. 2 I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able, 3 for you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men? 4 For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men? 

Proper Christian living should never be the fundamental grounds for assurance of salvation. Rather, assurance of salvation which should rest in the merit and sufficiency of the Savior and the believer’s new life in Christ, must be the fundamental basis for proper Christian living.

Colossians 3:1-4 If then you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 3 For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory. 

As John shows in 1 John 1:6-7, Christlike behavior is an evidence of genuine fellowship and that a person is truly walking with the Lord in the light.

1 John 1:6-7 If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth; 7 but if we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.

However, proper Christian living is not necessarily an evidence of genuine relationship because when believers are out of fellowship for any length of time they will manifest the works of the flesh and may look very much like an unbeliever. As mentioned earlier, the apostle Paul speaks of this when he described carnal Christians as “mere men” in 1 Corinthians 3:3-4. 

3 for you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men? 4 For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men? 

To walk like a mere man is to walk like those who do not know the Savior. The apostle was not questioning or denying the fact of their salvation. He affirmed his conviction of their salvation, but they were walking according to the flesh rather than according to the Spirit of God. This made them behave so they looked like natural men, like men who were without the saving power of Christ, when in reality they were in Christ with the Spirit indwelling them.

1 Corinthians 1:2-9 to the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours: 3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 4 I thank my God always concerning you, for the grace of God which was given you in Christ Jesus, 5 that in everything you were enriched in Him, in all speech and all knowledge, 6 even as the testimony concerning Christ was confirmed in you, 7 so that you are not lacking in any gift, awaiting eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, 8 who shall also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

1 Corinthians 3:1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to babes in Christ.

1 Corinthians 6:19-20 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? 20 For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body. 

Sometimes a passage like 2 Corinthians 13:5 is used to support the necessity of examining our works to prove our salvation. This is unfortunate because this is mere proof-texting and misses the context and the actual meaning and purpose of this passage in the argument of Paul in 2 Corinthians. 

2 Corinthians 13:5 Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test? 

MacArthur is an illustration of this. He writes: “Doubts about one’s salvation are not wrong so long as they are not nursed and allowed to become an obsession. Scripture encourages self-examination. Doubts must be confronted and dealt with honestly and biblically.” 

Then, after quoting 2 Corinthians 13:5 he concludes, “That admonition is largely ignored—and often explained away—in the contemporary church.”

Some False Assurances

Granting that Christ’s disciples need assurance, some people are trusting the wrong things for their confidence and security. I know the kinds of things we tend to offer as our hope. I also know how inadequate they are.

“I believed in Christ at a revival meeting and was baptized.” Wonderful! That was a great beginning, but where are you now in your spiritual life? Is your heart tender and responsive to Christ? Are you growing in likeness to him? Are you learning to love people as he loved them? 

Paul wrote the Epistle to the Galatians we looked at earlier to people who had accepted Christ and who had been baptized. “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ,” he lamented in the opening lines of that letter (Gal. 1:6). I’m glad you heard the call, but where is your heart today?

“I’ve become part of a church on a regular basis.” Wonderful! But being in a church no more makes you a Christian than being in a hospital makes you a surgeon or being in a garage makes you a pick-up truck! 

“I tithe, I’m active in Christian ministry, and I get results!” Good, but remember that Jesus said: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, “Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ ” (Matt. 7:21-23). 

“But I live a good life!” Not that good, you don’t! Nobody is going to be saved by being good enough or by dropping enough bad habits. This is the weakest of all the reasons anyone could give as the basis for assurance before God, for the Bible makes it clear than nobody is going to be saved by his good character or good deeds (Rom. 3:20; cf. Gal. 2:16). 

How to Know You Are Saved

Instead of running down a long list of wrong-headed notions of spiritual security, let me go straight to the solution of this dilemma. How can someone be assured of salvation, confident of eternal life, and know that God is going to complete the work he has begun in her? Did you catch it from some of the verses we already read?

What was the “problem,” for example, with those who were prophesying and casting out demons but still wound up lost? Jesus didn’t know them! (Matt. 7:23). And that is THE ISSUE in salvation, assurance, and eternal life. The issue isn’t knowledge or performance. It isn’t what you know or what you do. It is Jesus.

Of course “knowing Jesus” shows itself in the things we do. People who say they believe in Jesus but don’t do anything about it have what the Bible calls a “useless” (Jas. 2:20) or “dead” (Jas. 2:26) faith. “Show me your faith without deeds,” wrote the half-brother of Jesus, “and I will show you my faith by what I do. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that — and shudder” (Jas. 2:18b-19).

If you believe in Jesus, you will make some sort of response to him. You will be baptized. You will find a church that worships and serves him. Yes, you will tithe, do good deeds, and see your character improve. 

But you can do versions of all these things for a variety of reasons, and there would be no spiritual value to them. You could join the church to meet single girls or guys. You could get baptized to get your Mom and Dad off your back. You could give money to the church just because you need a tax deduction. You could change your lifestyle because you’re tired of putting your nose into a meat slicer.

When you do these things because of and for the sake of Christ, they are evidences of your faith — your living, saving faith. The meaning of each of the things you do is the same: Each is an action that fleshes out your trust in Christ and your willingness to submit to his as your Savior and Lord. 

All this means that if you have authentically put your faith in Christ, if you are putting that faith into action by obeying him, and if you are growing in your desire for and likeness to Christ, you have the assurance of eternal life. 

Now Satan comes to tell you his lies and to get you to doubt God! He says, “But you still sin. You even have an addictive involvement with alcohol or pornography or sex. You’ve trashed a marriage,” he says, “So you can’t really be saved, and you’d better do the Adam-and-Eve thing and run hide from God! You’d better be afraid and flee before he smacks you down! Church isn’t for you, and this whole religion thing is just for people who can manage life better than you can! So get out of here, man!”

Here is your answer to The Liar: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. . . . My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense — Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins . . .” (1 John 2:1-2).

And show him this promise from God as well: “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” (Rom. 8:38-39). 

The Consequences of Carnality -- (Living with Known Sin in the Life)

Psalm 66:18 If I regard wickedness in my heart, The Lord will not hear;

Psalm 32:3-4 When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away Through my groaning all day long. 4 For day and night Thy hand was heavy upon me; My vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer. 

1 John 1:6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth;

(1) Loss of fellowship with the Lord plus loss of the control of the Holy Spirit and His fruit in the life (cf. 1 Jn. 1:5-7). Sin grieves and quenches the Spirit (Eph. 4:30; 1 Thess. 5:19). Sin affects our prayer life (Ps. 66:18), our witness (Acts 1:8), Bible study (1 Cor. 2:10-16; Eph. 3:16f), i.e., all the ministries of the Holy Spirit in believers’ lives. The Holy Spirit’s ministry is turned from enabling to convicting, etc.

1 John 1:5-7 And this is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that God is light, and in Him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth; 7 but if we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin. 

Ephesians 4:30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 

1 Thessalonians 5:19 Do not quench the Spirit; 

Psalm 66:18 If I regard wickedness in my heart, The Lord will not hear; 

Acts 1:8 but you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.

1 Corinthians 2:10-16 For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. 11 For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man, which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no one knows except the Spirit of God. 12 Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God, 13 which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. 14 But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. 15 But he who is spiritual appraises all things, yet he himself is appraised by no man. 16 For who has known the mind of the Lord, that he should instruct Him? But we have the mind of Christ. 

Ephesians 3:16-19 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man; 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fulness of God. 

(2) Misery, loss of joy, because we are controlled by the sinful nature.
Psalm 32:3-4 When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away Through my groaning all day long. 4 For day and night Thy hand was heavy upon me; My vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer. 

(3) Dissipation or wastefulness of our spiritual, mental, and physical resources.
Ephesians 5:18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, 

(4) Production of the works of the flesh with their awful consequences.
Galatians 5:19-21 Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, 21 envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of which I forewarn you just as I have forewarned you that those who practice such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God. 

Galatians 5:26 Let us not become boastful, challenging one another, envying one another. 

(5) Divine discipline, the heavy hand of God on our lives to turn us around.
Hebrews 12:5-10 and you have forgotten the exhortation which is addressed to you as sons, “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, Nor faint when you are reproved by Him; 6 For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, And He scourges every son whom He receives.” 7 It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 8 But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. 9 Furthermore, we had earthly fathers to discipline us, and we respected them; shall we not much rather be subject to the Father of spirits, and live? 10 For they disciplined us for a short time as seemed best to them, but He disciplines us for our good, that we may share His holiness. 

1 Corinthians 11:29-32 For he who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to himself, if he does not judge the body rightly. 30 For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep. 31 But if we judged ourselves rightly, we should not be judged. 32 But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord in order that we may not be condemned along with the world. 

Psalm 32:4 For day and night Thy hand was heavy upon me; My vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer. 

(6) Broken relationships and pain to those around us, especially to our families.
Galatians 5:15 But if you bite and devour one another, take care lest you be consumed by one another. 

Hebrews 12:15 See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled; 

(7) Loss of our testimony in the world and dishonor to the Lord.
1 Peter 2:12-15 Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may on account of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation. 13 Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority, 14 or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right. 15 For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men. 

1 Peter 3:15-17 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 16 and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 17 For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong. 

1 Peter 4:15-16 By no means let any of you suffer as a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome meddler; 16 but if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not feel ashamed, but in that name let him glorify God. 

(8) Loss of rewards at the Bema seat of Christ.
1 Corinthians 3:12-15 Now if any man builds upon the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, 13 each man’s work will become evident; for the day will show it, because it is to be revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work. 14 If any man’s work which he has built upon it remains, he shall receive a reward. 15 If any man’s work is burned up, he shall suffer loss; but he himself shall be saved, yet so as through fire. 

2 Corinthians 5:10 For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad. 

Consequences of Continued and Open Rebellion

In addition to the above the following apply:

(1) Increased discipline from the heavy hand of God.
Psalm 32:4 For day and night Thy hand was heavy upon me; My vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer. 

Hebrews 12:6 For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, And He scourges every son whom He receives.

(2) Continuation in sin may require the church to take action even to the point of excommunication (1 Cor. 5).

2 Thessalonians 3:6-15 Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep aloof from every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to the tradition which you received from us. 7 For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example, because we did not act in an undisciplined manner among you, 8 nor did we eat anyone’s bread without paying for it, but with labor and hardship we kept working night and day so that we might not be a burden to any of you; 9 not because we do not have the right to this, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you, that you might follow our example. 10 For even when we were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone will not work, neither let him eat. 11 For we hear that some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. 12 Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread. 13 But as for you, brethren, do not grow weary of doing good. 14 And if anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that man and do not associate with him, so that he may be put to shame. 15 And yet do not regard him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother. 

Matthew 18:17 And if he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer.

(3) Divine discipline to the point of physical death.
1 Corinthians 11:30 For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep. 

1 John 5:16 If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask and God will for him give life to those who commit sin not leading to death. There is a sin leading to death; I do not say that he should make request for this.

Conclusion

It is our hope that this study on the eternal security of the believer has been a help. The goal of understanding our security is an assurance that motivates to godly living, never careless living or taking the Lord for granted. Remember, God is our heavenly Father who, in love will discipline His children to draw them back to himself.

The apostle staked his faith on the trustworthiness of God’s grace. Though some understand this to refer to God’s deposit of gifts in Paul, I believe that which he had entrusted, literally, “the deposit,” was his personal faith in the finished work of Christ as the basis of his salvation. Paul was confident that this would be preserved until all the dangers and failures of life would be past with the coming of the Lord.

Funeral services Taylor Schrauger on June 2…12-year-old boy’s battle with cancer. I want you to hear part of a letter his Dad, Brian, wrote a few days after the funeral. 

Dear Taylor . . .
Hey, buddy. What a battle you fought! Especially the last fifteen hours or so before Jesus finally brought you home. You were a warrior who just wouldn’t quit. . . .

Remember the times you cried out, “Where am I? Am I dying? I don’t want to die! I feel like I’m falling! Help me . . . Right now! What am I supposed to do? I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do!”

When you first rallied with these protests, they stabbed, they ripped my heart. Since them I’ve come to see them as familiar cries of my own troubled soul. But at the time I only knew them as a call to war. And so began an aggressive, relentless counterassault of truth.

Taylor, sweetheart, you are perfectly safe. Dad is right here. So are Mom and Christopher. And best of all, Jesus, is too. We’re not going anywhere. And because we’re all here, nothing bad can happen to you. We simply won’t let it.

You are not going to die. Jesus already did that for you. And because he died, all that lies ahead of you is life. Life and life alone.

And so, buddy, there are only two things you need to do. Remember you are loved. And just go to sleep. After all, you can’t wake up until you go to sleep! . . .


Remember The Questions I’ve asked and you’ve answered all your life? 

How much do I love you? Soooo much and then some . . . and more and more and more!

How long am I going to love you? Forever and ever!

And what could make me stop loving you? Absolutely nothing!


---Dad

Guess what, Christian! You have a father who loves you “soooo much and then some.” And he will love you “forever and ever.” And nothing can make him stop loving you. Absolutely nothing! So trust your Savior’s promise that nothing can snatch you out of his Father’s hand. If you forfeit your salvation, it will be your choice. So long as you keep believing and obeying and growing — running back to God to confess it when you fail — there is nothing that can separate you from God’s love or void your heavenly inheritance. That’s God’s promise. That’s your assurance.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#3 Lordship

”Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” Luke 6:46
Matthew 7:21-23: Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!'

In their significant book The Day America Told the Truth, Peter Cam and James Patterson revealed that only 13% of Americans regard the Ten Commandments as relevant or binding. They reported that most Americans routinely lie to their families, friends and associates. 

Americans admit goofing off at work an average of seven hours a week. Eighty-five per cent of those surveyed were convinced that they could work a lot better. One-half of the work force regularly calls in sick, despite the fact that they are feeling quite well. But the clincher came in this question asked by the surveyors: "What are you willing to do for 10 million dollars?" Twenty-five per cent said they would abandon their families; 23% said they would become a prostitute or a pimp for a week; and 7% said they would murder for 10 million dollars.

Upon hearing this, many people would think that what these authors were describing is the lifestyle of the non- Christian community. But no. Doug Sherman and Bill Hendricks did an extensive survey of the evangelical community and published a book on their findings, "Keeping Your Ethical Edge Sharp." 

Their shocking conclusion was that the values held in Christian circles were not much different from those of non-Christians. They found that Christians are as likely as non-Christians to falsify their income tax returns. I think I've shared with you about the letter the IRS received some time ago from a man who wrote: "Last year I falsified my income tax return, and I haven't been able to sleep since. Enclosed is $125. If I still can't sleep, I'll send the rest." 

These researchers found that Christians were just as likely to bribe someone to obtain a building permit, ignore construction specifications, shift the blame for wrongdoing to someone else, and steal from the workplace. These facts are a shocking indictment of the church.

Chad Walsh, in his book Early Christians of the Twenty First Century, writes: Millions of Christians live in a sentimental haze of vague piety, with soft organ music trembling in the lovely light from stained-glass windows. Their religion is a pleasant thing of emotional quivers, divorced from the will, divorced from the intellect, and demanding little except lip service to a few harmless platitudes. I suspect that Satan has called off his attempt to convert people to agnosticism. After all, if a man travels far enough away from Christianity, he is liable to see it in perspective and decide that it is true. It is much safer, from Satan's point of view, to vaccinate a man with a mild case of Christianity so as to protect him from the real disease.

Jesus wants to free us from this kind of phoniness and hypocrisy. In the Sermon on the Mount, he sets before us the radical choice between obedience and disobedience and calls us to an unconditional commitment to his teaching. In this concluding section he warns of two unacceptable alternatives, the first, a mere verbal profession (21-23), the second, a mere intellectual knowledge (24-27).



We live in a world where people are always looking for an edge. We like to search for the secrets of success. We are fascinated by trying to discover whether there is a key to unlock the doors of opportunity. 

Are there such keys or secrets that apply to Christianity? It does seem that some people have greater success than others in living successful Christian lives. What makes that difference? 

You recall that among the Twelve disciples there were two who denied Jesus. Judas, no doubt, immediately springs to your mind. He is the one with whom we are most familiar. But we should be careful not to forget that Peter also denied the Lord. Judas denied the Lord by betraying Him to his enemies. Peter betrayed the Lord by denying Him before others. 

These two disciples both denied the Lord in different ways. Yet they ended up in two very different places. One life ended in tragedy. The other ended in restoration and victory. What was different? Was there something fundamentally different about their lives which made the difference? 

What is the key to the Christian life? What makes the difference? What is the life-line through which the provision and power of God flows? What marks us as those who have a relationship with Jesus Christ? What gives us the ability to stand when others fall? 

Jesus gives us the key to the Christian life in His closing comments in the Sermon on the Mount. He gives us the answer to the questions we have just posed. As a matter of fact, this key or secret can be summed up in one word - obedience. 

Obedience is the natural outflow of a life which is surrendered to Jesus Christ. Obedience reveals who we are. Obedience reveals whose we are. And obedience gives us the power to stand in the tough times when others around us fall. 

In the text before us, Jesus tells us of two sets of people. He uses these two sets of people to illustrate the clear truth that without obedience everything else is useless. 

True and False Disciples 

The first set of people Jesus describes illustrates the importance of a personal relationship with Him. In verses 21-23, Jesus speaks of the true nature of discipleship. Here He contrasts true discipleship with so-called discipleship. In other words, there are true disciples and there are false disciples. 

One day we will all stand before the living God. The Bible speaks of that day, which refers to the great day when all of God's plans for this present society have been fulfilled. It is the day when every human who has ever lived will be gathered before His throne. It will be a great and awesome day. Human words are simply not adequate to describe the magnitude of this encounter. What shall we say to Him then? What will we be thinking? What will we be feeling? 

Undoubtedly, we will be called to answer for our relationship with Him. At least it is clear from this passage of Scripture that the people in question are responding to some sort of inquiry from our Lord. 

Jesus indicates that many will say to [Him] on that day, "Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?" Here are people claiming to have done great and mighty things in the name of the Lord. Surely people who prophesy and cast out demons and perform miracles in the name of the Lord must be valued disciples of Jesus Christ. And from all outward appearances it would seem so. 

But it is not so. The truth is that many people do things "in His name" that He has not authorized them to do. Many people work for God who do not know God. 

The point that Jesus is trying to make here is that works for God are not sufficient evidence that we are His. He says that not everyone who says to Me, "Lord, Lord," will enter the Kingdom of Heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in Heaven. In other words, it takes more than saying that Jesus is Lord to make us a child of God. It takes obedience to God's will. 

You see, doing work for God does not mean that we are doing the will of God. We may simply be doing what we want to do. And the evidence that we are truly born of God is that our lives reflect His life. You see, obedience is never an arbitrary thing. Obedience is allowing the Lord to rule in our lives. 

Obedience is the life of Jesus Christ being lived through us. Obedience is surrender to Him. Obedience flows from a living relationship with God. It comes from knowing Christ intimately. 

That this is true is evident from Jesus' response in verse 23: "And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from me, you who practice lawlessness.'" The plain truth is that those who do not do the will of the Father do not know the Lord no matter how many works they have done in His name. 

Jesus says to them, "I never knew you." Our acceptance is based on our relationship with Christ. Works apart from that relationship are works that missed the mark. Indeed, Jesus calls them iniquity. The key is obedience. 
It is important - vital - not to confuse obedience with doing things. There are many churches and many Christians who have long lists of rules and regulations. They have things that are required that every Christian must do and things that are required that every Christian must not do. 

Now God has certainly indicated in His Word that there are many things that are sins. Christians certainly should not engage in sin. It is evident from the Word of God that there are many things that we ought to be doing to actively live out our faith before this watching world. 

But Christianity is not keeping a list of rules and regulations. Christianity is a relationship. It is supernatural at its core. Christianity is living our lives out of a sense of communion with God. 

Christianity is allowing the life of Jesus Christ control us. Christianity is knowing God. Christianity is being led by the Spirit of God. 

Now, while the Spirit of God never leads us in ways that contradict His word, He does actively lead us. And as you follow His leading, you will find that He does lead you to obey His Word and do good works. 

But you are never just doing things you have picked out of the Word of God that you would like to do. And you're not living based upon your own human ability. You are obeying God. You are living by the power that God supplies. And you are obeying God's will for you. True disciples do not just say "Lord, Lord," they do the will of God. 

Jesus is saying these people are relying for salvation on a creed they have affirmed, on what they "say" to him or about him: "Not everyone who says to me...On that day many will say to me." But Jesus insists our final destiny will be settled not by what we say to him today, or by what we say to him on the last day, but by whether we have done what he said, whether we have entered into a relationship with him.

On the surface, the faith professed by these people appears admirable. Note the marks of these individuals. They have orthodox beliefs. They address Jesus as Lord--a divine title. Notice also their apparent enthusiasm and devotion. They address Jesus not as "Lord," but as "Lord, Lord." It is as if the author wants to draw attention to their zeal. 

And they have an impressive record of spiritual experiences. They prophesied, they cast out demons, they performed miracles. Notice that Jesus does not deny any of those claims. These people are energetic workers who expect admission into the kingdom.

What better Christian profession could one give? Here are people who have called Jesus "Lord" enthusiastically, and in ministry. But Jesus' response is, "I never knew you." He is not talking about knowledge. He is not saying that he is unable to identify them. The word knowledge implies intimacy. 

Jesus is saying, "I never had a personal relationship with you." The issue is one of relationship. God's will is not to be admired or debated, but to be done. These people professed with their lips, not their lives. They called Jesus "Lord, Lord," but had never submitted to his lordship, and consequently never obeyed the will of the Heavenly Father.

Certainly these words of Jesus are not instructing that the way to enter the kingdom of heaven is by obedience, i.e. that we are saved by our good works. That would contradict not only this sermon, which began with the words, "Blessed are the poor in spirit," but the entire New Testament, which says that salvation comes only through the grace of God, through faith. What Jesus is saying is that people who belong to him, who have been saved, who know the love and grace of God in their lives will obey him; and they will express that faith through works.

The apostles of Jesus never forgot that truth. They all warned about the perils of merely making a verbal profession or having an intellectual knowledge. John, for instance, wrote in his letter: "If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie."  John charges that the man who says, "I know him," but does not do what he commands is a liar. 

James warned: "Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says." He went on: "What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him?" The answer, obviously, is no.

Martyn Lloyd-Jones, in his commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, says this, "Nothing is more dangerous than to rely only upon a correct belief, and a fervent spirit, and to assume that, as long as you believe the right things and are zealous and keen and active concerning them, you are therefore of necessity a Christian." 

Do you see what he is saying? Being a Christian is more than just believing the right things, you must have obedience. He is not alone in this view. 

According to Lordship Salvation, saving faith includes submission and obedience. Richard Belcher says, "True saving faith includes in it a submission to the Lordship of Christ." Another Lordship proponent says, "Saving faith is trust in Christ himself. It is a commitment of self in submission to all of Christ that is revealed." 

John MacArthur says, "Saving faith, then, is the whole of my being embracing all of Christ. Faith cannot be divorced from commitment." He also says, "The true test of faith is this, does it produce obedience? If not, it is not saving faith." Bailey Smith asserts, "Saving faith is not mere intellectual assent, but it involves an act of submission on our part." 

So those who hold to the Lordship view would say that by the expression "the will of My Father" Jesus meant a life characterized by obedience to all that the Father has commanded. Thus, those who do the will of the Father would be people who live in obedience to God's revealed will. 

Jesus concludes with a powerful and familiar story. Verse 24:

"Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine, and acts upon them, may be compared to a wise man, who built his house upon the rock. And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against that house; and {yet} it did not fall, for it had been founded upon the rock. And everyone who hears these words of Mine, and does not act upon them, will be like a foolish man, who built his house upon the sand. And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against that house; and it fell, and great was its fall." (7:24-27)

Jesus' point here is that we should build our house on the right foundation. In both cases the house represents our weak, frail humanity. The thing what will enable us to stand in the midst of life's storms, and in the final storm of judgment, is not our strength, or the strength of the brick structure we erected, but the foundation on which we build our life. And that is what Jesus has been telling us all along: Count on me! Depend on me! Rely on me! Abide in me! He is the source of our life.

These are the two alternatives: We can either go it alone, and try to produce life out of our own resources, or we can count on Jesus and his resources.

So the sermon ends with our Lord presenting the same radical choice which we have seen throughout. Jesus hasn't presented a set of easy ethical rules, but rather a set of values that is entirely distinctive from those of the world we live in. 

He has called us to be different. He has described Christians as the "salt of the earth" and the "light of the world." He has pointed out that the Christian and non-Christian communities are fundamentally different. 

John Stott put it this way, "The world is like rotting food, full of bacteria, which cause its disintegration. The followers of Jesus are to be the salt of the world, arresting its decay. The world is a dark and dismal place, lacking sunshine and living in shadows. The followers of Jesus are to be its light, dispelling its darkness and its gloom."

Jesus then went on to show how different Christians are: Our righteousness is to be deeper, reaching even our hearts. 

John Stott summarizes it this way, "Our love is to be broader, embracing even our enemies. Our giving and praying and fasting are to be genuine, not for show. For our treasure, we choose that which lasts for eternity, not that which disintegrates on earth."

Instead of conforming to the world we are called to imitate our Heavenly Father. And so the choice is either to follow the crowd or follow our Father. We will either be a reed swayed by the winds of public opinion or people ruled by God's Word. That is why Jesus' conclusion is so radical. 

There are only two ways (narrow and broad) and two foundations (rock and sand). We can't exaggerate the importance of the choice between these two, since one way leads to life while the other leads to destruction. Far more important than the choice of a life work or a life partner is the choice about life itself. Which road are you going to travel? On what foundation are you building?

The outcome of Jesus' teaching was not unexpected. Verse 28:

The result was that when Jesus had finished these words, the multitudes were amazed at His teaching; for He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as their scribes. (7:28-29)

What struck the crowds, and the disciples, was Jesus' extraordinary authority. He didn't hum or haw or hesitate. He wasn't tentative, apologetic or arrogant. With quiet assurance he laid down the law for the citizens of God's kingdom. 

And the crowds were "amazed." That is a strong verb. One scholar translates it, "dumbfounded." They were astonished. And after nineteen hundred years, we are too.



Asa Chandler owned a drug store in Atlanta. And by accident one day, at the soda fountain, some nerve tonic syrup was mistakenly mixed with carbonated water instead of plain water. Chandler thought it was awful, but a local businessman by the name of B.N. Thomas tried it out. He, on the other hand, thought it was pretty good. He even thought it could be bottled for home consumption. 

Chandler, for his part, was seriously doubtful. Indeed, he thought it was futile. So he sold Thomas the rights for a single dollar. 
 The unfortunate part for Chandler was that he had just signed away the rights to Coca-Cola, later to become a multimillion dollar business. Because of his lack of vision, Asa Chandler was unable to see the potential sitting in front of him. 

And we too, because of our lack of vision at times, are unable to see beyond our immediate circumstances to the potential that the future holds in Christ.

I think the church needs to lift its head up to heaven, repent of its small mindedness and ask God for a fresh vision of who the Lord Jesus Christ is. Without a God-given vision, we will not have the hope, the strength, the rationale, the wherewithal to move forward in personal holiness and witness for the Lord; effort without vision is like making bricks without straw—it’s just drudgery, like living in an old town where all it does is rain day in and day out.

Can we dream for a moment about what God could do in our homes, communities, countries, world  with one man fully committed to him?” What could the Lord do with our lives? With the lives of our friends? He is “the Lord” you know! 

But any vision from God begins with a vision of God. So we begin by repenting from all known to sin and turning wholeheartedly to God; we turn from our worthless idols to the true and living God. And Lord we say to you, our King: “Please show us yourself in ways we could never have imagined (Jer 33:3). 

Fray Luis (Luis de Léon) was an Augustinian monk who lived from 1527-1591. He was imprisoned for many years during the Spanish inquisition, but his work lives on. He is well known for his commentaries on Song of Songs and Job, for his mystical poems, and for his great work, The Names of Christ. 

In this latter work, he discusses why Christ is given so many names in Scripture: “Christ is given so many names because of his limitless greatness and the treasury of his very rich perfections and with them the host of functions and other benefits which are born in him and spread over us. Just as they cannot be embraced by the soul’s vision, so much less can a single word name them. Just as he who pours water in a bottle with a narrow and long neck does so drop by drop so the Holy Spirit who knows the narrowness and poverty of our understanding does not give us that greatness all at once but offers it to us in drops, telling us, at times something under one name, and some other thing at other times, under another name.  Jesus Christ is the Lion of Judah, the Bright and Morning Star. He is the Branch, the Messiah, the Son of God, Son of David, and the Lamb. He is also the “King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.” 

It is in reference to the last of these titles, i.e., Christ as Lord, that we want to focus the rest of this paper. We need a fresh vision of Christ as Lord if we are to get on with the business of personal and corporate holiness and gospel mission rooted in the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

The Lord Jesus Christ

Some of you may wonder what the expression “The Lord Jesus Christ” or the expression “the Lordship of Christ” means. While the two are not precisely equivalent, they are inextricably related. 

In any case, these expressions may conjure up ideas of “lording it over people and stomping on people.” Is that what our Lord is like? I don’t think so. As a believer in our Lord Jesus Christ, you should not have this picture or anything like it in your mind when you think about his Lordship. He is powerful, but not abusive; in control, but not controlling.

On the other hand, some Christians want to dismiss the Lordship of Christ altogether; they think they’re in a relationship built purely on the warm fuzzies. Their faith seems to be built more on gastrointestinal realities than on the word of God. 

But to explain the Bible and hide people from the Lordship of Christ; well, you’d have an easier time trying to sneak the morning sun past the rooster! Like blue is to sky, so is Christ’s lordship to the pages of Scripture. So then, in a word, what do we mean when we talk about Christ’s lordship or Christ as Lord?

To recognize and understand the lordship of Christ, then, is to realize that he and he alone is to be worshipped as God because he alone is sovereign over all things, including me and everything about me and my life…my marriage, my children, my pocket book, my hopes and dreams, my education, my future, my present and my past. 

The topic of the Lordship of Christ gets unpacked along several different lines in the NT, but I want to focus on two aspects of his Lordship. First, I want to outline some ideas related to his Lordship. That is, I want to look at his Lordship viewed theologically in reference to Christ as creator, sustainer, redeemer, and judge. 

Then I want to briefly look at how he exercises that Lordship over his church in choosing people for salvation, sovereignly placing them in his body and then sanctifying them for his glory. 

My hope is to give you a structure for thinking theologically and personally about Christ’s Lordship—a structure that honors and appropriately worships the exalted Christ and serves to enthrone him without rival in your life. Hopefully our discussion will faithfully represent a biblical vision of the Lord Jesus. 

He Is Sovereign Creator
John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 1:2 The Word was with God in the beginning. 1:3 All things were created by him, and apart from him not one thing was created that has been created.

Jesus Christ is the Creator of the all that is. He did it by his word and he did it from nothing. Creation, at least God’s creation, has been compared to the magician’s trick, namely, pulling a rabbit out of the hat, except there “ain’t no rabbit” and there “ain’t no hat.” He spoke all that is into being. The obvious design reflects his intelligence; the color his beauty, and the storms his wild side, and the red sky at night his depth as a person. 

Last night I was reminded of a cute story that brings home the fact that the Lord Jesus created the entire cosmos from nothing, or ex nihilo as some theologians refer to it. Anyway, there was once a brilliant scientist who prided himself on his brilliant discoveries. He had won several awards for his creative abilities and was world renown for all his skill. But it was not long before it went to his head, as it would with any of us. On one occasion he was taken with the idea that he was just as powerful as God. He turned his eyes to heaven and proclaimed in the hearing of the Lord that he too could create a man just like the Lord had done. In his infinite playfulness, the Lord descended to take the scientist up on his claim. The Lord said to him, “So, you think you can make a man just like I did.” “Yes,” was the confident assertion. “OK,” said the lord, “Go ahead and give it a try.” The brilliant scientist, delighted with the challenge and confident in himself, reached down and picked up some dirt…. Immediately, however, a voice came from heaven: “No, no. Get your own dirt!”

Christ created the entire cosmos from nothing; he borrowed from nobody. We fashion; he creates. 

But some scientists see no proof in creation of God’s design and hence for them, creation speaks to evolutionary forces, not a personal transcendent Creator. As one famous scientist quipped, “I turned my telescope to the heavens and examined it in every detail, as much as possible, and I never saw God.” But to painstakingly analyze the heavens with your telescope and then conclude there is no God is as foolish as a concert pianist ripping apart his piano and then walking away in disgust because he couldn’t find any music.

He Is the Sovereign Sustainer
Hebrews 1:3 The Son is the radiance of his glory and the representation of his essence, and he sustains all things by his powerful word, and so when he had accomplished cleansing for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high. 

At this moment, there is a reason why all things hold together and the entire universe doesn’t collapse in a heap. It’s because of Christ and the power of his word. “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. Not only does Christ, the man from Nazareth, now sustain all things, he guides it, including your life, to its ultimate fulfillment in Him. All things will be summed up in Him (Eph 1:10). 

When king David penned the words of Psalms 8:3-4:

8:3 When I look up at the heavens, which your fingers made, and see the moon and the stars, which you set in place, he could have known about 5 planets and had he the time and skill mapped out about 6000 stars (the limits of unaided human vision). He was drawn to God’s power and wisdom through seeing that. Today, we know that there are at least 100 billion galaxies, each containing about 100 billion stars. That’s over 10 billion trillion stars! It is the Lord Jesus Christ, according to Hebrews 1:3, and several other passages, who has both created this and sustains it as well. Astronomer Hugh Ross speaks to the level of complexity and design in creation:
For life to exist on a planet, the planet must be close enough to its star to maintain a temperature suitable for life chemistry. For advanced life to exist, the planet needs the gravitational pull of a single, large, and relatively nearby moon to stabilize the tilt of its rotation axis (otherwise it would vary too much) and to assist in the removal of greenhouse gases. The planet’s necessary proximity to the star and moon mean that they work as a set of brakes on the rotation period of the planet. (In the case of the earth, these brakes slow the rotation period by a tiny fraction of a second each year.)

For a planet to support life, the rotation period must fit within a certain range. If the rotation period is too long, temperature differences between day and night will be too great. But if the rotation period is too short, wind velocities will increase to catastrophic levels.3 

He Is the Sovereign Redeemer
Luke 19:10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost. 

God is the divine lover. He just can’t stop thinking about us. Was the Lord married during his earthly ministry? No. But did you know that he has always wanted to get married? He left home, went to the worst part of town, won a bride for himself and now is in the process of wooing her into his arms. In Revelation 19 the apostle John proclaims that Christ will come and take her to be with him forever…ah yes, the love story is complete…bride and groom together forever!

He Is the Sovereign Judge
What did Abraham say about God in light of the incident with Sodom and Gomorrah? “Will not the judge of the entire earth do what is right” (Gen 18:25)? 

Someday God will bring about perfect justice and all men, that includes you and me, will be judged. We will all be judged on the basis of our works, Christians for reward and non-Christians for degree of punishment. But it has seemed good within the operations of the trinity to give the authority to judge to the Son. 

Listen to what Paul says in Acts 17:30-31: 

17:30 Therefore, although God has overlooked such times of ignorance, he now commands all people everywhere to repent, 17:31 because he has set a day on which he is going to judge the world in righteousness, by a man whom he designated, having provided proof to all by raising him from the dead.”

The idea that Jesus will someday judge all men goes back to Christ himself. In John 5:22, Jesus, while debating the Jews and religious teachers, says:

5:22 Furthermore, the Father does not judge anyone, but has assigned all judgment to the Son, 5:23 so that all people may honor the Son just as they honor the Father. The one who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him.

In Revelation 4-19 we see Christ, the lamb of God, the One who is worthy to open the scrolls and judge the inhabitants of the earth. Here we get a glimpse of what John 5:22 entails. 

How Christ Expresses His Lordship Over His Church

The way the Lord works with people and his church involves “hand picking” us for salvation, placing us in his body for service and blessing and by growing us into his likeness. At all times we are under his watchful eye and profound concern.

He Hand Picks Us: Sovereignly Orchestrating Salvation
In Acts 17:26-27 Paul says these amazing words:

17:26 From one man he made every nation of the human race to inhabit the entire earth, determining their set times and the fixed limits of the places where they would live, 17:27 so that they would search for God and perhaps grope around for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.

Have you ever seen a turtle on a fence post? When you do, you’ll know one thing for sure: he didn’t get there on his own! Indeed, he’s been put there by someone much greater than he. Paul says, “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus… (1 Cor 1:30). All of us are trophies of God’s grace and none of us are where we are apart from God’s love and power. Some of us need more polishing it seems, but in reality we were totally incapable of saving ourselves and stand here today only because He decided to do something about our sorry predicament. 

Take a moment to think back to the time before you knew Christ. If you can, think now of the moment you came to know him. Realize that everything in your life up to that point, as well as from then on, had been designed by the Lord in order to bring you to a saving knowledge of God in Christ. It is the Lord who determined the precise times and the exact places where you should live. Though the focus is on nations in Acts 17, by implication it is true of individuals who make up those nations; in his sovereignty he has ordered our lives so that we might reach out to him and find him. The entire world is a garden and God has determined where each flower goes. And he has placed each one in their proper location so as to best enable them to flourish. 

Not only has Christ exercised his lordship over us as individuals by hand picking us for salvation and a relationship with him, he has also summoned us to serve him. And we are to do so with holy hearts, fully committed to the point of sacrifice, to promote his character, will, and ways. Listen to what Paul says in Romans 12:1:

Therefore I exhort you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God—which is your reasonable service.

The spirit of our service is well captured in these words:

I counted dollars while God counted crosses, I counted gains while He counted losses, I counted my worth by the things gained in store. But He sized me up by the scars that I bore. I coveted honors and sought for degrees, He wept as He counted the hours on my knees; I never knew until one day by the grave. How vain are the things that we spend life to save; I did not yet know until my loved one went above That richest is he who is rich in God’s love. —The Brethren Evangelist 

He Incorporates Us into His Body: Blessing and Being Blessed
There is a great deal of diversity in God’s garden and we need to learn to celebrate diversity (not sinfulness) and bless people where they’re at. We’re all just a bunch of nobodies called to exalt a somebody. It is the Lord himself who has determined what church we’re to be a part of so that we might both bless others with our presence, words and deeds and receive a blessing as well. People need to be blessed, loved, and empowered and we are called to give it (cf. Rom 12:14).

According to the Monday, August 26, 1996 edition of the Chicago Tribune tragedy struck a Fort Lauderdale home. Two boys found their twelve year old brother Samuel dead in their yard. He had hanged himself from a tree. Beneath the tree was a stepstool and a flashlight. The reason this story made the Chicago Tribune seems to be the related to why the boy committed suicide. It turns out that Samuel had a weight problem and the next day was going to be his first at a new school and he simply couldn’t face the teasing he had endured all his life. The shame was too great. 

Now I submit to you that our hearts really don’t change the older we get. We are all still looking to be thoroughly known, yet completely loved. We are all still hoping to bring our pain, struggle, tragedy and confusion to a God who cares through the people who claim to know him. I regret that no one was there for Samuel and I regret that the church is often not there in the ways God desires. Remember that when you go to church, it is to worship and fellowship. You are certainly not to be present just to sit there week in and week out like a bump on a log. Throw aside the Sunday School class if you have to, but make connections with people. Bless them, meet them at their point of need, fellowship at the foot of the cross, and together express your love for Christ and the hope for a day when his desires will be done on earth as they are in heaven.

Further, use your gifts to serve others in the body. It is the ascended Lord in Ephesians 4:16 who has given gifts to his body in order to strengthen it and help it grow. Are you exercising your gifts? Do you know what they are? Start asking God and serving in various capacities and functions and before you know it, you’ll find yourself in your appointed ministry. But remember, serving the Lord is not always easy. There aren’t a lot of accolades. Sometimes people even criticize you. The nerve of them. Just remember who you’re serving and watch out for bitterness. Serve the Lord with gladness!

And, if you happen to be one of those people who seem to be able to find fault with everything your church does, remember that if you like the honey at all, don’t kick the beehive over. Get in there and love on people. 

He Grows Us: Turning Little People into Big People
So it is the Lord Jesus Christ, the creator, sustainer, redeemer and judge who has not only chosen you for salvation and placed you in a local expression of his body, but he has also summoned you to grow; he wants you to become just like him (Rom 8:29-30). This process of Christian growth is referred to by the apostle Paul as transformation. 

Look at Romans 12:2:

12:2 Do not be conformed to this present world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may test and approve what is the will of God—what is good and well-pleasing and perfect.

This verse says, Do not be conformed to this present world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. God’s calling us to transformation, not conformation. God isn’t in the business of making good men better, but dead men alive. Growth is a matter of transformation, and lots of it I might add—a total metamorphosis. 

In the process of transforming us, God is in the business of forming big people, not little people. The world is already filled with enough little people. It is the big people (i.e., “big” as God understands “big”) who carry out God’s plans and bring blessing to the world.

George Adam Smith, an old testament scholar commenting on Isaiah 32:2, says: 

Great men [and women] are not the whole of life, but they are the condition of all the rest; if it were not for the big men [and women], the little ones could scarcely live…In the East…where the desert touches a river valley or oasis, the sand is in a continual state of drift from the wind…which is the real cause of the barrenness of such portions of the desert at least as abut upon the fertile land….But set down a rock on the sand, and see the difference its presence makes. After a few showers, to the leeward side of this some blades will spring up; if you have patience, you will see in time a garden. How has the boulder produced this? Simply by arresting the drift.”4
Now it is precisely at this point of transformation that many Christians fall off (one side or the other) the balance beam. They either think that sanctification totally rests on their shoulders and so they live life carrying huge loads on their backs or they think that God will do it all in spite of them and without their involvement and thus they fall into unholy weakness and inactivity. Both of these extremes are wrongheaded. Again we turn to scripture for guidance in regard to this important truth. 

In Philippians 2:12-13 Paul beautifully brings together both the human and divine initiatives in sanctification:

2:12 So then, my dear friends, just as you have always obeyed, not only in my presence but even more in my absence, continue working out your salvation with awe and reverence, 2:13 for the one bringing forth in you both the desire and the effort—for the sake of his good pleasure—is God.

The reason why Christians are constantly putting to death the deeds of the flesh, reaching out to their neighbors in love, praying with fervency, etc., is because they know that God is the one who is energizing them to this end. They are not working for grace, but from grace…but make no mistake about it, they are working! They are cooperating with the Spirit who is leading them in their weakness into personal holiness, spiritual strength, and healthy, truthful relationships with others.

The sovereign Lord has appointed several means to grow his children including the word of God, the people of God, the sacraments of God, the circumstances God ordains, and the Spirit of God who both indwells the believer and makes sense out of and personally organizes the other means in the christian’s experience (2 Cor 3:18; Rom 8:28).

So we have been well equipped for the journey ahead, but this does not mean that growth in Christlikeness will be easy. Au contraire! It will be filled with joys and tribulations (John 16:33) and we must arm ourselves with this understanding. Let us not be like the young man who was apparently smitten with a young maiden. Indeed, he poured out his heart’s devotion to her in a letter. He wrote: “darling I would climb the highest mountain just for you; I would brave a raging river, crossing it to see you; I would cross the burning desert just for you; I would die for you.” After signing the letter, he added this P.S.: “I’ll see you on Sunday if it doesn’t rain.”5 May God help our commitment to him run deeper than this!

On the other hand, no matter how much victory the Lord grants us in the Christian life, there is still more land to occupy, more riches to possess. It is said that before the discovery of America Spanish coins that bore the imprint of the “Pillar of Hercules” had a motto: “Ne Plus Ultra,” which is Latin for Nothing Else Beyond. But after the success of Columbus, the coins were changed to read Plus Ultra, More Beyond. There is always “more beyond” for the Christian in relationship with an infinite God. 

Conclusion

So what does it mean to recognize the Lordship of Christ? It means that we reverence him as the sovereign creator, sustainer, redeemer and judge of all mankind. He exercises his lordship over us by choosing some to salvation, by placing them in his church, and by growing them into his likeness. The fact that he is creator means that he owns everything. The fact that he sustains everything means that no one is ultimately autonomous, but derives their being and continued existence from him. Christ as redeemer refers to his holiness, love and power: he is holy and hates sin; he is loving in that he offered himself for unworthy sinners; and he is powerful in that he actually saves people from wrath and guides all things toward their appointed consummation in him (Eph 1:10). As the judge he will render to each man a perfect and impartial judgment according to their deeds. All men will give an account to Christ for their lives (Phil 2:9-11).

So, we ask again, what does it mean to recognize Christ as Lord? Listen to the testimony of a young preacher from Zimbabwe. Perhaps this will clarify the matter:

I’m part of the fellowship of the unashamed. I have the Holy Spirit’s power. The die has been cast. I have stepped over the line. The decision has been made; I’m a disciple of His. I won’t look back, let up, slow down, back away, or be still. 

My past is redeemed; my present makes sense; my future is secure. I’m finished and done with low living, sight-walking, small plannings, smooth knees, colorless dreams, tamed visions, worldly talking, cheap giving, and dwarfed goals. 

I no longer need preeminence, prosperity, position, promotions, plaudits, or popularity. I don’t have to be right, first, tops, recognized, praised, regarded, or rewarded. I know life by faith, lean on his presence, walk by patience, am uplifted by prayer, and I labor with power. 

My face is set, my gait is fast, my goal is heaven, my road is narrow, my way rough, my companions few, my guide reliable, my mission clear. I cannot be bought, compromised, detoured, lured away, turned back, deluded, or delayed. I will not flinch in the face of sacrifice, hesitate in the presence of the enemy, ponder at the pool of popularity, or meander in the maze of mediocrity.

I won’t give up, shut up, let up, until I have stayed up, stored up, prayed up, and paid up, and preached for the cause of Christ. I am a disciple of Jesus. I must go ‘til he comes, give ‘til I drop, preach ‘til all know, and work ‘til he stops me. And when he comes for His own, He will have no problem recognizing me…My banner will be clear.
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3 See Hugh Ross, Creation and Time (Colorado Springs, CO: Navpress, 1994), 137-139.

4 As quoted in Jim McGuiggan, Jesus: Hero of Thy Soul—Impressions Left by the Savior's Touch (West Munroe, LA: Howard, 1998), 18.

5 Hughes, Great Stories, 63.

A remarkable television programs vintage aired on PBS entitled “Bonhoeffer: Agent of Grace” is an introduction to the life of a remarkable martyrs of recent times. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) was a German minister who joined the German resistence when the evils of Naziism became apparent. He was arrested in 1943 for plotting against Adolf Hitler and hanged at Flossenberg prison on April 9, 1945. 

The film is framed by Hitler’s demand that German citizens swear a type of allegiance that Christians could only render to Christ himself. Bonhoeffer is pictured in Berlin in 1939 as the film opens:

”. . . let’s not delude ourselves that if we take the loyalty oath to Hitler it means they’ll let us worship in peace. The Nuremberg laws are an attack on Christianity itself. Adolf Hitler demands nothing less than total commitment. He’s the elected chancellor, yes. But more than that, he considers himself der Fuhrer and as “the leader” he craves to be the conscience of every living German. But his claim upon us is a claim that a Christian can only accept from Christ himself.”

Thus Bonhoeffer and a small group of friends, ministers, and students refused to take a loyalty oath. He helped write a document called the Barmen Declaration that called on Christians to remember that their first allegiance is to Christ alone. He and other German churchmen who refused to accommodate their faith to the evils of Naziism left the state-supported churches and created what came to be called the Confessing Church.

The man portrayed in “Bonhoeffer: Agent of Grace” is one who knows what it means to fear God, and not to presume on divine grace. One who watches the film comes to understand what Bonhoeffer meant by writing that “only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient, believes.”

The Earliest Confession

The martyrdom of such persons as Stephen, the apostles and Polycarp is predictable in one sense. If one truly believes that Jesus Christ is who he claimed to be, that one’s own identity is defined by him, and that one’s welfare is better served by dying for Christ than by betraying him to save one’s own neck, it is to be expected that there will be occasional martyrs for Jesus’ sake.

When a man or woman gives heart, soul, mind, and body to him, Jesus Christ becomes not only that person’s Savior but also his or her Sovereign. That is, a saved person acknowledges the right of Jesus Christ to own, command, and reign over him. Thus such texts as these in the New Testament:

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 2:20).

Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body (1 Cor. 6:19-20).

For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord (Rom. 14:7-8).

The term “lord” (Gk, kyrios) basically affirms a position of authority for someone. To the Greeks, a kyrios is one who has the right to rule over another. But there is a related-but-quite-different Greek term that is also translated into English by the same term “lord,” despotes. 

The difference in the terms is critical. Despotes sometimes carried with it the notions of harshness, arbitrariness, and unpredictability. Kyrios, on the other hand, points to one who has legitimate authority and who uses it appropriately. A pretender and usurper might be despotes to those he ruled. Only the person with the lawful right to rule could be kyrios.

How did Jesus get his “right” to rule over us? How do we know he is not a usurper? “For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living” (Rom. 14:9). 

Jesus has been proved to be the Son of God with power by his resurrection from the dead. In his exalted state, he has been declared the rightful Lord of Heaven and Earth. The business of the church is to proclaim his status and to invite people to take an oath of allegiance to him as their sole rightful master.

Tom Boyd tells the story of a woman who was a member of his church. She was a bit flamboyant and eccentric in some ways, but Boyd was impressed with the depth of her commitment to Christ. He was having dinner at her home one evening, and his hostess had him engaged in animated conversation about some biblical theme. In the midst of the conversation, the woman’s teenaged daughter — perhaps a bit frustrated with the tone of the conversation — asked, “Mother, why do you talk about religion all the time?”

The girl’s question brought an ominous silence to everyone’s conversation at the dining table. Her mother paused dramatically, pushed her chair back, stood up, and said, “Every morning before you are awake, I rise and walk into the living room. I lift my arms and ask, ‘Who’s in charge here?’ The answer always comes back: ‘Not you!’ That’s why I’m religious. Because I am not in charge!”

While I’m not at all sure that was the best way for a mother to answer her dismayed daughter — though it may have been! — that lady understood something critical to faith. A truly spiritual life begins with the understanding of Sovereignty, Lordship, and the Right to Rule. We are not in charge, and from that understanding we can proceed to align ourselves to the One who is.

Case Studies

The defiant unbeliever Robert Ingersoll was belligerently assailing Christianity in a conversation with Lew Wallace. Wallace, himself an unbeliever, said, “I am going to read the New Testament and find out for myself.” For six years, he pored over the pages of Scripture. When he had finished, he said, “I have come to the conviction that Jesus Christ is the Messiah of the Jews, the Savior of the world, and my own personal Redeemer.” Wallace proceeded to write the book Ben Hur: A Tale of the Christ.

C.S. Lewis underwent a similar conversion through diligent study. An agnostic who became a prolific apologist for Christian faith, he once wrote: “Jesus was never regarded as a mere moral teacher. He did not produce that effect on any of the people who actually met him. He produced mainly three effects — hatred, terror, adoration. There was no trace of people expressing mild approval.” 

He is right. And the posture of adoration is the one adopted by those who, like the apostle Thomas, fall at Jesus’ feet to exclaim, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28; cf. Rev. 1:5; 19:15-16).

This exclamation is more than a posture or verbal formula. It is a life commitment that shows itself in changed values, new priorities, transformed behavior. Take the case of Jack Eckerd, founder of the Eckerd drugstore chain, as a case in point. He was walking through one of his stores and notices the magazine racks with their glossy copies of Playboy and Penthouse. Though he was retired from active management at that point in his career, he called the president of the company and urged them to get rid of those publications that degraded women by exploiting them as sexual objects. 

The president protested that substantial amounts of money were at stake. Eckerd, himself the largest single stockholder in the company, stood to lose money by such a decision. But he remained firm in his newfound conviction. He prevailed, and the magazines were removed from all the stores that were then operated under the Eckerd name — 1700 stores at the time! When he was asked what motivated him to press for such an action, Eckerd replied, “God wouldn’t let me off the hook!”

When Paul was confronted by the risen and reigning Christ on the Damascus Road, his urgent question was, “What shall I do, Lord?” (Acts 22:10a). That question governed Paul’s life until the day he died. And we too must ask that question about our own life situations before Jesus Christ — whether in the home, in business, in school, in politics, in every life situation.

A Threatening Notion

The notion of living under the Sovereign Rule of Jesus Christ — otherwise known as “entering the kingdom of God” or “seeing the kingdom of heaven” — seems to threaten some who have claimed him as their Savior. I think that sense of threat comes from one of two things. 

On the one hand, it may come from our spiritual immaturity. We want to go to heaven but we don’t quite want to take both feet out of the world. We see Jesus as someone who is intruding into and messing up our lives. But the Christ of Scripture is one who loves us and wants only to help us be everything we were created to be. He never prohibits anything except that which would hurt us. He never enjoins anything except that which would bless us.

On the other hand, it may stem from our failure to distinguish between Jesus as Kyrios and Jesus as Despotes, Jesus as one who has the right to rule because of his love for us and a mental image of Jesus who is offering us a batch of rules.

Watchman Nee tells about a new convert who came in deep distress to see him. “No matter how much I pray,” said the man, “no matter how hard I try, I simply cannot seem to be faithful to my Lord. I think I’m losing my salvation.” And Nee said, “Do you see this dog here? He is my dog. He is house-trained; he never makes a mess; he is obedient; he is a pure delight to me. Out in the kitchen I have a son, a baby son. He makes a mess, he throws his food around, he fouls his clothes, he is a total mess. But who is going to inherit my kingdom? Not my dog; my son is my heir. You are Jesus Christ’s heir because it is for you that he died.” So it is with us. We are Christ’s heirs, not through our perfection but by means of his grace. 

Lordship is neither an assignment to nor an accomplishment of non-Christians that admits them to favor with Jesus. It is the blessed privilege of the children of God by which they honor the Christ who has saved them by his sacrifice. 

Lordship is not something the church seeks to impose on the world. Our calling, after all, has never been to remove the darkness from the world but to shine as lights in a dark place. Our assignment is to be an alternative community to the world. 

By obedience, faithfulness, and purity in the power of the Holy Spirit, we seek to submit ourselves to the rule of Christ and then to lead as many as possible to know the one who has changed our lives and created a hunger in their hearts by what they have witnessed in us. 

Conclusion

Salvation is by grace, not by our good works or obedience to commandments. It is a gift given, not a reward earned. But, returning for a moment to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, grace is a costly thing — not only to God in offering salvation but to us in accepting it. 

Bonhoeffer published a book titled The Cost of Discipleship in 1937. In it he attacked what he called the “cheap grace” of the German churches. It was a view of grace, he said, designed merely to make people comfortable with their weakness and sinfulness. 

By contrast, “costly grace” carried with it the presumed obligation of discipleship, obedience. He insisted that “it is only through actual obedience that a person can become liberated to believe.” Faith and obedience, he argued, are ultimately all but indistinguishable, “for faith is only real when there is obedience, never without it, and faith only becomes faith in the act of obedience.” 

That is ultimately the point of claiming Jesus as one’s Lord. It is a pledge of obedience. It is the surrender of one’s total life to God. It is not the mistaken belief that following the rules exactly will bring one to heaven but the abandon of a lover’s commitment that says I will do anything that would honor or please him.

Bonhoeffer’s commitment to the Lordship of Jesus Christ sent him to the gallows. Yours will more likely send you home, to the workplace, or back to school with a renewed sense that your obligation is not to yourself, the bottom line, or being cool. 

It is to prove that you have understood the words of your Savior that it would be foolish to try to call him “Lord, Lord!” and not do what he has commanded.



Do You Need A Guide On This Trip?

A. Illust: At 7 a.m. on Dec. 7th, 1941, two US military officers rose from their respective quarters.

They each looked outside and saw a beautiful morning to go play a round of golf, which they

planned to do together. The officers were Husband E. Kimmel, admiral over the Pacific fleet stationed

in Hawaii and Walter C. Short, commander of all military forces in Hawaii. As the men prepared

for the day, they were completely unaware that just 100 miles away 175 Japanese warplanes

were about to bring destruction upon Pearl Harbor. The surprise attack would leave the Pacific Fleet

in smoldering heaps and take the lives of 2,390 servicemen.

1. Most people are of the conviction that they will go to heaven when they die. Their hopes are

founded on the comforting platitudes of respected, although ill-informed preachers and the

mistaken idea that salvation is reserved for all believers whose good works outweigh their bad.

2. Confident that they are far from danger, they will one day discover that their security has been

“blown apart,” and they will find themselves forever sinking in a place far worse than the

burning remnants of “Battleship Row.” vv. 21-23

B. These words are harsh and offensive to our prickly-sensitive 21st century ears.

1. There are only two gates and two roads from which to choose. One road is broad and leads to

everlasting ruin; one road is narrow and leads to eternal life. cf. vv. 7:13-14

2. Jesus said that the majority of people are taking the broad path and following the wrong teachers

and they don’t even know it. cf. vv. 15-20

C. The Lord offers Himself as a “tour guide” and gives instructions to help us find the small gate and

stay on the narrow road that leads to heaven.

D. Observations:

I. Destination—Where do we want to go? v. 21

1. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” is synonymous with the kingdom of God. Matt. 4:17; Mark

1:14-15

2. Today the kingdom includes the Lord’s church on earth, for those who submit to the will of

Christ are added to the kingdom. Col. 1:13; Rev. 1:9

3. In the future, it will involve the “new heavens and new earth” where the redeemed with be with

the Father and Son for eternity. Matt. 13:40-43; 2 Pet. 3:10-13; cf. Rev. 21:1-22:5

4. The kingdom of heaven was inaugurated on the Day of Pentecost [A.D. 30], and will be

culminated when the Lord returns to deliver it back to God on the Judgment Day. 1 Cor. 15:24

II. Discharge—How can we get there? vv. 21-22

1. Not by lip service,

a. The fact that people will plead and cry out “Lord, Lord” will indicate that they understand

who Jesus is and that they thought they had made a commitment to Him.

b. That people will address Him as “Lord, Lord” will highlight their intense zeal and

demonstrate the strength of their devotion and dedication.

c. That people will make multiple references to the name of Jesus will convey their willingness

to profess their faith in Him. [These will be intensely religious people who claim to belong to

Jesus].

d. NOTE: Saying “Lord, Lord” is not to be confused with “calling on the name of the Lord,” nor

is it a reference to prayer. Acts 2:21, 38; Mark 16:15-16; cf. Acts 22:16; 1 Pet. 3:21

e. Words alone will not be sufficient to save. Ex: When you were young did you ever say to

your mother, “Mother, I love you”? What would she say in response? My mother would

sometimes say words to this effect—“I wish you would show it a little more in the way you

behave.”

2. But through life service.

a. Says stands in contrast to does; faith without practice is a contradiction of terms. Jas. 2:24

b. NOTE: We certainly will not earn our salvation by meritorious works. Tit. 3:5 [Good works

did not save Cornelius; he still needed to be told what to do to be saved]. Acts 10:1-5; 11:14

c. It is possible to engage in religious activity which is not sanctioned by the Lord. [Jesus will

describe such action as “lawlessness.” It will not be that people will have done things which

were explicitly condemned by Christ, but that they did things which were not authorized by

Him]. Col. 3:17

d. This is the reason we did not have an Easter service today.

e. It is possible to be good and sincere and still be lost.

III. Declaration—What will He say?

1. “I never knew you” does not mean that Jesus was ignorant of a person’s existence, but that He

never acknowledged the individual; He never recognized him as what he claimed to be. Illust:

Kim and Kricket Carpenter

2. Even deeds that are seen by the world or by us to be good and benevolent are nothing if one does

not know or belong to Christ.

Concl:

A. Who will enter the kingdom of heaven?

1. According to our Guide, not those who profess to believe but do not obey, nor those who are

doing many religious things without divine authority.

2. Only those who actually do the Father’s will.

B. Illust: An aqueduct was built in Segovia in A.D. 9. For 1800 years, that aqueduct carried sparkling

water to hot and dusty Segovians. About the turn of the century, thoughtful Spaniards decided that

the aqueduct should be preserved for posterity and should be relieved of its age-old labor. So, they

laid modern pipelines and stopped the flow that for all those years gushed and gurgled in the aqueduct.

Soon after this the aqueduct began to fall apart. The blazing sun dried the mortar and made it

crumble. Its stones sagged and fell; soon it lay in ruins. What ages of service could not destroy,

idleness rapidly disintegrated. “Doing” is continually stressed by the Lord. “But he who looks into

the perfect law of liberty and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, this

one will blessed in what he does” (Jas. 1:25).

C. What will the Savior say to you at Judgment? Matt. 25:21

Great Themes of the Bible Series

#4  Holy Scripture
(Psalms 119:103-106 NIV)  How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! {104} I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path. {105} Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path. {106} I have taken an oath and confirmed it, that I will follow your righteous laws.

Millions of dollars have been spent on the SETI (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence) Project that was featured in the 1997 Jodi Foster movie Contact. Huge dishes scan the skies for any sort of signal that might be coming from intelligent life somewhere in the recesses of the cosmos. 

The only reliable information we have on intelligent life attempting to contact Planet Earth is in the Bible. The God of the Universe has spoken for centuries past through prophets and has finally spoken to us through Jesus:

Hebrews 1:1-3: In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, {2} but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. {3} The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

These verses make it abundantly clear that religious authority is from God and not from man.  Notice that "God spoke" and "he has spoken."  This is not some mysterious or occult revelation from God.  We don't have to find a guru on top some mountain to tell us what God said.  It is abundantly clear that what God has spoken to us by his Son is written in the New Testament. 

A few dollars would get any one of us a copy of the communique, but we seem determined to ignore it.

"All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work" (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

The word of God is familiar to us in this church. Most of us have new translations made available to us every year. In preparing for this message I took inventory, and I have at least 9 Bibles of my own, not to mention those belonging to other people in the family. One CD alone has 14 versions of the Bible on it. I have scores of books that encourage and are helpful in the study of the Bible.

Yet I find in my own life and in the life of people I'm around that sometimes familiarity breeds complacency. We take for granted the sharp "double-edged sword" of the word. We become blasé regarding the treasure of truth we have been given to preserve for the next generation.

Why we don't read the Bible
Yet, as central as the Bible has been to our existence as a church, one of our greatest dangers is that we can treat it as if it were ordinary. Our passion for the word of God can be depleted over time. Why is it that though we own and revere the word of God, we no longer read and feed upon it as we once did? 

For some of us, the Scriptures are too familiar. 
If you grew up in Sunday School and heard the stories of the Old and New Testaments again and again, often they resulted in over-used platitudes. You might come to think the Bible is a book that has nothing left to say.

This happens often in our elementary age classes here: the teacher will begin with the announcement of the class topic that day and students will say quickly: “I already know that story.” And, yes, it might be a story they’ve heard before…but I suggest we can hear many, many of the stories of the Bible and NOT ever really KNOW it!

A friend sent me by e-mail a series of literal quotations from children in Sunday Schools:

· One said that Lot's wife was a pillar of salt by day but a ball of fire by night. 
· Another child said the fifth commandment is "Humor thy father and mother." 
· The seventh commandment: "Thou shalt not admit adultery." 
· The greatest miracle in the Bible, said one little boy, is when Joshua told his son to stand still, and he obeyed him.

These children were recounting familiar sayings from the Bible, but they weren't accurate. Shallow familiarity with the Bible may make it seem ordinary and unimportant.

For others, the Bible is too unfamiliar. 
The reason the Bible stays on the shelf is that it seems to be made up of different and difficult sorts of things. The ancient kingdoms, the middle-eastern nomads and farmers, the Jewish religious sensibilities that make up so much of the Bible are too foreign to this time and place. 
Yet that's not true either, of course. The Bible is about our hearts. It's about the God who loves us and orchestrates events to our benefit. It's about sacrifice and community and other things that never change. Though the settings are not familiar to us, the realities they describe are always familiar, because God doesn't change and human beings don't change.

Some will say that the Bible is too distant. 
There are, of course, liberal scholars in every generation who say that the Bible is unreliable history, that the events it describes took place two to five thousand years ago, too far back in the past for the Bible to tell us anything accurate about what actually happened.

A greater danger for churches like ours, who accept that the events in the Bible happened as they are described, is that they sometimes treat the Bible as a revered, sacred text but not as something that is relevant in our day and age. 

In some churches it has become commonplace to rely on marketing strategies to persuade people of the gospel message. The Bible is revered, but what is taught are the insights of secular psychology and sociology. In a subtle way, they declare that the Bible is too distant. It's wonderful, but it's not helpful.

The final, and probably most important, reason that the Bible stays on our shelves, something we applaud but we don't love as we should anymore, is that it's too powerful. 
If we hear it, if we approach God in his word, he will tell us things that are so important we have to respond to them. We have to believe and obey what we read. The God who breathed the Scriptures and who makes himself  known in them has plans for us, gifts to give. The more truth there is in our life, the less we're in control. So it's easy to avoid the Scriptures. They are powerful and intrude relentlessly into what is otherwise predictable and under our control.

I want to persuade you that the word of God, which has been at the center of our history, should be at the center of our present and our future. God's clear word makes sense of life. This should become a living book for us again. It should become our passion. We should sing God's praises every day and thank him every night for such a gift, and we should drink deeply of the truth of the word of God.

We learned Scripture from somebody
2 Timothy 3:14-17: But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

Let's look at the first idea: You've learned Scripture from somebody. The Scriptures have been taught to you by people whose lives are of such a quality that the message was underlined, because the person who taught you had so obviously encountered God. When we see a life that has the wisdom and power and authority of God in it, and that person is telling us what the Bible says, we're much more inclined to hear it with power ourselves.

Now, it has occurred at times that people will get a Bible completely out of the blue, dropped out of heaven into their life. Perhaps a page of Scripture blowing down the street attached itself to their leg, and they picked it up and read it and were converted. But that's rare. Most of the time, people hear the words of God from someone else. It's possible, in addition, for a Christian community to exist without the Bible, for people to love one another and to grow in the conviction and the power of God. But that too is very rare.

What mostly happens is that believing people gather around the Scriptures, and they learn together, from one another, what the Bible has to say. As I see conviction from God in your face, I am convicted. When I see tears of joy in your eyes, I am able to hear the words of joy from Scripture myself. When I recognize that you are becoming strong where you were weak and hopeful where you were frightened, and when I hear you testify to what God has done for you, then I believe the words myself and I offer testimony to someone else, and they believe. 

Paul has a great sense of history in this book. In chapter 1 he talks about Timothy's being his son, and then he says, "I had forefathers generations before me. The prophets, Moses, Abraham, and David in their generation trusted God. I trusted God in mine. Your grandmother and your mother love the Lord and taught you the Bible. You learned it from good people. Now you should trust God in your generation. Teach it to those who will learn it from you as a good man."

Consider some situations.

The scriptures of the early first century church were the Old Testament scriptures. When the first century was half over, most of the New Testament had not been written. It was more than a hundred years after the letters were written that they were generously accepted as scripture and declared to be a part of the Bible. 

What is your image of a Christian in 45 AD studying the word of God? It is likely that no New Testament writing that you and I have in our Bible was even written in 45 AD--the books you and I study so much had not even been written a decade after Jesus' resurrection. No Christian teacher would say to a class, "Read the book of Philemon this week and we will discuss it in class next Sunday." No Christian would say, "Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5..." 

If you were a Jewish Christian, you had heard what we call the Old Testament discussed in the Jewish synagogue all your life. If you were not a Jew, but a fourth or fifth generation idol worshipper, it is possible you had never heard Jewish scripture. To remind yourself of the importance of Old Testament scripture in the early church, go back and examine how often a writer like Paul, or James, or the author of Hebrews used the Old Testament to give authority to his statement. 

Let me use just the example of Paul's writing we know as Romans. Paul used the Old Testament to prove the Jewish people of the first century misrepresented God's intentions in Romans 2:17-29. 

· He used Old Testament history and quotations to prove God's love for people who were not Jews in Romans 3. 

· He used Old Testament history and quotations to prove the power and importance of faith in Romans 4. 

· He used Old Testament history and quotations to prove that God was not unjust to first century Israel in saving people who were not Jews in Romans 9. 

· He used numerous Old Testament quotes to verify the importance of faith in Jesus Christ and his word in Romans 10. 

· He used Old Testament quotes to prove that God had not rejected Israel by making Jesus Christ Lord in Romans 11. 

· He used the Old Testament's ten commandments to verify the power of love in Romans 13. 

· He used an Old Testament quote to verify that it was wrong for Christians to pass judgment on each other in Romans 14. 

· He used Old Testament quotations to verify that Jewish Christians should change the way they looked at Christians who were not Jews in Romans 15. 

The Value of the Old Testament for Today

In our writings we repeatedly emphasize the divine ideal that men and women exalt the New Testament as the sole creed for the people of God in this dispensation of time. The New Testament constitutes the pattern for the establishment of Christianity in any nation upon the planet. These twenty-seven sacred documents embody Heaven’s final revelation to humanity. 

Because of our stress upon the New Testament records, some have wondered what our posture is relative to the literature of the Old Testament. Do we hold it to be a collection of inspired writings? Are these documents of any value to humankind today? If so, what is the worth? Let us briefly explore such inquiries. 

Old Testament Inspiration

First, yes, Christians definitely subscribe to the proposition that the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament are inspired of God. Here is a brief sketch of the evidence. 

1. The Old Testament documents claim to be products of revelation (see: Ex. 4:12; 2 Sam. 23:2; Jer. 1:7, 9). More than 3,800 times in the Old Testament, the writers affirm heavenly guidance in their productions. A claim alone, of course, is not sufficient for proof. Nonetheless, the assertion of inspiration must be acknowledged. 

2. Jesus Christ endorsed the truth that the Old Testament writings were from God (Mt. 5:17-18; 22:31; Lk. 24:44; Jn. 5:46-47). 

3. The writers of the New Testament viewed the Old Testament scriptures as documents of divine origin (Lk. 2:22-24; 2 Tim. 3:15; 2 Pet. 3:2). 

4. There is a wide range of evidence that wonderfully joins together to establish the case for the sacred character of the Old Testament writings. The astounding prophecies, the incredible unity, the uncanny accuracy –  these circumstances (and much more) make an indisputable case for the divine nature of the Old Testament. 

The Design of the Old Testament Documents

The purpose of the Old Testament writings may be surveyed under several headings. 

1. The early portion of the Old Testament, e.g., the initial chapters of Genesis, provide a history of the origin of the Universe and the commencement of mankind. The entire creation was brought into existence by divine orchestration in a period of six, twenty-four hour days (Gen. 1; 2; Ex. 20:11; Mk. 10:6; Rom. 1:20). There is no fact of science that is in conflict with the biblical record of origins. The sacred account also reveals that man’s purpose upon this globe is to serve the Creator (Eccl. 12:13; Isa. 43:7), and therein is ultimate human happiness to be found. 

2. The Old Testament also delineates man’s fall into sin (Gen. 3:1ff). Sin is a transgression of the law of God (1 Jn. 3:4), and the opening segments of Scripture portray Satan’s temptation of the original human family, and their journey into apostasy. It will turn out to be a long and disastrous trek that brings only misery and ruin. 

3. Even though the human conscience provides man and woman with a sense that there is a “right” and “wrong,” the conscience is not sufficient to define the nature of transgression. Hence a written law was provided to the Israelite people to codify sin –  to sharpen human awareness of the character of rebellion against God. Paul declared that he would not have “known sin except through the law.” The law threw a floodlight on sin, revealing it as exceedingly evil (Rom. 7:7, 13; cf. Gal. 3:19). 

4. But a knowledge of sin, with no remedy in sight, provides only misery. Consequently, humanity needed to know that the merciful Creator had a provision for dealing with the human sin problem. 

The key word that describes the design of the Old Testament writings is “preparation.” Everything recorded in these narratives, ultimately, is preparation –  preparation for the coming of a sacrifice to atone for man’s sin. This fact compels the Bible student to focus upon the evidentiary nature of the Old Testament Scriptures as such foreshadows the coming Christ. 

In his Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy (New York: Harper & Row, 1973, pp. 645-50), Prof. J. Barton Payne catalogued a total of 3,348 Bible verses that prophetically pertain to the life of Christ. This represents almost 10% of the 31,124 biblical verses. The astounding prophetic details relative to Jesus of Nazareth, that identify him as the promised Messiah – the Son of God, can be resisted only by those of the most willfully stubborn disposition (cf. 2 Cor. 3:14ff). 

1. The Old Testament documents are rich in wonderfully thrilling details about the nature of the great God of the Universe. Those who immerse their souls in the lyrics of the 150 songs that collectively constitute the book of Psalms will be refreshed with a level of devotion that challenges us to rise above the common plateau of superficiality that is characteristic of so many professed disciples. 

2. The literature of the Old Testament abounds with examples of obedience and disobedience, and the rewards and penalties associated with each. The New Testament specifically points to these as containing lessons from which we can learn (Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:1-13). 

3. The Old Testament contains countless examples of divine principles that are timeless in their application (see, for example, the book of Proverbs). These are helpful to God-seeking people in any age or in any culture. 

The items listed above represent but a sampling of the rich treasures stored up in the sixty-six books of the Old Testament. Christians adore this body of literature. They study intently this depository of truth. At the same time, we acknowledge that the legal system of Old Testament times is not that to which the followers of Christ are obligated today. That law code served its preparatory purpose, and it has passed away. That case is persuasively argued in major portions of the books of Romans, Galatians, 2 Corinthians, Colossians, and Hebrews. 

[Note: Evidence for the inspiration of the so-called “apocryphal” books (some of which are included in the Roman Catholic version of the Old Testament) does not exist. These documents, though valuable pieces of history, are flawed in numerous particulars. They do not bear the identifying traits of sacred origin. See our article The Apocrypha: Inspired of God?, (Archives, September 21, 1999).] 

Seven Important Truths Concerning the Bible

In this article, we call attention to several great truths regarding the Bible which are vitally important. 

Without question, the Bible is the most influential book in the history of the world. Some of the most brilliant minds of which the human race can boast have been drawn to this ancient volume. In this article, we call attention to several great truths regarding the Bible which are vitally important. 

ORIGIN 

As to its origin, the Bible is ultimately from God. Mankind alone could not have written it if he would and he would not have composed it if he could. The Holy Scriptures are the word of God! 

The psalmist declared, “Thy word have I laid up in my heart, that I might not sin against thee” (Psa. 119:11; cf. 119:89,105,130). Our Lord himself announced that “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Mt. 4:4). And Paul had words of praise for the saints at Thessalonica in that they received the gospel message, not as the word of men, “but, as it is in truth, the word of God” (1 Thes. 2: 13). 

It is, of course, true that Jehovah employed men in conveying his word to the human family (some forty persons were used in writing the Scriptures), nevertheless, the ultimate source of the divine document is Almighty God himself, and the Bible simply cannot be explained upon any other basis! 

INSPIRATION 

But suppose it is conceded that the biblical message is ultimately from the Lord - can we be sure that the writers who penned the original manuscripts did so infallibly? 

Yes we can, and the process by which Jehovah protected the integrity of his word is called “inspiration.” 

Paul reminded Timothy that “every scripture is inspired of God” (2 Tim. 3:16). The expression “inspired of God” (literally in the Greek Testament, “God-breathed”) suggests that the divine Author of the sacred writings breathed into the minds of his select pensmen the exact message he wanted conveyed to mankind. And the biblical writers happily acknowledged this; they did not claim originality for their productions. 

David, for example, affirmed: “The Spirit of Jehovah spake by me, and his word was upon my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2). Jesus declared that David, “in the Spirit,” referred to the coming Messiah as “Lord” (Mt. 22:43 - cf. also Acts 1:16). Paul wrote that the things “we [apostles] speak [are] not in words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Spirit teacheth” (1 Cor. 2:13). This is what scholars refer to when they speak of the verbal inspiration of the Bible; they mean that the very words of the Scriptures are God-given. 

It is true, of course, that Jehovah utilized the talents, backgrounds, personalities, etc. of the inspired writers to convey His divine message. Nonetheless, it is an indisputable fact that the Lord so guided the sacred writers that they expressed Heaven’s will with absolute precision. We have amply documented a great number of evidences for the Bible’s inspiration in our book, Fortify Your Faith, and we would encourage the reader to carefully study this material. 

TRANSMISSION 

The original writings, which collectively came to be called the “Bible,” have faded into oblivion. Not a single one of those original autographs remains - and doubtless for good reason. Men, had they access to those ancient scrolls, would likely worship them rather than their Author. And so, in the providence of God, they have long since vanished. 

Does that suggest, though, that the copies we now possess are not reliable as depositories of divine truth? Not in the least. Sacred oversight has seen to it that the Scriptures have been remarkably and accurately preserved - and the biblical record bears testimony to this. 

For instance, Paul states that Timothy, from his earliest years, had known the sacred writings which were able to make the young man wise unto salvation (2 Tim. 3:15). The “sacred writings” here referred to are the books of the Old Testament [none of the New Testament writings had been penned as yet when Timothy was a “babe”]. 

Timothy had perhaps been guided by his godly mother and grandmother (2 Tim. 1:5) who doubtless took him to synagogue services whenever opportunity presented itself. Though there is no mention of a synagogue in Lystra, Timothy’s hometown (Acts 16:1), there was one in Iconium (Acts 14:1) some twenty-one miles away. 

In the synagogue, the sacred text would be read. Obviously, however, those ancient synagogues possessed only copies of the original Old Testament autographs. The integrity of those narratives was so preserved, though, that Paul could affirm that their original design remained in tact, that is, making men wise unto salvation. 

TRANSLATION 

The original text of the Bible was in three languages. The Old Testament was written in Hebrew (with some minor portions in Aramaic) and the New Testament was penned in Greek. Since most people do not read their Bibles in the original languages, they are dependent upon a translation. 

The question is therefore appropriate: can one know that he is reading the genuine word of God even though he is employing a translation? Of course he can, and we need only to appeal to the New Testament itself to prove the point. 

The most important version of the Old Testament was the Septuagint. In about 250 B.C., down in Alexandria, Egypt, the Hebrew Pentateuch was translated into Greek. The remainder of the Old Testament was done in piecemeal fashion, being completed by at least 117 B.C. 

At the time Christ came to earth, this Greek translation had become the Bible of the Jewish people. This is doubtless why the writers of the New Testament, when appealing to the Old Testament, most often quoted from the Septuagint. In fact, of the three hundred or more quotations in the New Testament, the vast majority agree with the Septuagint. 

The Lord Jesus himself frequently quoted from this version. Christ could even quote from the Greek translation and say: “Have ye not read that which was spoken unto you by God” (Mt. 22:31,32) thus demonstrating that the translation process did not destroy sacred truth. Any time, therefore, a verse is faithfully translated from the original text to another language, the inspiration, hence, the authoritativeness of the initial word of God, is preserved. 

COMPREHENSION 

But here is another question of great importance. What if one grants that the Scriptures have been faithfully transmitted and translated: is it not a fact that man’s mind is so hopelessly corrupt, and the Bible is a book so shrouded in mystery, that one cannot understand it without supernatural guidance? 

No, that is not the truth (though it is commonly taught by both Catholic and Protestant theologians). Romanism alleges that the Bible “is but a dead letter calling for a divine interpreter” (Conway, The Question Box, 76), which is supposed to be the clergy of the Catholic Church. 

And many sectarian groups contend that man is so depraved by sin that he cannot comprehend the teaching of the Bible; he is thus in “need of an inward supernatural teaching of the Spirit” (Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1, 671). Both of these views are quite erroneous. 

In the parable of the sower, Jesus said that the good soil is “he that hears the word, and understands it” (Mt. 13:23). Paul declared that those who read the words he wrote could “perceive” (understand) his understanding of the gospel system (Eph. 3:4); later in the same letter he challenged: “be ye not foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is” (5:17). 

It has never ceased to amaze me that a host of demoninationalists can all claim to have a supernatural, illuminating guidance of the Holy Spirit, and yet teach a hundred contradictory doctrines. What a reflection upon deity! 

Any person who has an honest heart and strong desire to understand the will of God, if he will but exercise enough discipline to study hard, applying sound principles of interpretation, can comprehend the plain and essential elements of the Scriptures. 

DEMONSTRATION 

A mere theoretical knowledge of the Bible is worthless. Christ declared: “blessed are they that hear the word of God, and keep it” (Lk. 11:28). 

We must allow the word of God to work in us (1 Thes. 2:13), or as James has said, “be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only” (Jas. 1:22), for the word is able to build us up and give us the inheritance for which we long (Acts 20:32). 

When we extol the Bible as the truth of God, and yet we do not allow the word to richly dwell within us (Col. 3:16), we do a great disservice to the cause of truth. 

For example, Paul notes that a lack of Christian conduct can cause the word of God to be blasphemed (Tit. 2:5). By way of contrast, a faithful Christian life can attract favorable attention to the Scriptures (cf. 1 Pet. 3:1). Our Lord was the perfect example of one who exercised truth, both in word and deed (Acts 1:1). 

PROCLAMATION 

No one today has access to divine truth by means of any personal interview with deity. God does not speak in dreams, visions, or by a supernatural illumination of the Holy Spirit. Objective revelation has been made known through the completed Bible, and men will only be exposed to the message of the Scriptures as we distribute the sacred volume and proclaim its saving message. 

The Lord’s commission obligates us to preach the gospel to the whole creation (Mk. 16:15). “Preach the word,” was the burning admonition of Paul to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:2). Every single Christian must take seriously his obligation to teach the Bible consistent with his divinely appointed role, ability, and opportunity. 

The church of today desperately needs to rekindle the passion of first century evangelism. The Bible can only be effective when in contact with the human heart. Let us labor to sow the seed of the kingdom of heaven (Luke 8:11). 

But now back to 2 Timothy. 
In 1:5 Paul said he remembered the sincere faith that existed in Timothy that first lived in his grandmother Lois and then in his mother Eunice. Question: how did that sincere faith come alive in his grandmother and mother? By studying what you and I call the New Testament? That is very unlikely in his mother. That is nearly impossible for his grandmother. The faith that Paul so admired in Timothy began with his grandmother's acceptance of the message of Old Testament Scripture. 

1 Corinthians 10:11 Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. 

If we want to be the righteous people who belong to God, we dare not neglect a proper understanding of Old Testament scriptures. 

2 Timothy is a letter written by Paul to his dear friend in order to warn, motivate, and direct Timothy in his ministry in Ephesus (see 1 Tim 1:3; 3:14-15). It was not an easy ministry because Timothy was probably somewhat young and timid (cf. 2 Tim 1:7) and yet he had to face a fair amount of opposition from other men (cf. 2 Tim 2:25; 3:8)—“deceivers” as Paul refers to them—who wanted to draw off people after themselves (2 Tim 4:3-4) and pervert the gospel of Christ, both its doctrinal and ethical aspects (see 1 Tim 1:3-11, 19-20; 4:1-5; 6:3-5; 2 Tim 2:16-19; 3:1-9, 13). 

From where did Timothy’s competency for ministry come and how was he to recognize the dangers in ministry and avoid them? Well, there are several things that the apostle tells him to be mindful of. 

First, he needed to remember the gift of God that was given him (2 Tim 1:7) and the purpose for which God had saved him (1:9, 2:10). Then, he was to be conscious of all that ministeral ministry entails (2:1-6) and to remember and reflect on the gospel (2:8). 

Further, he also had the example of the apostle Paul himself (as well as his mother and grandmother; 2 Tim 1:5) to draw on for help and encouragement (3:10, 11). 

In short, Timothy had the Spirit of God, the people of God, and he also had the Word of God. It is the Word of God that Paul emphasizes in 3:16-17 (Judging by Paul’s use of the OT in his writings, they had been a significant encouragement to him) and it is to this that we now turn our attention. The Word of God gives us strength to minister and live for the Lord. 

All of us at one time or another (some of us continually) are called on by the Lord to minister in difficult circumstances in which we feel very dependent on the Lord. Sometimes these situations do not last a long time, but in many cases they last years or even a lifetime. It could be at our workplace, or on the mission field, in a far away land, so to speak, or even in our home. 

Like Timothy we too can draw on the Spirit of God and the people of God for encouragement and strength. We can also turn to the Word of God. Because Paul knows that the Spirit of God used his word to strengthen and direct believers he encourages Timothy with a comment about the nature and purpose of Scriptural revelation. 

In considering 2 Timothy 3:16-17, it is difficult not to think that Paul had almost certainly told Timothy about the importance of Scripture before, perhaps on several occasions. Why is he emphasizing it now once again? 

The reason may be that often times, when we get into the heat of battle, as Timothy is, we tend to forget what is central and, therefore, move away from the most important things. Paul has already reminded Timothy to fan into flame the gift of God (which is probably his gift of leadership and administration) and so he now turns to remind him of a truth central to Christianity and indeed Timothy’s ministry. 

These verses may come as a reminder to you too, but do not let that keep you from entering even further into the solemnity of the truth they espouse. Do you see the importance of the Word of God for your life and ministry? How do you express that conviction?

We start out in our meditation then, noting that the first word is “all”: All Scripture is inspired…. Now there may have been some false teachers (maybe connected to an incipient form of gnosticism) in Timothy’s midst that denied certain aspects of Scripture as being not from God or authoritative. 

Perhaps they viewed certain portions of God’s word as unimportant or unnecessary for spiritual growth and development. They would rather substitute their own teaching for those of Scripture. Paul says that that idea is patently false. He says that the whole thing is from God…yes, including the genealogies! 

There are even some of us who, as Christians claiming to love the Lord, are not really committed to the truth Paul is affirming here. We show our defection when we read only those portions we like and give no attention to the other books or letters. For example, I have often heard people say that they just can’t get into Leviticus; it doesn’t do anything for them. Or, some refuse to listen to verses that do not fit their preconceived theological biases. 

This is dangerous ground, indeed, that may someday open and swallow its tenants whole. In sum then, we must carefully evaluate what we are subscribing to when we readily confess that all Scripture is inspired by God. 

Paul refers to the Bible as “holy Scriptures” (I{eraV gravmmata) in 3:15, but  “Scripture” (grafhv) in 3:16. Some have argued that there is a difference here wherein the former refers only to the OT writings while the latter refers to the OT writings plus written apostolic instruction which we now call the New Testament. 

This distinction is probably not correct for while there is some idea of a canonical process in the first century (cf. 1 Timothy 5:18, Deut 25:4 and Luke 10:7) it is probably anachronistic to see as much in 2 Tim 3:16 as this thesis requires. It is perhaps better to see both as referring to the Old Testament and the reference to “holy” then is to be understood as a polemic against those in Timothy’s midst who would deny otherwise. Further, the different Greek terms for “Scripture” are to be regarded as synonymous. 

By analogy though, as those who now possess the NT, we may apply this passage to all of sacred Scripture, including the New Testament.

Paul says that all Scripture, the entire OT (and by implication the New Testament as well), is “inspired by God.” The expression “inspired by God” is a translation of one Greek term, the adjective qeopneustos (qeovpneusto"). What Paul is telling Timothy is that he ought not be ashamed of the Scripture or hold a low opinion of it (as did the false teachers) because it was produced by the very breath of God, the Spirit of God. 

The Scriptures were spoken forth by God as he guided human instruments to accomplish the writing of His Book. In 2 Peter 1:20-21, Peter says that men were carried along, much as a wind fills the sails of a ship and moves it forward, by the Holy Spirit. The personality of the authors can be seen in their works, but ultimately it is a book supremely correct in what it affirms and without error because God is the superintending author. It is the very revelation of God himself. 

The fact that the Scriptures are useful simply follows from the fact that they are divinely inspired. According to Paul the Scriptures are useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness. The Scriptures teach us who God is and who we are. They teach us what the problem is as well as the divine solution. They teach us how to live a life pleasing to God and what we are to believe. 

They taught Timothy how to live uprightly and avoid the errors of his opponents, and they will do the same for us. But, as sinners, we often fail in living according to God’s revealed will in the Bible. It is at this point that the Scriptures are able to rebuke us and show us where we’ve gotten off the path. Once we realize where we’ve gone wrong, the Scriptures are able to correct us and show us the way to repentance and how to get back on the right track. 

Finally, all of this teaching, rebuking, and correcting can be summarized as “training in righteousness.” Thus the Scriptures are able to train us in righteousness, the ultimate goal of which is to be fully equipped for every good work. God is training us through his word so that we might be suitable vessels for his work. It is this very thing that Paul had just finished telling Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:20-21.

As we meditate on these verses, let us think seriously about our commitment to the Word of God. Do we understand the nature of divine Scripture? Have we therefore committed ourselves to God in his Word? Do we act on what it affirms? Paul told Timothy that he must cling to the Scriptures and we should do no less, for the Scripture is still inspired and useful and the times in which we live are not altogether unlike those of that young minister in Ephesus. 

The Bible makes a claim that most books do not. It claims to be from God. Unlike the few that make the claim, the Bible’s claim is true. This is the concept called “inspiration.” There are several things involved in considering the “inspiration of the Bible.” 

First, “inspiration” of the Bible means that it had a divine origin. The term “inspiration” is found in the New Testament one time (2 Tim. 3:16). 

“Every scripture inspired of God is also profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction which is in righteousness.” 

The Greek word theopneustos is actually a compound term. Its two parts (theos and pneustos) literally mean “God-breathed.” For this reason, English translations render the word by the phrase “inspired of God,” rather than just “inspired.” 

Paul said that “scripture” is inspired of God. The word “scripture” comes from the Greek term graphe, which means “writings.” Paul was considering a specific body of writings. The word “scripture” is used in the Bible in a technical sense to distinguish writings whose origin is God, from those that originate with men. Practically speaking, the terms, “inspired of God” and “scriptures,” are interchangeable. 

The apostle said that “every” or “all” scripture is from God. When Paul said that “every scripture” is inspired of God, he affirmed that the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms – the Lord’s three-fold designation of the Old Testament (Lk. 24:44) – were all from God. Both Old and New Testaments are called “scripture” (see 1 Tim. 5:18; 2 Pet. 3:15-16; cf. 1 Cor. 2:10-13). 

Second, “inspiration of the Bible” means that God used prophetic agency. The writer of Hebrews referred to the human element in scripture when he said, “God, having of old time spoken unto the fathers in the prophets . . .” (Heb. 1:1; emphasis added). The prophets were speaking; they were writing with pen and parchments. But, the words actually were God’s. 

The apostle Peter noted that “the word of prophecy” was of God’s design. In communicating his will, however, “. . . men spake from God, being moved by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21). 

The “inspiration” of the human writers did not mean that they were mere transcribers. God employed their human personalities and experiences in the process. Inspired men were not omniscient or personally infallible. But what they wrote was from the mind of God – and it was recorded without error. 

They also used firsthand knowledge, the aid of eyewitnesses, and written sources in the composition Scripture (cf. Lk. 1:1-4). All of these methods, however, were under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, with the guarantee of accuracy (cf. Jn. 16:13). 

Third, “inspiration of the Bible” means that this book is authoritative. The Bible is the final word in religious matters. As Paul discussed some doctrinal issues in Romans, he said, “What saith the scriptures?” (Rom. 4:3). The Lord charged the Sadducees, “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures . . .” (Mt. 22:29). What God has revealed is important when considering any religious matter. 

The Bible is the will of God. It is his authoritative word. For that reason, Jesus Christ said, “. . . and the scriptures cannot be broken” (Jn. 10:32). We cannot dismiss God’s written word. It is as authoritative as if God spoke directly from heaven (cf. Mt. 22:31; 2 Pet. 1:18-20). 

"Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit" (2 Pet. 1:20-21).

The Exclusive Nature of Scripture

Not only does the Bible claim to be inspired and sufficient for our needs, it also claims to the the only authority we need. 

John 16:13  -- But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.

This Jesus said to his apostles.  Jesus promised that the Spirit would guide his apostles into all truth.  His apostles would come to possess all truth because Jesus would send the Spirit to them.  Therefore, the apostles' writings are Scripture (see 2 Peter 3:14-16, 1 Cor 2:9-13, & Eph 3:1-3). Since this is clear, we need no writings other than the Bible to inform us how to please God and go to heaven. 

Jude 1:3  -- Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.

Jude, the half-brother of Jesus according to the flesh, also writes about "the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints."  Jude knows of no second or third revelation, or any occult apostolic tradition.  Rather he speaks of that which had already occurred, that which was "once for all," and that which had already been entrusted to the saints.  This is the revelation we have in the New Testament.  We need no other revelation. 

Why We Need the Bible

The spirit of our time is more receptive to conversations about and more open to actively searching for spirituality than any generation in a while. There is very little of the I'll-believe-only-what-I-can-see-and-touch sentiment of the materialistic worldview surviving into the twenty-first century. If anything, in fact, there is an overt craving for anything that can loosely be termed "spiritual" nowadays. There is even a movement in the direction of gullibility that frightens me.

I have had versions of the following conversation with countless people: "Preacher, I've got no doubt at all of the existence of God. I've felt his presence, watched him work out difficult things in my life, and know he exists. But that's why I'm not interested in church or religion or the Bible. To anybody who has met God in the grandeur of nature or in the agonies of real life, all that stuff seems pretty tame and small."

With my profound appreciation for Alcoholics Anonymous, other twelve-step groups, and the general phenomenon of connecting via small groups, I confess to a bit of fear about the direction some of these groups have gone. They have defined their "higher power" in such vague, subjective, and self-magnifying terms that they have simply found a way to legitimize unbelief in the name of spirituality. The only "higher power" that can rescue and redeem a life for eternity has a name and an address, Jesus of Nazareth.

Yes, you can know God's existence without the Bible. Yes, you can experience the presence of God through people made in his image who truly care about you. And, yes, you can make a distinction between the trappings of "religion" over against the healing power of "spirituality" that is legitimate.

But you cannot know the will of God unless it is revealed to you. You cannot know about salvation and eternal life apart from Scripture. You cannot be sure you have a relationship with God that will see you through time and eternity except through the Bible. 

The apostle Paul quoted from Isaiah and added his own comments on those Old Testament lines when he wrote: As it is written:"No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived
what God has prepared for those who love him" — but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. . . . For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 2:9-10, 12).


When you are planning to make a trip, the smart thing for you to do is to get out a good road atlas. Find where you are, identify where you want to go, and mark out the best route from your present location to your destination. Pay attention to interesting sites along the way. Be realistic about how far you can travel in a day or with the baggage you have to carry. Realize that it will cost you something to make the trip, and be ready to pay the tolls and expenses that are involved. Then, when you finally get on the road, keep the road atlas close at hand and check your journey against it frequently.

Isn't that something of the role Holy Scripture plays in the life of a believer? Unless I "turn the tables" of creation and make God in my own image, I need the Bible to guide my spiritual journey. 

I have to be honest about where I am right now, fix it in my heart that I really do want to go to heaven, and find the way that connects where I am to where I want to be. So I turn to the Bible and find Jesus saying, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me" (John 14:6). 

Thus I go deeper into the four Gospels to learn about Jesus. I find out everything I can about him and watch other people as they react to and attempt to follow him. I find people who remind me of myself, learn from their experiences, and see how gentle and patient Jesus is with them. 

From studying Jesus and his earliest disciples, I get a glimpse of the road my life must take to be his follower. So I begin walking by faith — not by sight, not by feelings, not by subjective guesses — and know I am making progress as my actions become more consistent with my beliefs about Jesus.

Oh, there are lots of interesting places along my route. Some of them are downright treacherous roads that circle back and take me off the highway to the destination I want. So I have to keep checking the map often. I can't travel far in a given day. There is baggage that makes my trip slow and consumes a lot of energy. And there are toll places all along my route marked with the word "repentance." But the Bible is absolutely indispensable to the journey! I can't travel with confidence without it!

The Problem With the Bible

People who don't know better sometimes hesitate to take the Bible too seriously as an atlas or road map for negotiating life. "It was written so long ago," says one. "It describes a world so different from mine," says another. " And I've heard we don't even know what was in the original Bible," objects somebody else. "This one has been handed down over centuries and has gone through so many hands that we can't be sure what we are reading is what those prophets and apostles originally gave us as the Word of God."

No single science has done as much as archaeology to confirm the reliability of the Bible. Before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947, the oldest manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible available to scholars were from about A.D. 900. In startling agreement with the text already known to us, the Dead Sea Scrolls pushed our knowledge of the biblical text back to about 100 B.C. In that thousand-year interval, what was so remarkable was not the changes, omissions, or revisions of the text but the inviolability of it. We know that the people who received these books as Spirit-given Scripture took elaborate care to protect them from tampering. 

Indeed, we do have a reliable text of the Bible as originally given. When we study the marvelous dialogues of Plato, we ought to be reminded that we know his writings through only seven extant manuscripts — none of which is closer than 1,200 years to the time of their writing. By contrast, we have well over 5,000 copies of the New Testament in separate units from as early as 50 years from the time of writing (i.e., Gospel of John) and the complete corpus from within 300 years of its composition.

The biblical story of King David — with its adultery, murder, and political deceit set over against his extraordinary faith and courage — was considered "too fantastic" to be anything other than myth. King David must have been a made-up character. In 1993, Israeli archaeologists digging in the Golan Heights unearthed a piece of stone from an ancient monument dated in the ninth century B.C. Inscribed in Aramaic were the words "King of Israel" and "House of David." Critics of the Bible insisted the find was faked or the inscription incorrectly translated. In 1994, more fragments of the stele were found with additional references to the ancient king. Newspapers around the world quoted Seymour Gitin of the W.F. Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in East Jerusalem in calling it "one of the greatest finds of the twentieth century." The skeptical claim that King David never existed except as a dramatic character has been essentially dropped. 

The French unbeliever Voltaire once boasted that it had taken twelve men to set up Christianity, but he would show that a single man was enough to overthrow it. He said that in a hundred years the Bible would be a forgotten book. How many books from Voltaire have you read? How many books of the Bible?

The Bible is anything but an archaic millstone around the necks of modern people. It is the rock-solid foundation on which faith is erected. It has withstood the test of time and survived the violent attacks of unbelief. It is an absolutely reliable source of information about the most important character and issue in human history — Jesus Christ and the salvation that comes through him alone.

I think our "problem" with the Bible is not the proffered issues of textual reliability, formation of the canon, or translation. The problem is that it challenges parts of our thinking and behavior that we don't want to change.

A professor stood up on the first day of his freshman Bible class at a Christian college. He looked down his student roster and called a name at random. "Mr. Gillespie," he asked, "do you have any problems with the Bible?" The student replied immediately and confidently, "No, sir." 

"This semester I am going to challenge you to read your Bible very, very carefully," said the teacher. "And if you do that, you will have problems with it. I guarantee it."

I have often had occasion to recall or cite the words of Samuel Clemens. "It isn't the parts of the Bible that I don't understand that bother me," he said. "It's the parts I do understand that cause me problems." 

Honoring the Word of God

For anyone who does believe the Bible or for someone who is simply curious to know the difference Holy Scripture can make in his or her life, I would make the following elementary suggestions.

First, worship with a Bible-believing, Bible-teaching church. It is far less important what name is on the church's sign or letterhead than to discern its attitude toward the Word of God. It matters less that its building is new, convenient to where you live, or comfortable than that it is a place where Jesus is lifted up by the preaching of the Word of God. It is faithfulness to Scripture that legitimates a church's existence.

Second, if you are really serious about knowing God, get with a few like-minded people to study the Bible regularly. Get a copy of a really good study Bible — I use The NIV Study Bible published by Zondervan Publishing House — that has maps, footnotes, and cross-references. You'll probably want to organize your regular study times around a study guide that will focus your attention on a theme or allow you to work through a section of Scripture systematically.

Third, spend one-on-one time with the Word of God every day. Don't turn this into a "school assignment" or burden. Here I'm just speaking of a disciplined time of five to fifteen minutes a day for reading the Bible — maybe the Gospel of John or the Psalms for starters. I typically give a One-Year Bible to couples I marry and ask that they read just the section from the Psalms together for the first few months of their marriage. It takes about 30 seconds. Then I encourage them to pray together over a word, phrase, or thought that comes to them from that brief reading. Do I really think anybody can get something meaningful from such a small portion of Scripture each day? Absolutely! The Word of God is that powerful.

Fourth, obey all you understand of the will of God at any given moment. Some people apparently think they need to be theologians before they can be Christians. No! The Bible is God's appeal to your mind and heart to follow him. If you yield yourself to follow him today in whatever he has shown you so far, he will show you more tomorrow. At the point where you balk at or disobey something you know to be his will, your ability to discern and live the truth diminishes.

Dire Warnings About Changing the Bible

Scriptures contain severe warnings about changing that which "was once for all entrusted to the saints."  If we change the gospel from that which was "once for all" revealed, we will receive eternal condemnation. 

Galatians 1:8-9  -- But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!

The point is this:  God never let anyone--neither men, nor apostles, nor angels--change his Word.  So if you see a friend, an elder, a priest, a bishop, a pope, or a minister who changes God's Word or teaches a different gospel, do not  become partners in that falsehood, or you will suffer the same eternal condemnation. 

1 Corinthians 4:6  -- Now, brothers, I have applied these things to myself and Apollos for your benefit, so that you may learn from us the meaning of the saying, “Do not go beyond what is written.” 
Then you will not take pride in one man over against another.

Again the apostle Paul warns us, "Do not go beyond what is written."  Although we do not know the source of this quotation, the fact that Paul uses it is pregnant with meaning.  We cannot escape the obvious meaning, namely, that we may not go beyond what we find in Scripture. 

The apostle John says it another way: 

2 John 1:9-11  -- Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him. Anyone who welcomes him shares in his wicked work.

We must not run ahead of Christ's teachings.  Rather, we must continue in the teaching of Christ.  Time and again we hear the same warning:  Do not change God's inspired revelation!  The punishment for changing it is extreme. 

Revelation 22:18-19  -- I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.

So we must not preach another gospel, we must not go beyond what is written, we must not run ahead of Christ's teachings, and we must not add or take away anything from God's Word.  I hope it is abundantly clear that we have no authority other than the God-breathed, inspired, revealed and written Word of God. 

Is It Reasonable to Believe This?

I think it is reasonable to believe that the Bible is God's word.  Consider some of the rather phenomenal facts about the Bible.  It was written by 40 men over a period of about 1600 years.  In spite of that, there is a clear line of prophecy leading up to Christ, and there is no disagreement in message.  To have 40 men agree on anything is quite a task.  To have these men be separated by centuries of time and still agree would be quite unrealistic, if not impossible.  Yet, they do.  This within itself is a miracle of unmeasurable dimensions!  How can we account for this in any way other than by the inspiration of God? 

The Bible is different than any other religious book.  In the Bible, the so-called "heroes" are treated with brutal honesty.  Adam and Eve fail, and their first-born son is a murderer.  Noah gets drunk.  Abraham says his wife is his sister to save his own skin.  Jacob lies to his own blind father.  Lot's daughters get him drunk and then sleep with him and have children by him.  Jacob's sons sell their brother Joseph into slavery.  Moses was a murderer.  Aaron built a golden calf.  David was an adulterer and a murderer.  The examples go on and on.  

Even in the New Testament, we find the "heroes" were people with feet of clay.  Peter doubted, and sunk in the water.  Peter denied Jesus three times.  Thomas did not believe that Jesus was resurrected until he saw him face-to-face and examined his wounds.  Paul had to publicly confront Peter for hypocrisy.  There is no other religious book that treats its major characters with such brutal honesty.  It shows no partiality in its treatment of people. 

As I hinted above, one of the most phenomenal things about the Bible is its prophetic aspects.  There are many prophecies in the Old Testament, and they all came true.  There are numerous prophecies about the Christ in the Old Testament.  They are all completely fulfilled in Jesus.  The mathematical probability of that happening by random chance is so small that it is beyond comprehension!  

The Bible, as the Word of God, makes itself vulnerable and verifiable by such things.  If it says that something happened at a particular place at a particular time, such things become verifiable.  Simple fact is, the Bible is not wrong in its details. 

The Inerrancy of the Bible

The Demand for Inerrancy

Admitting that God has spoken through the Scriptures, of necessity it follows that He expressed Himself accurately. The very nature of God demands that this be so. It is unreasonable to imagine that God would even allow His communication to man to go unguarded. 

Because the Scriptures came from God Himself, they must, like their Author, be inerrant. Inspiration and inerrancy are inseparably linked together. There is no point in claiming inspiration for the Scriptures if they do not possess the quality of freedom from error or if they are liable to mistake. To say that there are errors in the Bible is to say that there are errors in God Himself. The very nature of the case demands inerrancy.

Religious liberalism and Neo-orthodoxy hold to their own brand of inspiration which has in it no need for inerrancy. They judge the Bible inerrant insofar as man sees inerrancy. They assume a half-way position but will not agree to the full and complete inerrancy of all portions of Scripture. One liberal went so far as to say that "the theory of inerrancy that adopts the slogan, 'The Book, the whole Book, and nothing but the Book,' is blinded by a superstitious bibliolatry." 

We answer such a charge by asserting that the Bible, rather than man, is and must be its own judge. The Scriptures must stand or fall together. Holy Scripture is established upon the highest pinnacle of inerrancy. It is blasphemous to say that the original Scriptures have in them errors of any kind. 

God Himself is in this Holy Book, the Bible. It is the only Book in all the world that is thus inspired.

The Bible is called "the holy Scriptures," a term which characterizes it and its contents as sacred (II Timothy 3:15). 

"The words of the LORD are pure words: as silver tried in a furnace, purified seven times" (Psalm 12:6). "The law of the Lord is perfect. . . " (Psalm 19:7). 

These statements apply to all of the Scriptures in the original manuscripts, for all of Holy Writ is the Word of God. To say that the Word of God is in the Bible is a half-truth which might imply a lie. The Bible is the record of what God actually said, not what fallible human beings thought He said. Inspiration demands inerrancy, the only view of the original Scriptures which accords with the nature of the God of the Bible.

Bible Accuracy

A poet wrote: “To err is human.” This truth is forcefully illustrated when one examines the literary productions of mankind. Amazingly, however, the Bible is unblemished by the flaws that generally characterize man’s writings. 

Robert Utley is one of today’s leading historians of Old West lore. His recent book, Lone Star Justice, chronicles the history of the Texas Rangers from 1823 to 1910. In the Preface to his book, Utley points out that many who have attempted to portray the activity of America’s frontier days have not been diligent in getting their background data accurate. 

For example, in 1956 a Lone Ranger feature film was produced; it was based upon the old TV series of the same name. In the film, Clayton Moore, who played the role of the “Lone Ranger,” was wearing the typical Texas Ranger badge – a star within a wagon wheel. Utley points out, however, that this style badge was not designed until the 20th century. This item represented an anachronism (a chronologically misplaced error). It is rather inevitable that historians occasionally will slip in constructing their narratives, as careful as they try to be. 

One of the truly amazing facts about Bible history is the phenomenal accuracy that characterizes the text. Take, for example, Luke’s two New Testament documents – Luke and Acts. These books combined constitute more than a quarter of the bulk of the New Testament. Within these narratives the author is very specific with reference to historical data including persons, places, and titles. 

In the book of Acts, Luke mentions 32 countries, 54 cities, and 9 Mediterranean islands. He also lists 95 people by name, 62 of which are not named elsewhere in the New Testament (Bruce Metzger, The New Testament: Its Background, Growth, Content, p. 171). In addition, Luke is intimately familiar with the constantly-changing political conditions of the Roman world. References to Augustus, Tiberius, Claudius, Quirinius, the Herods, Felix, and Festus are recorded. In not one of these citations is there a mistake. 

Some early critics occasionally charged Luke with errors, a few of them even suggesting that he was quite careless. The discoveries of archaeology, however, have vindicated him in every instance. 

Sir William Ramsey, who initially doubted Luke’s reliability, did many years of “on site” study of these matters; he eventually classified “the beloved physician” (Col. 4:14) as one of “the very greatest of historians” who ever lived (Luke the Physician, p. 222). 

Noted scholar Philip Schaff once observed that the final two chapters of Acts have provided more information about the details of ancient sea navigation than any other document of antiquity (Theological Propaeduetic, pp. 132-133). 

This “uncanny accuracy” puts the biblical record in a class of its own. Even the best historians cannot avoid that occasional “slip.” But the writers of Scripture, guided by the Spirit of God (2 Tim. 3:16-17), were protected from the inclusion of error into their works. 

If their credibility is established in such seemingly trivial matters, surely it may be trusted in the great theological themes it develops. 

Trust your Bible; obey its precepts. 

In this church, we take the Bible seriously because we believe it is the Word of God. We believe there is a true and appropriate word from God in this Holy Book that addresses every human need. 

We believe the counsel and instruction you need for your life is within these covers. And we believe the journey we are on as we follow The Way revealed to us in Scripture is going somewhere. We'd like you to go with us.

How to Read the Book: 9 Rules for Effective Bible Reading

by Jason Jackson

The Bible is not an ordinary book. It is the only revelation of God’s nature and will; it alone is “profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteous” (2 Tim. 3:16). It can make us wise unto salvation, and the Word is able to save our souls (2 Tim. 3:15; Jas. 1:21). In this week's penpoints, Jason Jackson discusses the importance of reading God's Word, and he offers some proven methods to boost your Bible reading. 

Who needs to read the Bible? Kings were commanded to read the Scriptures all the days of their lives (Deut. 17:19). The Scriptures have been read aloud for the benefit of the various groups of people (Ex. 24:7; Deut. 31:9-13; Josh. 8:34-35; Neh. 8:1-3,8,18; Lk. 4:16-21; Acts 15:21; Col. 4:16). God’s word needs to be taught to families (Deut. 6:4-9; 2 Tim. 3:15). It must be read individually as well (Ps. 1:2; 119:11,105; Acts 8:28-32). 

The Bible is not an ordinary book. It is the only revelation of God’s nature and will; it alone is “profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteous” (2 Tim. 3:16). It can make us wise unto salvation, and the Word is able to save our souls (2 Tim. 3:15; Jas. 1:21). 

Standing alone amidst the world’s literature, the Bible especially ought to be read. The skills for Bible reading are identical, mechanically, for reading a secular document. But a keener appreciation applies to the Divine Revelation, and additional considerations for the Heavenly Message are required. Our devotion to the Sacred Word must be as special as the Book itself. 

Rule One

We ought to read the Bible regularly. John Stott was right when he wrote to preachers, “Sporadic and haphazard dipping into the Scriptures is not enough” (Between Two Worlds: The Art of Preaching in the Twentieth Century, Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns, 1982, p. 182). Neither is it enough for any Christian. Any child of God who needs convinced that he ought to read the Bible regularly is in spiritual peril already. 

Rule Two

We need to read the Bible analytically. God intends for us to understand the Bible, and we ought to analyze the Word’s component parts to better understand it as a whole. For example, the Bible student needs to understand the two major parts of the Bible - the Old and New Testaments. The differences between the Old and New Testaments are critical to “rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). 

A good Bible dictionary will facilitate this rule. For instance, if we plan to read the book of Genesis, we ought to consult a Bible dictionary article on “Genesis.” An introduction to the content increases our ability to understand and retain the material. Give the mind an advantage by knowing as much as you can about your reading before you read. This is true with respect to the Bible as a whole, and in connection with chapters and verses. Halley’s Bible Handbook is a useful tool for this; its chapter summaries are a helpful reader's guide. 

Rule Three

We would profit more, I believe, if we read the Bible systematically. A well-organized plan facilitates any objective – even Bible reading. Reading calenders, study aids, and valuable suggestions are numerous (note: Take advantage of a method and use it. Devise your own and tenaciously work through it. The most prolific Bible readers, with whom I am familiar, are people who are systematic in method and time. A designated pattern and time of day, interrupted only because of absolute necessity, establishes a way of life; there is no need to “fit it in” to one’s schedule. Other things may be postponed. We have our Bibles to read! 

Rule Four

We must read the Bible persistently. Bible reading can be discouraging for some, especially the new Christian. He or she may be distracted by what is not readily understood, rather than absorbing what could have been easily grasped. I recommend that you keep a notebook nearby while reading the Bible. Write down the reference of a verse that perplexes you, and keep on reading. Schedule another time for a more exhaustive study to research the difficult text. Avoid interrupting your plan, as a general rule, to ponder about an obscure thought to the neglect of much that could have been understood. Don’t allow discouragement to set in. Keep reading, and press on. 

I do not imply that the Bible should be read sloppily. We ought to devote separate time and proven methods for deeper study. This is indispensable to our growth as well. Such projects, however, usually cannot be accomplished in short periods of time. We need an entire morning, evening, or Saturday afternoon, to devote uninterrupted hours for these special studies. With perseverance and planning, we can devote ourselves to persistent Bible reading with thirty minutes to an hour per day. 

Rule Five

The previous guidelines help us accomplish this one: Read the Bible completely. A plan best accomplishes this, and it certainly ought to be our resolve. Some books of the Bible captivate our attention more than others. Some are more immediately relevant to our spiritual needs. Yet neglect none of them. Read it. Read it all – 1,189 chapters. And read it over and over again, for “Man does not live by bread alone,” (Matt. 4:4). 

The next several suggestions involve a mind set more than methodology. They are vital for effective Bible reading. 

Rule Six

We must read the Bible reverently. Bible reading is not a matter of Pharisaic self-congratulation. It should not degrade into a mere routine. For reverent readers, Bible reading and prayer are inseparable (see Acts 6:4). The regularity of our reading should not diminish our respect for the words breathed out by God. To the contrary, I believe that the persistent reader will become more reverent through the passing of time. 

Rule Seven

Because this book is from God for our utmost good, we ought to read the Bible expectantly. We must realize that the Bible will do for us what it can do for any person (2 Tim 3:16-17). 

It is useful for teaching - what we need to know. It is profitable for reproof – what we must reject and refute. It is beneficial for correction – what we must turn away from and avoid. It is good for instruction in righteousness – what we must consider about our lives and duties with respect to God and man.  Expect to grow stronger, be encouraged, and more fruitful, through regular contact with God’s Word. 
Conversely, spiritual atrophy is the expectation for those who do not open the Good Book. Confident that it is true, but void of its power, defines the complacent attitude toward the Bible in which the Devil, no doubt, rejoices. 

Rule Eight

Read the Bible fervently. Mortimer J. Adler in his work, How to Read A Book, begins his chapter on “How to be a Demanding Reader” with a yawning observation. By the way, get comfortable, and enjoy this quotation. 

“The rules for reading yourself to sleep are easier to follow than are the rules for staying awake while reading. Get into bed in a comfortable position, make sure the light is inadequate enough to cause slight eyestrain, choose a book that is either terribly difficult or terribly boring—in any event, one that you do not really care whether you read or not—and you will be asleep in a few minutes. Those who are experts in relaxing with a book do not have to wait for nightfall. A comfortable chair in the library will do any time” (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972, p. 45).

We must stay awake to effectively read the Bible. But more than that, we must read it with focus and fervency. It doesn’t matter if the brain wanders while reading the latest editorial in the paper. The Bible matters. The kind of effort we expend in reading, comprehending, retaining, and applying God’s Word, eternally matters. Choose a time of day when you are alert. Select a place where you will not become easily fatigued. Provide yourself with adequate lighting. And focus. It is work; it is soul-saving work – your own! 

Rule Nine

We need to read the Bible collectively. As friends, dating couples, married couples, entire families, small groups, congregations – we can read the Bible together and all be better for it. On October 4, 1982 Ronald Reagan signed a Joint Resolution passed by the United States Congress. 
While it is worthy of being quoted in its entirety, I cite only the final paragraph: 

“Resolved the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That the President is authorized and requested to designate 1983 as a national ‘Year of the Bible’ in recognition of both the formative influence the Bible has been for our Nation, and our national need to study and apply the teachings of the Holy Scriptures” (William J. Federer. America’s God and Country: Encyclopedia of Quotations, Np: Fame Publishing, 1996, p. 709-10).

We desire and pray that our nation’s leaders would resolve to do what this august body resolved. We, however, who are not wavered by infidelity nor distracted by the entanglements of the world – what have we resolved? The Bible demands more than lip service from members of the Lord’s church. It requires our attention in addition to our affection (Ps. 1:2). Become, or continue to be, an effective Bible reader. That is exactly what God wants you to be. 

Let's Summarize Some Facts About the Bible 

THE BIBLE'S ORIGIN

· It is God-breathed (inspired--2 Tim 3:16). 

· It is the work of the Holy Spirit (John 16:13). 

· It is the Word of God, not men (2 Pet 1:20-21). 

THE DURATION OF ITS AUTHORITY

· Until the end of time (Matt 28:19-20). 

· Forever (1 Pet 1:24-25). 

· It will be our judge (John 12:48). 

· It cannot be broken (John 10:35). 

THE PURPOSE OF THE BIBLE

· It testifies of Christ (John 5:39-40). 

· It proves Christ's identity (Acts 18:28). 

· It is a lamp to our feet (Psalms 119:105). 

· It thoroughly equips us (2 Tim 3:16-17) 

· It saves us (James 1:21). 

· It makes us free (John 8:31-32). 

· It makes us wise (2 Tim 3:14-15). 

· It purifies us (1 Pet 1:22), (John 15:3). 

· It gives us hope (Rom 15:4). 

· It spiritually feeds us (1 Peter 2:2). 

THE COMPLETENESS OF THE BIBLE

· It guides us into all truth (John 16:13). 

· It is all we need for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3). 

· It is the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27). 

· It was given to the saints "once for all." (Jude 3). 

WARNINGS REGARDING THE BIBLE

· We must not go beyond it (2 John 9). 

· We must not pervert it (Gal 1:6-7). 

· We must not drift from it (Heb 2:1-4). 

· God never permits an angel, man, or apostle to change it (Gal 1:8-9). 

· We must not add to it (Rev 22:18). 

· We must not take away from it (Rev 22:19). 

· We must preach the Word (2 Tim 4:2). 

· We must regard it as the oracles of God (1 Pet 4:11). 

· We must do all in His name (Col 3:17) 

· It will judge us (John 12:48). 

THE BIBLE IS MISUSED BY--

· Satan (Matt 4:6). 

· Hypocrites (Matt 22:23-29). 

False teachers (2 Cor 2:17). 
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#5 Prayer
(John 16:23-24 NIV)  In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. {24} Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete.

 
When John F. Kennedy Jr. died in a tragic plane crash last year, many of us were reminded of — and many more of you saw for the first time — scenes from his father's presidency that involved a two- or three-year-old little boy who, with his sister Caroline, had free run of the Oval Office. 

Cabinet officers or important visitors from other countries might be in conference with the President of the United States. But a little boy and girl would come bounding down the hall, burst into the room that was at the center of power for the free world, and set their course not for the president but for their daddy.

The Secret Service would stand back. Startled foreigners would stare in disbelief at such a breach of protocol. And members of the cabinet and inner circle would just smile at a family moment playing itself out against the backdrop of government and politics.

Don't you think something on that order constitutes a faithful interpretation of Jesus' solemn promise (i.e., "I tell you the truth") about asking things of his Father in his name? Can't you just visualize it through the eyes of faith? 

Mighty angels and archangels stand back when Christians pray. Saints of ages past are a bit stunned at such unblushing boldness in Jesus' name, for they had no such nerve in their time of altars, tents, and priests. But the Son and Holy Spirit rejoice that saved people are willing to claim the access we have been given.

Access to God in Jesus' Name

Dare we believe that our access to God is so personal? So immediate? Can God's children just waltz into the throne room of the universe whenever we take the notion?

In his book The Prayer-Centered Life, Dudley Delffs devises an interesting analogy to help us understand what it means to have this sort of direct access to God in prayer. He suggests that you imagine having a remote business relationship with the CEO of a conglomerate corporation worth billions of dollars. For our purposes, let's make it the CEO of the Honda Corporation in Japan. 

You're having a problem with the dome light of your six-year-old Civic that has 160,000 miles on it. When you open the door at night, the light doesn't come on like it's supposed to. So you write a letter addressed to "CEO / Honda Corporation" and post it to the company's office in Japan. You explain how frustrated you are with the problem, give an account of the trips you've made to a local dealer in Tennessee, and explain that you just want to know what to do next. Can he suggest something you've overlooked in trying to get it fixed?

In response to your letter, the CEO shows up on your doorstep. He calls you by your name, introduces himself, and pulls your letter out of his pocket. "I'm here to set things right with the car you bought from my company," he says. "I've brought these two expert mechanics with me. So if you will just show us where your car is, they'll get to work immediately." While they work, the company's head man sits with you over coffee and learns about your family, your job, your hobbies. 

It isn't long until the smiling mechanics reappear and take the two of you to see their finished work. As they prepare to leave, their boss shakes your hand and says, "We have a personal relationship now. You're not just a nameless customer with a car my company manufactured. I know you now, and you have direct access both to my office and home. I've written down my phone numbers for you on the back of this card. And my e-mail address is there too, just in case that's more convenient."

The problem is that the analogy is flawed. God is greater than a CEO. You have less claim on him than a customer with some years-old and out-of-warranty product. You have less reason to expect his personal, direct intervention on your behalf than someone you've paid for a product. But maybe the analogy helps you — as it did me — to grasp how startling it must have been to Jesus' disciples to hear his words about immediate access to and favor with God on the basis of his name.

The commonest complaint I hear from my fellow-believers about their spiritual lives is that they pray so little, that they are so easily distracted from prayer, that prayer is such "hard work" for them. If we are as prayer-bereft as some believers say, I would have to agree with R.A. Torrey's comment: "When I stop to think how little time the average Christian today puts into secret prayer, the thing that astonishes me is not that we are so little like the Lord, but that we are as much like the Lord as we are."

The HOW of Prayer

When some of us lament our lack of prayer, though, I suspect we are confessing a lack of formal, structured thanksgiving, confession, and intercession before the Lord of the Universe. And, true enough, Jesus gave us a model for prayer that we commonly call "The Lord's Prayer" at Matthew 6:9-13. 

It is a prayer that begins with praise and adoration, moves to a pledge of personal submission to his will, and acknowledges dependence on him for such routine necessities as daily bread. It both pleads for forgiveness and a forgiving spirit. And it further grants that, apart from God's sustaining grace against temptation, we would be hopeless before our enemy, Satan. So Jesus taught us to pray:

Our Father in heaven,  hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, 
as we also have forgiven our debtors.  And lead us not into temptation,  

but deliver us from the evil one.


But there is another type of praying that God honors as well. It is one that I suspect most of us don't even acknowledge as prayer. Perhaps God accepts it as prayer for the simple reason that he knew how difficult and foreign so spiritual an exercise would be for us in our carnal existence. That he honors this alternative method of pleading with him as legitimate prayer stands as another evidence that his grace is the basis for all his dealings with us.

Here is the verse I have in mind about what I've called "alternative" prayer: "In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express" (Rom. 8:26). I do not understand this verse — as some do — of praying in tongues or via a private language of prayer. Neither do I think it refers to groans that come from the Holy Spirit, for I cannot conceive of a divine being who is inarticulate. To the contrary, I think Paul is referring to the groans, sighs, and stammerings that come from believers when we are confused and incoherent in our spiritual lives.

These are the angry complaints of teenagers and the disconcerted laments of their parents. They are the sobs of single mothers or betrayed and abandoned wives. They are the whimpers of a car wreck victim. They are the private anguish of a man who has just lost his job and doesn't know how he will support his family. They are the groans of someone dealing with cancer's pain or enduring the side effects of her chemotherapy. 

They are the sobs of a young widow and the wounded-animal cries of grieving parents. On the authority of Paul's apostolic interpretation of their meaning, I can assure you that the Holy Spirit transforms such inarticulate sounds into intercession on behalf of God's people. Isn't that comforting? Doesn't it reassure you? More than that, it affirms that most of us are not nearly so prayerless as we sometimes think.

The WHEN of Prayer

As to planned and proper prayers of the first sort, we should all strive for more rather than less of them. Whether you are a minister or a mother, a businessman or an electrician, in school or in real estate, you would do well to reserve a time on your calendar each day for prayer. Book an "appointment" for prayer! If you aren't in a situation where that is either practical or inviting to you, then realize that prayer isn't a prescribed posture or a ritualistic form. 

C.S. Lewis once wrote: "No one in his senses would reserve his chief prayers for bedtime — obviously the worst possible hour for any action which needs concentration. My own plan, when hard-pressed, is to seize any time and place, however unsuitable, in preference to the last waking moment. On a day of traveling . . . I'd rather pray sitting in a crowded train than put it off till midnight. On other and slightly less crowded days a bench in a park or a back street where one can pace up and down will do."

I Can Ask for Anything? Anything?
"But what are we to make of Jesus' words about getting ‘whatever you ask in my name'?" someone asks. "Can we take that seriously? Can I just get anything I want from God — by asking in the name of Jesus?"

I suspect questions of this sort are generated by our tendency to treat every proverb and wisdom saying of Scripture as a law. Obviously there are some limitations on what we can ask for and expect to receive from God. Otherwise we would be reducing God to a "genie in a bottle" who grants three (or unlimited!) wishes to anyone who says the magic word. And that is superstition, not faith. It is the name-it-and-claim-it gospel rather than the gospel of Jesus Christ.

God grants the things we ask in Jesus' name, provided they are consistent with his will. That much is said explicitly at 1 John 5:14. And James pointed out that first-century believers sometimes asked for things but didn't receive them because they asked from "wrong motives" and for the sake of their selfish pleasure (Jas. 4:3). The same sort of requests today will get the same sort of answer.

God grants the things we ask in Jesus' name, but he does so out of his wisdom rather than according to our folly. Do you remember the country song from a few years back about thanking God for unanswered prayers? The first time I heard it, I thought, "Now that's good theology on the country music station!" 

Would you have been blessed by getting all the things you've asked for? Can't you look back in your life at things you wanted desperately and prayed to have — that would have destroyed you, if you had gotten them? Paul prayed for his thorn in the flesh to be removed, but God told him that his long-term spiritual interests would be better served by letting that affliction teach him to depend on his all-sufficient grace (2 Cor. 12:7-9).

And Paul's experience leads to a third observation about our prayers that seem to go unanswered. We must trust God to answer our prayers in his own way and not by the method we expected. God answers every believer's prayer for healing, for example, but not always in the way we had in mind. 

If we don't get our healing from cancer here, we will certainly get it in the morning of the resurrection. In the words of another recent song, this one a contemporary Christian piece, God sometimes "stills the storm" and sometimes "stills his child" who is frightened by the storm's thunder and lightning.

PRAYER: THREE LEVELS OF CONCERN

Your five year old daughter comes to you three separate times with three separate requests on the same day. Each time, that request is a specific request. These are the three: 

"Please play with me!" 
"I am hungry! Please give me something to eat." 
"I am sorry you need money! Please take my piggy bank!" 

None of these request were whinny attempts to gain attention. 

All three requests were genuine and sincere. All three requests came from her heart. But, did you regard all three as equal? All three may be equal to her, but all three are not equal to you. 

Her desire for you to be a playmate is deep, genuine, and earnest. When she made that request, she felt the need to play. At that moment, playing was extremely important, and it needed to happen right then. You were honored that she asked you to play, but you also understood that playing was not the highest priority for her well being. As important as playing was to her, other things were more important for her right then. 

Her request to be fed (if it was meal time) was more important to you than her play request. If she was really hungry, if it was time for her to be really hungry, and if her hunger caused her genuine discomfort, her hunger was very important. You listened to her request to play, but you listen to her request for food differently. 

If she overheard you talking confidentially to your husband or wife about a troublesome bill, if she understood your concern, if she understood that you had serious difficulty paying that bill, to her it is just a question of money. She had some money in her piggy bank. Money was money. If you cannot pay the bill by yourself, she will help you pay the bill. She will give you her money to pay that troublesome bill. And her offer deeply touches you. You are moved by her awareness. You are moved by her unselfish concern. You are moved by her desire to help you. 

Three very different requests. Three levels of concern. 

Our prayers often are requests. While God is attentive to every prayer, the nature of our awareness influences His level of concern. Never is God unconcerned when sincere requests come from hearts that belong to Him. Yet, some concerns are higher than others. 

Luke 18 records two parables Jesus gave concerning prayer. I call your attention to both of them. 

The first of the two parables is given in verses 1-8. 

When Jesus gave the parable, its context needed no explanation. Jesus used a common situation everyone understood. What they understood about an everyday situation, we need explained because we do not live in their circumstances. 

We must begin with a clear understanding about the two principle people. A widow was a defenseless, vulnerable individual in their society. She had no husband to defend her, and she lived in a man's world. Many considered widows "fair game" and took advantage of them in unjust, horrible ways. 

The Israelite town judge was responsible to see that injustices were properly and fairly corrected. He was the person you went to see if someone wronged you and refused to correct the wrong. But this judge felt no responsibility or accountability to God--God was not a factor in his decisions or the cases he heard. He also did not care what other people said about him. The foundation of his actions was, "What is in my best interests?" That is all that really mattered to him. 
The situation: Someone continued to take advantage of the widow. Of herself, she was powerless to stop this unjust person. Her only hope for protection was to have this judge grant her legal protection. 

But the judge was completely unconcerned about what continued to happen. Her suffering because of the injustice did not adversely affect him. It the situation did not affect him, he had no reason for concern. But the widow was persistent. 

She came back again and again with the same request for protection. The widows persistence made her problem the judge's problem. Finally, the judge gave her the protection she requested. He did not act on concern for her. He acted on concern for himself. "If I do not do something, she will keep coming back to me, and I am tired of seeing her." 

The point of the parable must not be misunderstood. Jesus was not saying the God is disinterested  when we wrongfully suffer hardships. He was not saying that God acts only in self interest. He said if an ungodly man can be moved to action by persistence, a godly person should understand that God will respond to our injustices quickly. 

The issue is not God's willingness to respond, but our confidence in Him. Level one of our prayers I would call prayers offered because we are distressed by the trials of life. That is likely the most common prayers prayed. Those are "what is happening to me physically" prayers. 
The second parable is given in verses 9-14. 

Again, the context of the situation needed no explanation to the first century Jews. But the context needs to be explained to us because none of the elements of the situation are common, everyday realities to us. To us, a temple experience is strange. Jewish people in or near Jerusalem commonly went to the temple to pray. While there were designated times to go pray, a person could go to the temple to pray at any time. Only priests actually went in the structure we would call the temple. People prayed in what we would call temple courtyards. A common stance: face looking upward and hands reaching upward--to them a stance of humility and dependence. With some, private prayers might be also audible prayers. 

The Pharisee was the symbol of a deeply religious person. He represented the common image of the devoutly religious. In that day, if anyone was concerned about God's commands and scripture, it was the Pharisee. The tax collector symbolized the wicked Jew. Because he collected taxes that benefitted the Roman government, many Jews regarded him to be an enemy of the nation of Israel. Since the Romans took away Jewish independence, collecting taxes to benefit them was regarded as an act of disloyalty to Jewish people. The tax collector had the power to assess how much you owed and the power to make you pay his assessment. 

The whole system was an invitation to corruption. Tax collectors often abused people, often took advantage of their opportunity and power. The contrast was immediately evident to Jesus' audience: a contrast between the symbol of the devoutly religious and the symbol of the truly evil. 

The situation:  A Pharisee and a tax collector were at the temple at the same time praying. Jesus said the Pharisee prayed to himself (not to God). He thought that he told God what a godly person he was. 

He was so grateful he was not a wicked person. Two times a week he fasted (a declaration of humility). He gave God ten per cent of everything he acquired. He considered himself to be good and the tax collector to be evil. Though it does not say, he probably was as physically close to the temple as he could get to pray. 

The tax collector was consumed with his unworthiness and evil. Not only did he refuse to look up, but he stood far away from the temple structure and in grief for his wickedness beat on his chest in a sense of unworthiness. In nothing did he commend himself to God. He asked, "God, be merciful to me, a sinner." He knew who and what he was. The Pharisee's confidence was in his goodness; the tax collector appealed to God's goodness. The tax collector, not the Pharisee, left with God's justification. 

God completely destroyed the tax collector's evil. Jesus said quite simply that the person who exalts himself will be humbled and the person who humbles himself will be exalted. Level two of our prayers I would call prayers offered because we have reached the awareness of our own evil. 

Commonly, a Christian has to grow to the awareness of internal evil to pray such prayers. Awareness of God's incredible goodness. Awareness of how evil we truly are. It is much too easy to be blinded by our sense of goodness and rightness. 

For the third level, I simply want to read the prayer Paul prayed for the Ephesian Christians. 

Ephesians 1:15-20 For this reason I too, having heard of the faith in the Lord Jesus which exists among you and your love for all the saints, do not cease giving thanks for you, while making mention of you in my prayers; that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him. I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, and what is the surpassing greatness of His power toward us who believe. These are in accordance with the working of the strength of His might which He brought about in Christ, when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places. 

To me, some things in this prayer leap out in Paul's prayerful requests for them. May God give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation in knowing Him. May the eyes of your heart be enlightened so you will know the hope of God's calling, the richness of the glory of His inheritance, and the great power He makes available to believers. 

May you understand the incredible things God did because the strength of His might was at work in Christ's resurrection. Level three of our prayers I would call the awareness of God's purposes. At this level we stop focusing on our desires and focus on God's objectives. We stand in silent awe at the realization that God can find anything to use from us to help achieve His eternal purposes. Pray for your physical needs. Pray for your sinfulness. Pray for God's purposes to be reality. On every level with confidence, pray to God who hears. May the level of our prayers constantly mature, always rising to higher levels. May you always stand in awe of the fact that you can say anything that impresses God. Never forget that humble honesty moves God, but arrogant self-righteousness offends God. 

Conclusion

Mrs. Oswald Chambers gave an account of an event in her husband's life that serves well to end this lesson on prayer. At the close of a public meeting he had conducted, a woman came to him and said, "Oh, Mr. Chambers, I feel I must tell you about myself." So the preacher's wife resigned herself for a long wait. But he was back in a matter of only a few minutes.

As the two went home that night, she said something about the speed with which he was able to deal with the woman's request. So he told his wife, "I just asked her if she had ever told God all about herself. When she said she hadn't, I advised her to go home and pour out before him as honestly as she could all her troubles, then see if she still needed or wanted to relate them to me." 

Chambers knew the importance of encouraging people to take their troubles, heartaches, and doubts directly to the Lord himself in prayer. Done in sincerity and faith, the result he would have expected would be either a change in the person's circumstances or a change in the person's ability to deal with a perplexing situation — and sometimes both. 
In either case, the Lord would fulfill his word to supply the needs of his people. He will give his answer out of wisdom that is infinite and resolve that is redemptive always. I claim that promise for myself today, and I encourage you to do the same in your situation.
Great Themes of the Bible Series

#6 The Spirit’s Indwelling

An extended study of Romans 8 is offered at this site

"Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.' The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs — heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory" (Rom. 8:14-17).

Did you ever wish you were stronger and more competent for your spiritual struggles? I can't speak for you, but I feel so weak at times. I certainly feel called to tasks that are greater than my paltry abilities. Then I am just plain overwhelmed by my unworthiness. I am a sinner. If Paul was "chief of sinners," I'm at least an assistant chief.

Then I begin reading my Bible again and find that my experience isn't all that unique. The people of God throughout history have been outnumbered and overmatched by the forces of the Evil One — but still have triumphed. God acted around them, on their behalf, and through them to accomplish what no one could have predicted from a purely human point of view:

· So there stood Moses before mighty Pharaoh and David before the giant Goliath. 
· Abram and Sarai laughed at the idea of becoming parents at their age. 
· Naomi and Ruth were widows in a foreign country, and Esther was being claimed as the wife of a wicked man who had just kicked out his first wife for having a sense of virtue and decency.

· Peter had a hot temper. John was self-righteous. Paul had complicity in murder on his record, and John Mark was a quitter. 
· Yet these are the names of some of the most venerable saints in biblical history.

God did something for those people. He gave them something. He acted on their behalf. Although these precise words are nowhere in their life histories, you could use them of Moses or Ruth, Paul or John Mark: The one working in them was greater than everything else that was working against them.

Wouldn't it be nice to think that something comparable was going on with me in my weak, overwhelmed, and ill-equipped moments? With you in yours? With this church? With believers in places in the world where Christians are being persecuted for their faith? With your children in their temptations?

I am here today to testify that the same thing that went on in the lives of those saints is going on in your life and mine. I am here to claim, in fact, that we have an even clearer promise of divine aid in advance of our needs than those saints had. 
The promise- words of Jesus that he would send the Holy Spirit to live not only among but inside the very bodies of his disciples is being fulfilled in us. And my thesis is that a greater awareness of this biblical truth would serve all of us well by reassuring us in our moments of terror and comforting us in our moments of apparent failure.

I know what you do when you feel trapped, weak, and outmatched by the devil. You do the same thing I do. You think about everything behind you, in front of you, and around you that screams "Target!", "Scapegoat!", "Patsy!", "Victim!" 
It's time for you to begin hearing the voice of God speak to you in those moments to tell you, "Ah, but look at what's inside you!" And then perhaps these explicit words will come ringing in your ears: "You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world" (1 John 4:4).

It's a Fact!
Incredible as it sounds, the fact is that God indwells every saved man and woman in the person of the Holy Spirit. Because of what happened to the word in its English usage, we more often speak of the Holy Spirit today than of the Holy Ghost. But I will tell you that I like the original idea inherent in the term Holy Ghost for the simple reason that in seventeenth-century English, the word "ghost" had the essential meaning of our modern "guest." 
Thus three centuries ago people would have spoken of the third member of the Godhead as a holy guest among them — without our modern connotations of a "ghost" as a floating, transparent bed sheet. A Halloween weirdo. A disembodied human being.

Frankly, I love the idea of God as our Holy Guest down here on Planet Earth! He is with us. He is among us. He is in our hearts, minds, and bodies to act for heaven on our behalf. There are so many Scripture texts that affirm it. 
You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you (Rom. 8:9-11). 

No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit (1 John 4:12-13).


Most people in my heritage understand the first half of Acts 2:38 to be pretty important, but some of us are a bit fuzzy on the second half. "Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.'" 
We understand the apostle's instruction about repentance and baptism in the name of Jesus; we continue to teach and stress these biblical commandments to people seeking pardon and hope. But we need to teach with equal emphasis that the new life of a disciple to Jesus Christ is not doomed to be just another version of past attempts at self-help recovery from addictions, moral failures, and vices greater than our personal or collective ability to handle as humans.

The Power to Live Triumphantly

The personal presence of God that indwells every Christian through the Holy Spirit is a promise of victory to feeble, struggling, overmatched people like us. In spite of anything behind you (i.e., in your personal past, in your genetic makeup, in your marital record, in your criminal record, etc.), around you (i.e., bad circumstances, poor options, enemies, slander), or in front of you (i.e., deadlines, ultimatums, consequences, death), you have something — no Some-ONE — inside you who is omnipotent, eternal, and omniscient. You and he together are a match for anything! You and God are an overwhelming majority against any and all odds Satan can bring against you! Here is why it is so, as explained by Paul in the text for this lesson.

First, the presence of the indwelling Holy Spirit is proof of your established and certified family relationship with God. 
According to Paul: "The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children" (Rom. 8:16). Both here and at Galatians 4:6, the apostle affirms that the Holy Guest whom God sends into the hearts, minds, and bodies of his people speaks of sonship (and daughterhood!) to himself: "Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.'"

Here Paul represents the Holy Spirit calling out to heaven on our behalf to remind God that "Larry is your son!" or "Linda is your daughter!" In other words, he is pleading our case. He is letting the Sovereign of the Universe know that some struggling soul down below is not a stranger or would-be visitor at the door but one of his children. 
"He's in trouble again, God!" "You're going to have to bail her out again, Father!" It's as if the understood premise is: "I know you wouldn't do this for anybody but one of your own family!" In another place, Paul says the Holy Spirit is the "stamp" or "trademark" or "brand" on each of God's people — the mark that indicates ownership (Eph. 1:13; 4:30).

Second, the presence of the indwelling Holy Spirit is the basis for boldness in your spiritual struggles. 
Not only Satan but our own humanly devised systems and rules tend to generate a spirit of bondage, oppression, and fear. "The God who made the birds never made birdcages," Oswald Chambers once said. "It is men who make birdcages, and after a while we become cramped and can do nothing but chirp and stand on one leg. When we get out into God's great free life, we discover that that is the way God meant us to live in ‘the glorious liberty of the children of God.'" And I might also add: "in the splendid boldness of the family of God."

In our original text for today, Paul reminded his readers: "You did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit who makes you sons (Rom. 8:15)." 
With the new status (i.e., child of God) comes a new boldness. There was enough bondage and fear in the old life! God doesn't mean for you to bring it into the new one. Even if you are still paying the consequences of some of the things you did back there, you are supposed to get your chin up, walk with a confident stride, move ahead with your life now. 
God has set you free from the guilt and power of sin. So be fearless today. Be audacious about your prospects. Live as a confident child — not as a cringing slave — in your Father's presence.

Third, claim the presence of God's indwelling Holy Spirit as the ground of your security in Christ. 
"Now if we are children, then we are heirs — heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ . . ." (Rom. 8:17a). 
The confident assurance that you will outgrow your spiritual immaturity is tied up with the Spirit's presence and power in your life. The almost- swaggering confidence you have about overcoming an addiction that has kept you in bondage to sin for so long is rooted in his power at work in you, not your own. 
The enthusiasm you feel for going on with your life in spite of some of the awful things in your past is due entirely to his enabling grace, not your perceived rights.

The temple God dwells in today is not in Jerusalem or Mecca or Salt Lake City. According to the Word of God, it is your body. "Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?" (1 Cor. 6:18). 
Reach up and touch your head right now. That is the data bank and communications center of God's living temple. Wiggle your fingers now. Those are service appliances or utility implements for divine service. Think that's a stretch? In the context of 1 Corinthians 6:19, Paul is arguing that, since one's body belongs to God, joining it with someone to commit fornication is equivalent to temple defilement. 
The same thing would be true of your eyes glued to pornography, your hands taking something that doesn't belong to you, your feet and legs transporting you to a place where things that dishonor God are happening, etc. You get the picture, don't you? Your body as a divine temple is meant to speak both security and holiness to you.

Fourth, the indwelling Holy Spirit is also proof of a unity and partnership with Christ that is so intimate that it will allow you to share in every experience he has had. 
"Now if we are children, then we are heirs — heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory" (Rom. 8:17b). 
You will definitely share in his glory at his return (cf. 1 John 3:2). Since that is so, it should not be surprising that you may also be required to share in some of his sufferings in the meanwhile. You may be opposed because you care about or choose to do the right thing when others are willing to drift with the flow. You may experience the heartbreak of being rejected by friends or abandoned by family. Or your suffering may come in the form of cancer, crippling arthritis, automobile accident, or death. 

Because you are partnered with Christ, though, even suffering means something different than it otherwise could have. Because you are not only indwelt but empowered by the Holy Spirit, you will be enabled both to endure and to prevail. The Holy Guest will supply everything you need. In your weakness, you will feel his strength. Not only through the exhortation of the Word of God but in your daily routine, you will hear from and experience the Lord Jesus Christ.

There is a close association between the Word of God and the Spirit of God. But they are not the same. Their relationship is document to author, weapon to warrior, aspiration to competence. 
And while their relationship is important, it is not mutually exhaustive. Having a Bible isn't the same has being filled with the Spirit. Even sincere and diligent obedience to the steps to holiness we discern in the Bible isn't the same as "walking by the Spirit" or being "led by the Spirit." 
One writer compares the role of the Spirit in our lives to a guy who wants to learn to dance. He's a rational, intelligent sort of guy, so he goes to the bookstore and buys a how-to book. He takes it home and begins studying. He does everything it says with meticulous care. When the instructions say sway, he sways. When the instructions say lean, he leans. When the instructions say spin, he spins. He even cuts out paper footprints and arranges them on the family room floor so he will know exactly where to step.

Finally, he thinks he's got it down pat. He calls his wife in and says, "Honey, watch!" With book in hand and reading aloud so she'll know he's done his homework, he follows the instructions step by step. It says, "Take one step with your right foot." So he takes one step with his right foot. Then it says, "Turn slowly to the left." He turns slowly to the left. He keeps it up, reading and then moving, reading and dancing, through the whole thing.

Then he collapses exhausted on the sofa and says to his wife, "What do you think? I executed it perfectly!" To which she replies, "You executed it all right. You killed it!"

The confused husband says, "But I followed the rules, I laid out the pattern, I did everything the book said . . ."

"But," she sighs, "you forgot the most important part. Where was the music?"

With that, she puts on a CD. "Try it again. Quit worrying about the steps and just follow the music." She holds out her hand, and he gets up and takes it. The music starts, and the next thing the guy knows he's dancing — without the book!

"We Christians are prone to follow the book while ignoring the music. We master the doctrine, outline the chapters, memorize the dispensations, debate the rules, and stiffly step down the dance floor of life with no music in our hearts. Dancing with no music is tough stuff. Jesus knew that. For that reason, on the night before His death He introduced the disciples to the song maker of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit."

If you will let him be your Holy Guest and move to the music he makes, you will be — to borrow Paul's language from Galatians 5:25 — "in step with the Spirit." 
A member of the family of God. Bolder in your struggles with temptation and the Evil One. Secure in your status as a co-heir with Christ. And living in spiritual unity with him — awaiting his glory, yet willing to suffer in the meanwhile.

Why, you're not as alone as you've felt at times. Now that you know it, maybe it will help you to take heart for what still lies ahead.
The Intercession of the Spirit 

“Likewise the Spirit also helps our infirmity: for we know not what we should pray for as we ought: but the Spirit himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered. “And he who searches the hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because he makes intercession for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom. 8:26-27).

Much controversy surrounds this passage as to its particulars. In this essay, we will set forth the view that we feel best conforms to the overall context of Romans 8, together with the grammatical particulars that are employed in these two verses. 

Romans 8 is a chapter that rings with Christian assurance. One can be confident of his salvation in Christ, provided he does not pursue the life of the “flesh;” rather, he walks after the leading of the Spirit (vv. 1-4), Whose guidance is effected through the Scriptures He inspired (Eph. 5:18; cf. Col. 3:16; Gal. 5:16; Eph. 6:17). 

The leading of that holy revelation generates “life and peace” (vs. 6). Our confidence is grounded in the fact that the indwelling Spirit eventually will be instrumental in effecting life for our mortal bodies by means of the bodily resurrection from the dead (vv. 11, 23). By the leading of the Spirit we may be assured of our status as “sons of God” (vs. 14). 

Moreover, the Spirit Himself bears witness with the Christian’s personal spirit, confirming our child-father relationship with God (vs. 16). Our knowledge of the indwelling Spirit, which relationship is a “first-fruits” of that yet promised, enables us to cope with “the sufferings of this present time,” and so to live in hope of the glory that is to come (vv. 18-25). 

A cursory reading of the first twenty-five verses of this remarkable chapter clearly reveals the role of the Holy Spirit in this marvelous reliance the child of God may entertain relative to his future destiny. In this section alone, the third Person of the Godhead is alluded to no less than fourteen times. This emphasis, we believe, contributes to our understanding of verses 26-27. We now direct our attention to a consideration of the precise language of these two passages. 

In like manner

The couplet begins with the phrase, “In like manner the Spirit also helps our infirmity . . . .” The phrase, “in like manner,” directs the student’s attention back into the previous context. The allusion most likely is to the “hope” just mentioned (vv. 24-25). 

Just as our awareness of the Holy Spirit, as a presence in our lives (vv. 9, 11, 23), provides us with “hope” for the future, “in like manner,” we may take consolation in the fact that the Spirit is an abiding companion, assisting with our present infirmity. 

J.B. Phillips paraphrases as follows: “The Spirit of God not only maintains this hope within us, but helps us in our present limitations.” 

The Spirit

To what does the expression “the Spirit” refer in this passage? While a few sincere students have alleged that this is an allusion to the human spirit, the overwhelming majority of competent Bible scholars are confident that it refers to the third Person of the Godhead, the Holy Spirit. The following points, we believe, are worthy of serious thought. 

1. All of the major Bible translations reflect this persuasion (e.g., the King James Version, the English Revised Version, the American Standard Version, the Revised Standard Version, the New English Bible, the New American Standard Bible, the New King James Version, The Twentieth Century New Testament, the New International Version, etc.). All have the term pneuma set in type as “Spirit.” 

While this procedure is a translating judgment, it does indicate the prevailing view of these renown scholars. In addition to these, there are numerous one-person versions that join the chorus (e.g., Phillips, Weymouth, Bruce, Goodspeed, Verkuyl (Berkeley), Williams, Wuest, Beck, McCord, etc.). 

2. Numerous other scholarly authorities of New Testament Greek identify “the Spirit” of Romans 8:26-27 as the Holy Spirit. Among these are: Arndt & Gingrich, Thayer, Robinson, Green, Chamberlain, Vine, Robertson, etc. 

We mention these to emphasize the fact that the unusual view, which alleges that the term “Spirit” in Romans 8:26-27 is the human spirit, does not have the support of the respectable scholarship of the biblical world. 

3. As noted above, the expression “in like manner” ties this context to the apostle’s previous discussion of “the Spirit” (vs. 23), which, unquestionably, is the Holy Spirit. 

4. The term “helps” (see below) suggests an assistance from someone other than the person being helped, i.e., beyond the resources of the Christian himself. So, similarly, with reference to the term “intercession” (27); the Spirit makes intercession for the saints. 

The “Spirit” here is not a component of the saint himself. One does not intercede for himself (see below). 

5. The grammar more readily lends itself to the concept that the Holy Spirit is in view. For example, the verb “helps” is a third person form, while the pronoun “our” (“our infirmity”) is a first person term. 

Similarly, “we know not how to pray as we ought” reflects first person emphasis, yet the phrase “the Spirit itself [himself ASV] makes intercession” manifests a third person structure. 

Moreover, if the human spirit were in view, one would think that pneuma would take a plural form (spirits) to conform to the plurals “our” and “we know not,” i.e., the sense would be “our spirits help our infirmity: for we know not how to pray as we ought; but our spirits themselves make intercession for us . . . .” 

Quite obviously this does not conform to what the original text actually says, and, frankly, doesn’t express a sensible thought. 

6. There is a contrast in the text between what the “Spirit” is able to do on our behalf, and what we are not able to do for ourselves, because we do not know how. “. . . [W]e know not how . . . but the Spirit . . . .” 

The “but” (de) functions as an adversative particle here. Note the contrast in verses 22-23. “. . . [T]he whole world groans . . . . And not only so, but (de) ourselves also....” Clearly the “Spirit” is an entity separate from the “we.” 

Let us say the same thing, but in a slightly different way. There is the affirmation that “we know not.” Since it is the “spirit” within man that is capable of either “knowing” or “not knowing” (1 Cor. 2:11), and, as this passage asserts that “we know not,” that is the equivalent of saying that our spirit does not know. But the implication of this passage is that the Spirit (under consideration here) does know. Thus the Spirit, here in view, is not the human spirit. 

7. The Spirit is said to “make intercession for us.” The Greek verb for “intercession” (vs. 27) is entunchano, meaning: “A pleading with one party on behalf of another, usually with a view to obtaining help for that other” (Bromiley, 2.858). 

But in verse 26, there is a compound term, huperentunchano, which signifies “to make a petition or intercede on behalf of another” (Vine, 424). The word is multifaceted: the main stem is tugchano, “to happen,” together with en, “in,” and huper, “on behalf of.” The addition of huper onto the front of the word merely intensifies the force of the base word (cf. Chamberlain, 147); it does not imply another intecessor, in addition to the Holy Spirit. 

Guy Woods observed that the word suggests “to happen just in the nick of time, for our assistance.” He adds: 

“How comforting it is, when exhausted and weary from heavy burdens, to have a friend or brother come along, and lend a willing hand until the task is done. Such is the picture presented us in this verb of the Holy Spirit’s aid” (72). 

Note how the term entunchano is elsewhere used. Christ, at the right hand of God, “makes intercession for us” (Rom. 8:34). Again, the Lord “ever lives to make intercession for us” (Heb. 7:25). In addition, a noun form of the word (in the plural) is used in 1 Timothy 2:1, to describe the petitions we make on behalf others (e.g., rulers). 

Here is the point: one does not intercede on his own behalf. The fact that the Spirit intercedes for us is evidence that “the Spirit” is someone other than ourselves. 

It is sometimes objected that the Holy Spirit cannot be the One interceding for us, because Christ is said to accomplish that task. What is the problem in having more than one intercessor on my behalf? If hundreds of Christians can intercede for me (1 Tim. 2:1), why cannot both Christ and the Spirit intercede on my behalf? The objection is not logical. 

Roy Lanier, Sr. observed that all three Persons of the Godhead are said to “sanctify” us (1 Thes. 5:23; Heb. 2:11; Rom. 15:16) (60). No one, so far as we can determine, sees any conflict in this. Neither are two intercessors problematic in Romans 8. 

For these reasons, at the very least, it is almost incomprehensible to this writer that anyone should take the position that the “Spirit” in this context is anything other than the Holy Spirit of God. 

Also helps our infirmity

The verb “helps” is most fascinating. In the Greek Testament, it is a present tense form, suggesting sustained activity. The original word is sunantilambano, consisting of these elements - sun (with), anti (over against, facing), lambano (to take up). 

The picture conveyed is that of two persons sharing a load. The term is used elsewhere in the New Testament only in Luke 10:40, where Martha implores Jesus to bid Mary, her sister, to “help” her. One can almost imagine a heavy piece of furniture that needs moving. 

In his massive grammar of the Greek New Testament, A.T. Robertson provides the sense in our present context: 

“The Holy Spirit lays hold of our weakness along with (sun) us and carries his part of the burden facing us (anti) as if two men were carrying a log, one at each end” (573). 

Samuel Green noted that the expression signifies “to help by coming into association with” (152). It certainly suggests an assistance, other than one’s self, in dealing with our limitations in communicating adequately with God. 

The Greek word for “infirmity” is astheneia, a compound term signifying “without strength.” The better textual evidence has it in the singular; it is a common infirmity shared by all Christians. It suggests an inability to produce a desired result (whatever may be indicated by the context). 

While the immediate text focuses upon the Christian’s lack of knowledge in knowing “how to pray” with absolute precision, the Spirit’s function, in assisting with the entire panorama of human difficulties, with which we struggle, may be hinted of as well (cf. Murray, 311). 

For example, it is entirely probable that the divine Spirit is active in the orchestration of providential benevolence on behalf of the children of God. Jesus once promised that the Father will “give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him” (Lk. 11:13). In a parallel reference, God is said to “give good things to them that ask him” (Mt. 7:11). 

The use of “Holy Spirit” in Luke’s version appears to be an example of the figure known as metonymy, in this case, the cause being put for the effect (see Horne, I.359). The Spirit is named for the blessings he effects. This strongly hints of the providential activity of the Spirit of God in the lives of the saints. 

It is not inappropriate that we briefly discuss what the Spirit of God does not do on our behalf. There is a common idea in the community of “Christendom” that the Scriptures are not sufficiently clear for human beings to understand, hence, the Spirit operates in a mysterious way so as to “help” us comprehend the meaning of the sacred text. This concept is called the “illumination” of the Spirit. 

Professor Allan Killen argues as follows: 

“Without an illumination of the Holy Scriptures [by the Spirit], no man can understand God’s divine, infallible revelation ... illumination [is] the means by which the Scriptures are made clear to the reader” (Pfeiffer, et al., 831). 

This notion is false for the following reasons: 

a. In terms of divine knowledge, the Scriptures furnish us completely unto every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17). This statement could not be true if the revelation, as given, is incomplete, and thus requires supplementation by the Spirit’s direct influence. 

b. We are commanded to “understand the will of the Lord” (Eph. 5:17). The command is superfluous if, in reality, we cannot understand the will of the Lord as made known in the Scriptures. If one must understand the Scriptures, but does not, whose fault would that then be? 

c. Many who claim to have the “illumination” of the Spirit teach ideas that clearly contradict the Spirit-given Bible. 

d. Many who profess to posses Spirit “illumination” disagree with one another in matters of doctrine. If a person offers an interpretation of the New Testament, which he claims is the result of “illumination,” how may others check this person’s views? Would it be by the Scriptures themselves? If so, how would he know his interpretation of the Scriptures, in evaluating that “illuminated” message, was correct? Unless he perhaps had an “illumination” by which to verify the previous “illumination.” 

e. The fact is, if the Spirit provides on-going, modern-day illumination, why is there even the need for a Book twenty centuries old? 

f. If the Spirit could not make the Scriptures plain when initially providing them, how can we have confidence that He would do any better on the second go-around? 

For we know not how to pray as we ought

In this phrase, our pitiful, limited knowledge of the ideal will of God is dramatically underscored. We think we have the avenue of prayer perfected, but how woefully mistaken we are. We sometimes pray for things which, if supplied, would be most harmful to us. There is much truth in the saying that “one of life’s greatest blessings can be unanswered prayers” (cf. 2 Cor. 12:8-9). 

Too, there are deep needs that we have, but of which we are unaware. Accordingly, we do not think to pray for them. And so, we do not “know” how to pray as we ought. 

The verb rendered “know” is oida, which Vine suggests has to do more with “fullness of knowledge” (444). Wuest thus renders the phrase: “we do not know with an absolute knowledge” (366). 

Though the verb is a perfect tense form technically, it yields a present tense sense (Arndt, 558), which indicates that we never master the art of expressing our prayer needs adequately. The Christian will always need the Spirit’s assistance. 

But the Spirit himself makes intercession for us

The expression “Spirit himself” is emphatic; it expresses an activity of the Holy Spirit personally, rather than what He may accomplish through a representative medium (cf. Jn. 4:2). While the pronoun auto (“itself” KJV; “himself” ASV) is a neuter form, it is more appropriate here to render it as a masculine, since the Holy Spirit is a Person, not a thing. This has the precedent of Scripture itself (cf. Jn. 14:26 where the masculine ekeinos is used of the “Spirit” - a neuter term). 

With groanings which cannot be uttered

The term “groanings” (stenagmois) denotes a sigh or groan. It is used (in various forms) more than fifty times in the Greek version of the Old Testament, and it reflects a “human lament” which suffering people are powerless to remedy on their own (Balz, 3.272). For instance, it describes the anguish of the Israelite people under the burdens of Egypt (Ex. 2:23; cf. Acts 7:34). 

The notion that the “groanings” refer to “speaking in tongues” is to be rejected totally. Stott comments: 

“These groans can hardly be glossolalia, since those ‘tongues’ or languages were expressed in words which some could understand and interpret” (245). 

But whose groanings are these? Though some would attribute them to the Holy Spirit, the better view appears to be that they are the Christian’s groanings, which are conveyed, on his behalf, by the Spirit unto God. Clearly the term refers to the Christian’s plight a few verses earlier in this chapter (vs.23), though a different point of focus is in view. 

The context seems to suggest that the “groanings” originate because “we know not how to pray as we ought” in a knowledgeable and articulate way. It would seem, therefore, more in harmony with the general tenor of the Bible as a whole, then, to conclude that it is the Christian who gives rise to these “mute sighs, the expression of which is suppressed by grief” (Thayer, 25), rather than the “groanings” issuing from the omnipotent Spirit of God. 

Hardeman Nichols observes: 

“Surely the Holy Spirit who has the ability to completely reveal the mind of God to man would have no difficulty in pleading man’s cause to God” (350). 

It is not impossible, though, that there may be a blending of two thoughts. Some think that the “groanings,” though originating with the Christian, actually are “shared by the Holy Spirit and the believer” (McComiskey, 2.424). 

John Stott suggests that “the Holy Spirit identifies with our groans,” so that “[w]e and he groan together” (245). One thing is certain. When the “groanings” reach God, they are perfectly clear to him. 

It is imperative, though, that we emphasize this point. It must not be concluded that the Father could not know of our plight apart from the Spirit’s intercession; no, rather, it is the role of the Spirit as a companion in the Christian’s life that is being emphasized. His work has been divinely orchestrated, consistent with the planning of the entire Godhead. 

H. Leo Boles wrote: 

“Since [the Holy Spirit] dwells in Christians, he helps them in the act of prayer. Prayer is to God the Father in the name of Christ, and by the help of the Holy Spirit. Hence, each member of the Godhead is included in acceptable prayer” (256). 

And he who searches the hearts

The heart-searcher of this passage is generally conceded to be God, the Father, mentioned subsequently in the verse. God is said to “search” the heart of man. 

The word means to examine, to investigate. It is a form of the figure known as anthropomorphism (representing God with human traits), the design of which, in this text, is to emphasize the all-knowing aspect of deity (cf. 1 Chron. 28:9; Psa. 7:9; Prov. 17:3; 1 Thes. 2:4). Similar expressions are used both of Christ (Rev. 2:23) and of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:10). 

The present tense form argues for the concept of a God who is ever aware of our needs. The “heart,” of course, is the soul or spirit of man, the rational, feeling aspect of the human being - that part made in the very image of God Himself (Gen. 1:26-27; Dan. 7:15; 1 Cor. 2:11; Rom. 10:9-10). 

Knows what is the mind of the Spirit

Again the verb (oida), employed as a present tense (see above), reveals the fact that the Father and the Spirit are constantly in close communication with One Another, if we may express ourselves in the same sort of accommodative language discussed just above. God is ever aware of the Spirit’s insights into our souls, hence can adequately respond to our needs. 

Cottrell suggests that Paul’s argument here is one where the reasoning proceeds from the less likely to the more likely. 

“If God knows what is in the minds of created beings who are qualitatively different from him and relatively independent of him, then surely he knows what is in the mind of the Spirit himself, who is qualitatively equal with God and one in nature with him” (1.498). 

Because [that - ASVfn] he intercedes for the sainst

The present tense of the verb (intercedes) depicts the characteristic activity of the Spirit on behalf of the Christian. For the meaning of “intercede,” see above. 

The term “saints” (hagion), as used in the New Testament, is a general term for those who are faithful to God. It is commonly used for the members of various congregations of the Lord’s people (cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:1; Phil. 1:1). It is linguistically related to the words “holy” (hagios), and “sanctified” (hagiazo). It refers to a person who, by virtue of his obedience to the gospel plan of salvation (cf. Eph. 5:26), and his consecration of life, has become “separated unto God” (cf. 1 Thes. 4:3-4, 7; Rom. 6:19, 22; Heb. 12:14). 

The Holy Spirit is delighted to operate on behalf of a people dedicated to righteousness. The Roman Catholic concept of “sainthood” bears utterly no relationship to the New Testament Scriptures. 

According to the will of God

The Greek text simply says: “. . . according to God.” The translators of both the KJV and the ASV have supplied the words “the will of” (as indicated by the italics) for clarification purposes. God the Father and the Holy Spirit operate in perfect unison in the interest of Christian people. 

Perhaps it is not out of place at this point to remind ourselves that, unlike the so-called “gods” of the ancient pagan world, the members of the sacred Godhead are never at variance with One Another. They function in absolute harmony. 

As we conclude this rather detailed discussion, perhaps we could sum up, with a commentary-paraphrase that brings everything together. 

Just as we entertain a precious hope for the future as a result of the promised activity of the Spirit of God, in like manner, even now, the Spirit helps us by taking hold with us of our infirmity. 

Especially is this true in the matter of our prayers; we just do not know how to fully address our needs in prayer. On this account, therefore, the Spirit personally pleads our case. He takes the sighs which reflect the true needs of our souls, which we are unable to put into words that form a proper request, and He conveys them on our behalf to God. 

And God, Who is perfectly familiar with the inner workings of the human mind, and Who certainly knows the mind of the Spirit, responds to our needs. He honors the role of the Spirit Who is making intercession on behalf of those who have been set apart for divine service by virtue of their obedience to the truth. 

Yes, God answers according to his will, rather than according to our superficial requests. 

Most Bible students would agree that this marvelous pair of verses, dealing with the work of the Spirit of God on behalf of Christians, is one of the most thrilling one can contemplate. Surely there are things about these verses that as yet challenge our understanding. 

In spite of the limited scope of our comprehension, there is enough here to almost take away one’s breath! Thanks be to the divine Godhead for Their precious interest in those who love Them and are submissive to Their will. 
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Great Themes of the Bible Series

#7 The ‘Witness’ of a Christian
"But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander."  1 Peter 3:15-17
(3:13-17) Introduction: this passage begins a new section dealing with persecution. Genuine believers suffer all kinds of persecution: being ridiculed and mocked, ignored and bypassed, isolated and cut off, abused and beaten, imprisoned and murdered. All genuine believers face some persecution at one time or another, all to varying degrees. The question is this: How can we bear up under the persecution? How can we be assured that we will stand up under the persecution and be counted faithful by God? How can we be assured that we will endure and inherit the hope of eternal life, of living with Christ forever and ever? There is only one way: we must stand up for Christ no matter the suffering or its ferociousness.


1.
First, do what is right and good (v.13-14).


2.
Second, set your heart on Christ and the great hope He gives (v.15).


3.
Third, readily answer and defend the hope of salvation (v.15).


4.
Fourth, keep a good conscience (v.16-17).

(3:13-14) Persecution—Zeal—Good Works: These verses introduce the third main section of 1 Peter—God’s grace in suffering. They introduce the important spiritual principle that the fear of the Lord conquers every other fear. Peter quoted Isaiah 8:13-14 to back up his admonition: “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord” (1 Peter 3:15, niv).

The setting of the Isaiah quotation is significant. Ahaz, King of Judah, faced a crisis because of an impending invasion by the Assyrian army. The kings of Israel and Syria wanted Ahaz to join them in an alliance, but Ahaz refused; so Israel and Syria threatened to invade Judah! Behind the scenes, Ahaz confederated himself with Assyria! The Prophet Isaiah warned him against ungodly alliances and urged him to trust God for deliverance. “Sanctify the Lord of hosts [armies] Himself; and let Him be your fear, and let Him be your dread” (Isa. 8:13).

As Christians, we are faced with crises, and we are tempted to give in to our fears and make the wrong decisions. But if we “sanctify Christ as Lord” in our hearts, we need never fear men or circumstances. Our enemies might hurt us, but they cannot harm us. Only we can harm ourselves if we fail to trust God. Generally speaking, people do not oppose us if we do good; but even if they do, it is better to suffer for righteousness’ sake than to compromise our testimony. Peter discussed this theme in detail in 1 Peter 4:12-19.

Instead of experiencing fear as we face the enemy, we can experience blessing, if Jesus Christ is Lord in our hearts. The word “happy” in 1 Peter 3:14 is the same as “blessed” in Matthew 5:10ff. This is a part of the “joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8).

When Jesus Christ is Lord of our lives, each crisis becomes an opportunity for witness. We are “ready always to give an answer.” Our English word apology comes from the Greek word translated “answer,” but it does not mean “to say I am sorry.” Rather, it means “a defense presented in court.” “Apologetics” is the branch of theology that deals with the defense of the faith. Every Christian should be able to give a reasoned defense of his hope in Christ, especially in hopeless situations. A crisis creates the opportunity for witness when a believer behaves with faith and hope, because the unbelievers will then sit up and take notice.

This witness must be given “with meekness and fear [respect]” and not with arrogance and a know-it-all attitude. We are witnesses, not prosecuting attorneys! We must also be sure that our lives back up our defense. Peter did not suggest that Christians argue with lost people, but rather that we present to the unsaved an account of what we believe and why we believe it, in a loving manner. The purpose is not to win an argument but to win lost souls to Christ.

What does it mean to “sanctify Christ as Lord” in our hearts? It means to turn everything over to Him, and to live only to please Him and glorify Him. It means to fear displeasing Him rather than fear what men might do to us. How wonderfully this approach simplifies our lives! It is Matthew 6:33 and Romans 12:1-2 combined into a daily attitude of faith that obeys God’s Word in spite of consequences. It means being satisfied with nothing less than the will of God in our lives (John 4:31-34). One evidence that Jesus Christ is Lord in our lives is the readiness with which we witness to others about Him and seek to win them to Christ.

The first answer to persecution is to do what is right and good. Note the verse: it actually says to become “a follower of that which is good.” The word “follower” (zelotai) means zealot. The believer is to be so zealous for what is right that he is actually known as a zealot for good. Imagine being gripped with so much passion and zeal for good that one becomes known as a zealot! This is the challenge of this passage. Several attitudes toward doing good permeate society.

Some persons have a care less attitude toward goodness. Doing what is right and good matters little. What is right and good is rebelled against, ignored, cursed, and rejected. The person has little conscience about right and wrong. His values are ever so weak. He could care less if he does what is right and good.

Some persons have a selfish attitude toward goodness. If doing what is right and good benefits them, then they do it. If it helps them, meets their need and enlarges their holdings, then they do what is right. But if it costs them, demands discipline and control, and takes away from their pleasure and holdings, then they reject the good and refuse to do what is right.

Some persons have a surface or sentimental attitude to what is good and right. They readily profess to believe in what is good and right and want to be known as moral and upright. But behind the scenes they go ahead and live like they want and do their own thing.

Some persons, of course, have a zealous attitude toward what is right and good. They have committed their lives to seeking and doing what they should. This is exactly what Scripture is saying: “Be a zealot—be a fanatic—be a passionate follower—after that which is good and right.” Note three points.


1.
The believer who does good will be less likely to suffer persecution (1 Peter 3:13). Most people will appreciate the good that we do, including our neighbors and civil authorities. Doing good will keep us from getting into trouble with the law and from offending our neighbors, fellow workers, and community. Therefore, the chance of our being persecuted becomes less likely.


2.
The believer who suffers persecution will be happy, that is, blessed by God. How can a person who is suffering persecution be happy and blessed? When a person focuses his mind and life upon the things of this world, they can be snatched from him overnight. The person can be stricken with a disease, suffer a heart attack, have an accident, go through bankruptcy, lose everything he has through an economic slump or stock market crash. A black Monday can happen anytime and anywhere in this world. A person of the world can suffer such a crushing blow that he is destroyed and left hopeless and helpless in life, but not a true believer. The mind and life of the true believer are focused upon Jesus Christ; therefore, no matter what he suffers, he still has his most cherished possession—Jesus Christ, the very Son of God. He knows that Jesus Christ is going to look after him and take care of him: that Christ is going to work everything out for good.


The very same thing happens when the believer is persecuted for righteousness’ sake. His mind and life are focused upon Christ; therefore, he possesses Christ and all the promises of Christ. He possesses such promises as these:

God will work all things out for good for him.

God will provide all the necessities of life for him.

God will give him a very special spirit of glory to rest upon him.

The life of Christ will be manifested in his flesh.

God will give him a great reward in heaven.

The Lord will take him on to heaven and preserve him through all of eternity when the time comes for him to leave this earth.

Note how wonderful and glorious these promises are. There are so many more promises, so many in fact that, as John the Apostle says, the world itself could not contain enough shelves to hold the books if all the promises of God were written out (cp. John 21:25).


The believer is not to fear nor be troubled by the terror of persecution. No matter what the suffering is—ridicule, mockery, abuse, assault, rejection, being bypassed, imprisoned, or martyred—if the believer is persecuted because he stands up for Christ, he is not to fear. God will meet his need. God has great things in store for the believer; therefore, God shall never forsake him.

God will strengthen him to bear the persecution.

God will use his suffering as a strong testimony for Christ and touch the hearts of some of the persecutors.

God will use his suffering to make him a far stronger believer, to make him more and more secure in Christ.

(3:15) Persecution—Dedication: the second answer to persecution is to set your heart upon Christ and the great hope He gives to believers. The believer is to receive Christ into his heart. Christ alone is to fill the heart of the believer. The believer’s heart is to be sanctified, that is, filled with Christ and focused upon Christ. Why? Because Christ is his only hope of salvation. Jesus Christ promises to save all who receive Him into their hearts. Therefore, if a person wishes to be saved, he must have Jesus Christ in his heart.


The point is this: if Jesus Christ is in the heart of the believer, then the believer has the greatest of hopes, the hope of salvation and of living forever. It is this hope that stirs the believer to bear persecution. Christ, who lives within the believer, strengthens the believer. How? Christ stirs the hope of salvation within the heart of the believer and arouses him to endure the suffering no matter how fierce and threatening. Christ arouses great assurance within the believer, the assurance that the hope of salvation is true and that it is right around the corner. The person who has truly sanctified Christ within his heart loves Christ and wants to please Christ. He knows that Christ has died for him and is going to conform him into the very image of the Son of God Himself. Therefore, the true believer wants to please Christ. The believer would never think of displeasing Christ nor of hurting and causing Christ pain, especially by buckling under to persecution and denying Him. But remember: only the person who has sanctified Christ within his heart can stand fast against persecution. Our hearts must be filled with Christ and focused upon Christ to bear suffering for righteousness’ sake.

(3:15) Persecution—Witnessing: the third answer to persecution is to readily answer and defend the hope of salvation to every man, but to do so with meekness and fear. The word “answer” or “defend” (apologian) means just that, to answer back or to give a defense of the believer’s hope (A.T. Robertson. Word Pictures In The New Testament, Vol.6, p.114).


1.
The believer is to answer every man who asks him about his hope of salvation and of living forever. He is to answer every...

	
neighbor


foe


employer


classmate


stranger
	
friend


civil authority


employee


legal authority


fellow worker



The believer is to miss no opportunity to witness for Christ. He is not to shirk his duty in witnessing, and he is not to neglect or ignore anyone. Day by day as he crosses the path of others, he is to give an answer and defend the hope of salvation to all who ask and will listen.


2.
The believer is to be ready to answer and defend the hope of salvation. This means preparation; it means study, meditation, and prayer. The believer must study the Scripture, study all about God and Christ, all about the salvation and promises of God. The believer must know the Scripture and live in prayer in order to be ready to witness.

The great tragedy is that most professing believers do not know what they believe. They know little about Christ, what it is that makes Him so unique and superior. Few can witness and lead anyone else to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. Few are willing to take the time or exert the effort to study God’s Word and to learn the truth. Most are just not willing to pay the price to learn about God and Christ and to prepare themselves to be dynamic witnesses for Christ.


3.
The believer is to be very careful about how he answers and defends the hope of salvation. He is to answer people with a spirit of meekness and of fear before God.

By meekness is meant a spirit of tenderness and softness, of care and love, of humility and brokenness. But note: meekness also means a spirit of strength and courage. Meekness does not put up with sin and shame, license and indulgence. It does all it can to relieve and correct evil and mistreatment. Too often witnessing is done in a spirit of superiority and arrogance, argument and controversy, criticism and divisiveness.

By fear is meant fearing God lest one misrepresent or twist the truth of God’s salvation. It means to hold God in such reverence and awe that one bears witness only in a spirit of constant prayer and dependence upon God. One knows and acknowledges that God is the Source of salvation; He alone can save a person. Therefore, one is ever so careful to present only the truth of God’s Word and of salvation.

Too often witnessing is done in a spirit of pride and bitterness, of pushing oneself forward instead of God. The spirit of fearing God is all but forgotten; God is not reverenced: the truth of His salvation is twisted to make oneself more acceptable and recognized.

The point is this: the answer to persecution is to bear a clear and strong witness for Christ, but to do so with meekness and in the fear of God. By bearing a strong but gentle witness, those who oppose us will understand more about why we hold to such a glorious hope. In some cases, some of them will even be saved.

Alan Stibbs has an excellent statement on this point that is well worth our noting:

“We have here some practical guidance concerning Christian witness. It is wrong to be always preaching at people. The Christian wife has been encouraged by Peter to seek to win her unbelieving husband without speaking to him on the subject (1 Peter 3:1). But the whole situation is changed if the other person asks for an explanation. Also, if Christians are on the alert, they may often rightly discern an implied question in some passing comment. Then is the time to speak; but one can do so only if one is seeking to be ready.
“The Christian is then to engage, not in an aggressive attack on the other person’s will or prejudice, but in a logical account...or reasoned explanation of the hope that is [in him]” (The First Epistle General of Peter. “The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries,” p.136).

(3:16-17) Persecution—Conscience: the fourth answer to persecution is to keep a good conscience. Note the reference...

to a good or clear conscience.

to a good conversation, that is, good conduct or behavior.

The only way a person can have a clear conscience is to have good conduct. If the believer is to stand against persecution, he must have a clear conscience, and to have a clear conscience he must have good conduct and behavior. The believer must be living a good life; his conduct and behavior must be holy, righteous, pure, decent, upright, and above reproach. He must have a conscience and a behavior that are without blame, that cannot be justly blamed with any sin or evil. Note three points.


1.
Those who oppose and persecute believers will be put to shame by the believer’s good behavior and clear conscience. Some people will always oppose and persecute believers. If a person really lives for Jesus Christ, his righteousness and self-denial convicts those who love this world and its pleasures and possessions. Therefore, they often persecute the believer, ridicule, mock, isolate, abuse, imprison, or kill him. The worldly do all they can to stop the witness of the believer. But note: eventually those who oppose and persecute the believer will be put to shame. The good and righteous behavior of the believer will vindicate the believer either in this world or in the next world. The persecutor will stand ashamed of his attacks against the believer; the idea is that he will be eternally shamed.


2.
It is better for believers to suffer for doing good than for doing evil. This is only common sense: a person can bear suffering much easier if he is suffering for a good and just cause. It is very difficult to stand up under suffering when it is an unjust and evil cause. Note also that it is the will of God for believers to suffer, but not for doing evil. God wants believers living righteous and pure lives and He wants them witnessing for Him even if they do face persecution for it. This is the will of God; therefore, believers are to keep a good conscience before God.



In this passage we can see how Peter was soaked in the Old Testament; there are two Old Testament foundations for it.  It is not so much that he actually quotes them, as that he could not have written the passage at all unless the Old Testament had been in his mind.  The very first sentence is a reminiscence of Isaiah 50:9:  "Behold, the Lord God helps me; who will declare me guilty?"  Again, when Peter is talking about the banishing of fear, he is thinking of Isaiah 8:13, "But the Lord of hosts, him you shall regard as holy; let him be your fear, and let him be your dread."

There are three great conceptions in this passage.

(i)  Peter begins by insisting on a passionate love of goodness.  A man may have more than one attitude to goodness.  It may be to him a burden or a bore or something which he vaguely desires but the price of which he is not willing to pay in terms of effort.  The word we have translated an ardent lover is zelotes; which is often translated Zealot.  The Zealots were the fanatical patriots, who were pledged to liberate their native land by every possible means.  They were prepared to take their lives in their hands, to sacrifice ease and comfort, home and loved ones, in their passionate love for their country.  What Peter is saying is:  "Love goodness with that passionate intensity with which the most fanatical patriot loves his country."  Sir John Seeley said, "No heart is pure that is not passionate; no virtue safe which is not enthusiastic."  It is only when a man falls in love with goodness that the wrong things lose their fascination and their power.

(ii)  Peter goes on to speak about the Christian attitude to suffering.  It has been well pointed out that we are involved in two kinds of suffering.  Thereis the suffering in which we are involved because of our humanity.  Because we are men, there come physical suffering, death, sorrow, distress of mind and weariness and pain of body.  But there is also the suffering in which we may be involved because of our Christianity.  There may be unpopularity, persecution, sacrifice for principle and the deliberate choosing of the difficult way, the necessary discipline and toil of the Christian life.  Yet the Christian life has a certain blessedness which runs through it all.  What is the reason for it?

(iii)  Peter's answer is this.  The Christian is the man to whom God and Jesus Christ are the supremacies in life; his relationship to God in Christ is life's greatest value.  If a man's heart is set on earthly things, possessions, happiness, pleasure, ease and comfort, he is of all men most vulnerable.  For, in the nature of things, he may lose these things at any moment.  Such a man is desperately easily hurt.  On the other hand, if he gives to Jesus Christ the unique place in his life, the most precious thing for him is his relationship to God and nothing can take that from him.  Therefore, he is completely secure.

So, then, even in suffering the Christian is still blessed.  When the suffering is for Christ, he is demonstrating his loyalty to Christ and is sharing his sufferings.  When the suffering is part of the human situation, it still cannot despoil him of the most precious things in life.  No man escapes suffering, but for the Christian suffering cannot touch the things which matter most of all.

In a hostile and suspicious world it was inevitable that the Christian would be called upon to defend the faith he held and the hope by which he lived.  Here Peter has certain things to say about this Christian defence.

(i)  It must be reasonable.  It is a logos that the Christian must give, and a logos is a reasonable and intelligent statement of his position.  A cultivated Greek believed that it was the mark of an intelligent man that he was able to give and to receive a logos concerning his actions and belief.  As Bigg puts it, he was expected "intelligently and temperately to discuss matters of conduct."  To do so we must know what we believe; we must have thought it out; we must be able to state it intelligently and intelligibly.  Our faith must be a first-hand discovery and not a second-hand story.  It is one of the tragedies of the modern situation that there are so many Church members who, if they were asked what they believe, could not tell, and who, if they were asked why they believe it, would be equally helpless.  The Christian must go through the mental and spiritual toil of thinking out his faith, so that he can tell what he believes and why.

(ii)  His defence must be given with gentleness.  There are many people who state their beliefs with a kind of arrogant belligerence.  Their attitude is that anyone who does not agree with them is either a fool or a knave and they seek to ram their beliefs down other people's throats.  The case for Christianity must be presented with winsomeness and with love, and with that wise tolerance which realizes that it is not given to any man to possess the whole truth.  "There are as many ways to the stars as there are men to climb them."  Men may be wooed into the Christian faith when they cannot be bullied into it.

(iii)  His defence must be given with reverence.  That is to say, any argument in which the Christian is involved must be carried on in a tone which God can hear with joy.  No debates have been so acrimonious as theological debates; no differences have caused such bitterness as religious differences.  In any presentation of the Christian case and in any argument for the Christian faith, the accent should be the accent of love.

(iv)  The only compelling argument is the argument of the Christian life.  Let a man so act that his conscience is clear.  Let him meet criticism with a life which is beyond reproach.  Such conduct will silence slander and disarm criticism.  "A saint," as someone has said, "is someone whose life makes it easier to believe in God."

Verses 14b-16 instruct us how we should conduct ourselves in suffering to make our suffering a blessing, both to others and to ourselves. 

The first principle: if we are to be blessed in suffering, we must suffer for the sake of righteousness and not for sin. 

20 For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you endure it with patience? But if when you do what is right and suffer [for it] you patiently endure it, this [finds] favor with God (1 Peter 2:20).

14 But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed (1 Peter 3:14a).

17 For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong (1 Peter 3:17)
The only virtuous suffering is innocent suffering, suffering for the sake of righteousness. If we are to be blessed in suffering, we must suffer for righteousness.

Our second principle: we should make the most of suffering by using the occasion for the proclamation of the gospel. 

The last words of verse 14 and the first few words of verse 15 are a reference to Isaiah 8. In these verses, God warns the prophet Isaiah not to buckle under to the opposition he receives in response to the message God gave him to proclaim. Peter uses these words to remind us that we too should not be frightened or intimidated by the opposition we receive from men. We are to faithfully embrace and proclaim the truths of God’s Word. 

Collapsing under the pressure of persecution is a very real danger (see Matthew 24:9-10). It would seem as though this were the great danger faced by the Hebrew Christians to whom the Book of Hebrews was addressed (see 10:32-39). When the Old Testament prophets were divinely commissioned, they were instructed to stand firm in the face of opposition and to faithfully proclaim the truth God revealed to them (see Isaiah 6:1-7; 8:1-22; Jeremiah 1:4-19; Ezekiel 2:4-7).

Peter is concerned that when things get tough, we will be tempted to be silent or to take the edge off our witness. Who should understand this better than Peter who, under pressure, denied being associated with His Lord (see Matthew 26:69-75). Now he writes that times of persecution are often occasions for bearing witness to the Savior; these are the times we dare not be intimidated so we deny our Lord, remain silent, or dilute the message of the gospel. 

The third principle: the suffering saint must settle the question of whom he serves. 

When persecution arises because of righteousness, we often find strong resistance and opposition. The pressure is to renounce or revise the message to make it less offensive. Our response to this pressure is a reflection of whom we most fear. We either fear God or men. 
Jesus put it this way:

24 “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master. 25 It is enough for the disciple that he become as his teacher, and the slave as his master. If they have called the head of the house Beelzebul, how much more the members of his household! 26 Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing covered that will not be revealed, and hidden that will not be known. 27 What I tell you in the darkness, speak in the light; and what you hear [whispered] in [your] ear, proclaim upon the housetops. 28 And do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell. 29 Are not two sparrows sold for a cent? And [yet] not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father. 30 But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. 31 Therefore do not fear; you are of more value than many sparrows. 32 Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in heaven. 33 But whoever shall deny Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:24-33).

If we fear men who are able to kill us, we will be shaken and silenced by their opposition. If we fear God, we will not be shaken or silenced but faithfully persist in proclaiming the gospel. Persecution forces us to settle the question of whom we fear—God or men.

The fourth principle: we must be ready. 

Peter says we are always to be ready to give an account. Readiness involves a couple of elements. First, it involves expectation or eagerness (see Matthew 24:44; Luke 12:40). In referring to this kind of anticipation, we say we are “ready and waiting.” This anticipation keeps us alert to the opportunities so they do not pass us by unexpectedly. Second, it involves preparation (see Exodus 19:15), ability, and resolve (1 Peter 4:5). 

Our fifth principle: we must be ready to respond to those who ask. 

There are times when we should seek to stimulate interest and gently introduce the subject of spiritual things, but Peter’s emphasis here (like Paul’s in Colossians 4:6) is that the gospel should be given when men ask us for an explanation. Peter assumes persecution will precipitate opportunities for witness. Peter’s words encompass a broad range of possibilities. We may be arrested and required to make a defense before political or civil authorities (see Luke 21:12-13) as Peter (Acts 4; 5:12-42) and Paul did (see Acts 9:15; see chapters 21-28). 

The message is clear: we are to be ready to give an answer concerning the Christian’s hope. Times of suffering and persecution highlight the hope every Christian possesses. It is the hope of an eternal inheritance, preserved for us in heaven as we are kept for it on earth (1 Peter 1:3-9). It is a hope fixed completely on the grace yet to be revealed at the return of our Lord (1:13). It is a hope we have by faith, and this faith is proven through adversity (1:7). As the unbeliever observes the steadfast faith and hope of the Christian, he may be prompted to inquire, for without Christ, there is no true hope (see Ephesians 2:12; 1 Thessalonians 4:13; 2 Peter 3). 

We should always be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks. Peter’s words strongly imply we are to have more than the cultists. When they come to our door, they simply have a script. When forced to depart from their “script,” they don’t know what to say. We have more than a script; we have the Scriptures. We have experienced the grace of God through the gospel, and from the Word of God, we should have a thorough grasp of what the gospel is all about.

A recent television special celebrated 25 years of the Carol Burnett Show. One scene from that show illustrates how we are to understand the gospel and be able to translate it into terms which would relate to anyone who might ask about our hope. A replay from a past show captured a woman in the audience who told Carol she did not have a question, but she would like to sing. Carol invited her up on stage, and the woman confidently turned to the orchestra director and named the song she wanted, in the key of G. The orchestra performed magnificently, as did the woman, who was later joined by Carol herself.

The orchestra had never rehearsed the song, much less in the key of G. They could not possibly rehearse for every situation that might arise. But the men were expert musicians who could think musically. They were able to put the song together based upon their years of experience and skill as musicians. 
That is the way we should be concerning the gospel. We should not have a canned presentation of the gospel which we apply uniformly to every inquirer. This kind of evangelism is never seen in the New Testament. Rather, we are to know the gospel so well that we can relate it to anyone, in any situation, at any time. Is this a challenge? Of course it is. But what subject is more important? 

The request may be a private one, prompted by our own testimony, or it may be occasioned by another believer. I have always thought this verse (15) referred primarily to “personal evangelism”—people asking us about our faith based upon our godly conduct and lifestyle. Certainly this is one aspect of our witness, but there is much more. 
The New Jerusalem Bible suggests yet another:

15 Simply reverence the Lord Christ in your hearts, and always have your answer ready for people who ask you the reason for the hope that you all have (emphasis mine).

The “you” was not rendered “you all” by the translators because they are from the deep South but because the “you” is plural. Peter is indicating that a person may ask us for an explanation of our hope because of the godly conduct of another believer. Some believers are much more visible, much more prominent than others. 
The message of the gospel is always the same although our method of presenting it will vary from person to person. Our motivation and manner of presentation is prescribed by Peter: We are to give an answer with “gentleness” and with “reverence.” As I understand Peter’s words, gentleness applies to the way we respond to the person to whom we are explaining our hope. Reverence appears to refer to our attitude toward God as we present the gospel. We are to be gentle, proclaiming the gospel with grace, not harshly or without concern. But we are also to present the gospel in truth. Thus we remember the One of Whom we are speaking is the One who sees and hears us as we witness to our hope, and He is the One before Whom we must one day stand and give account.

The sixth principle is to maintain a good conscience.

16 And keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame (1 Peter 3:16).

Our word “conscience” comes from two Latin words: con, meaning “with,” and scio, meaning “to know.” The conscience is that internal judge that witnesses to us, that enables us to “know with,” either approving our actions or accusing (see Rom. 2:14-15). Conscience may be compared to a window that lets in the light of God’s truth. If we persist in disobeying, the window gets dirtier and dirtier, until the light cannot enter. This leads to a “defiled conscience” (Titus 1:15). A “seared conscience” is one that has been so sinned against that it no longer is sensitive to what is right and wrong (1 Tim. 4:2). It is even possible for the conscience to be so poisoned that it approves things that are bad and accuses when the person does good! This the Bible calls “an evil conscience” (Heb. 10:22). A criminal feels guilty if he “squeals” on his friends, but happy if he succeeds in his crime!

Conscience depends on knowledge, the “light” coming through the window. As a believer studies the Word, he better understands the will of God, and his conscience becomes more sensitive to right and wrong. A “good conscience” is one that accuses when we think or do wrong and approves when we do right. It takes “exercise” to keep the conscience strong and pure (Acts 24:16). If we do not grow in spiritual knowledge and obedience, we have a “weak conscience” that is upset very easily by trifles (1 Cor. 8).

How does a good conscience help a believer in times of trial and opposition? For one thing, it fortifies him with courage because he knows he is right with God and men, so that he need not be afraid. Inscribed on Martin Luther’s monument at Worms, Germany are his courageous words spoken before the church council on April 18, 1521: “Here I stand; I can do no other. God help me. Amen.” His conscience, bound to God’s Word, gave him the courage to defy the whole established church!

A good conscience also gives us peace in our hearts; and when we have peace within, we can face battles without. The restlessness of an uneasy conscience divides the heart and drains the strength of a person, so that he is unable to function at his best. How can we boldly witness for Christ if conscience is witnessing against us?

A good conscience removes from us the fear of what other people may know about us, say against us, or do to us. When Christ is Lord and we fear only God, we need not fear the threats, opinions, or actions of our enemies. “The Lord is on my side; I will not fear: what can man do unto me?” (Ps. 118:6) It was in this matter that Peter failed when he feared the enemy and denied the Lord.

Peter made it clear that conscience alone is not the test of what is right or wrong. A person can be involved in either “welldoing” or “evildoing.” For a person to disobey God’s Word and claim it is right simply because his conscience does not convict him, is to admit that something is radically wrong with his conscience. Conscience is a safe guide only when the Word of God is the teacher.

More and more, Christians in today’s society are going to be accused and lied about. Our personal standards are not those of the unsaved world. As a rule, Christians do not create problems; they reveal them. Let a born-again person start to work in an office, or move into a college dormitory, and in a short time there will be problems. Christians are lights in this dark world (Phil. 2:15), and they reveal “the unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph. 5:11).

When Joseph began to serve as steward in Potiphar’s house, and refused to sin, he was falsely accused and thrown into prison. The government officials in Babylon schemed to get Daniel in trouble because his life and work were a witness against them. Our Lord Jesus Christ by His very life on earth revealed the sinful hearts and deeds of people, and this is why they crucified Him (see John 15:18-25). “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Tim. 3:12).

If we are to maintain a good conscience, we must deal with sin in our lives and confess it immediately (1 John 1:9). We must “keep the window clean.” We must also spend time in the Word of God and “let in the light.” A strong conscience is the result of obedience based on knowledge, and a strong conscience makes for a strong Christian witness to the lost. It also gives us strength in times of persecution and difficulty.

No Christian should ever suffer because of evildoing, and no Christian should be surprised if he suffers for welldoing. Our world is so mixed up that people “call evil good, and good evil” and “put darkness for light, and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20). The religious leaders of Jesus’ day called Him “a malefactor,” which means “a person who does evil things” (John 18:29-30). How wrong people can be!

As times of difficulty come to the church, we must cultivate Christian love; for we will need one another’s help and encouragement as never before. We must also maintain a good conscience, because a good conscience makes for a strong backbone and a courageous witness. The secret is to practice the lordship of Jesus Christ. If we fear God, we need not fear men. “Shame arises from the fear of men,” said Samuel Johnson. “Conscience, from the fear of God.”

The conscience is one’s inner sense of what is right and wrong, especially in matters not directly addressed by Scripture (see Romans 2:15; 2 Corinthians 1:12).128 The conscience is closely related to one’s personal convictions (see 1 Corinthians 8:7, 12; Romans 14). The conscience can be deadened by sin (1 Timothy 4:2) and unnecessarily scrupulous (see Romans 14:2). The Christian should always strive to maintain a clear conscience (1 Timothy 1:5, 19; 3:9). 

Elsewhere, the conscience is viewed as the basis for ministry (1 Timothy 1:5; 2 Timothy 1:3). It is also something we dare not violate lest we sin (1 Corinthians 8; Romans 14). It is wrong for us to act in a way that encourages a brother in Christ to violate his conscience (1 Corinthians 8:7-13). But here in our text, Peter refers to a clear conscience in the context of our witness to unbelievers. 

Peter puts his finger on a very important outworking of a clear conscience. He says we are to have a clear conscience so that when we are slandered, those who have spoken evil of us for well-doing will be put to shame. Godly conduct puts sinners to shame. But when godly conduct shames sinners, it often results in persecution. The Christian is tempted to draw back, to modify his conduct to reduce or minimize the persecution he faces. Peter urges us not to violate our conscience by compromising our convictions.

Peter well understood what he was saying. How painful the memory of his own denial of the Lord must have been, as he once sought to avoid arrest and punishment by denying he even knew the Lord. Peter was a new man. His conscience had been cleansed. He would (with a few exceptions—see Galatians 2:11-21) no longer compromise to avoid persecution. And he now urges us to do likewise.

Daniel was also a man faithful to his conscience. When he was far from his homeland living as a captive in Babylon, Daniel nevertheless made every effort to live with a clear conscience. When he was given food to eat which would have violated his conscience, Daniel wisely petitioned the one in authority so that he would not defile himself (see Daniel 1). His conduct was such that his jealous peers knew they could only accuse him in some matter related to his personal practice of spiritual piety (see Daniel 6:1-5). 

I believe a clear conscience gives one a boldness to witness we do not have when we compromise. This is evident in Daniel’s life and in the life and ministry of Paul. When Paul was falsely accused by his Jewish adversaries, he was able to say,

1 “Brethren, I have lived my life with a perfectly good conscience before God up to this day” (Acts 23:1).

It is little wonder that Paul’s accusers were greatly upset by such words. Their “religion” did not make such a statement possible. Paul would have us keep our conscience clear, so that our lives will contrast with the sinful ways of the world and our lips will be able to proclaim the good news of the gospel without fear that we are hypocritical in so doing


If my understanding of the New Testament is correct, evangelism is a spiritual gift given to some members of Christ's body for its faithful and effective function (Eph. 4:11; cf. Rom. 12:7). No more than every part of the human body can be an eye, a foot, or a hand can every saved person be an evangelist or teacher. But that does not mean we can’t ‘open a door’ to others and ask for help in the teaching/instruction portion.
The church also needs people with the gifts of administration, leadership, philanthropy, and so on. This is not an original thought with me. It is Paul's extended argument at 1 Corinthians 12:12ff. Perhaps the most critical verse for my purpose right now is verse 18: "But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be."
There are times and places where some of us have been made to feel guilty that we had neither the personal charisma, teaching skills, nor Bible knowledge to go out and teach someone what to do to be saved. But should you feel guilty that you are not a charismatic leader or that you cannot be a wealthy benefactor to this church? Should I feel guilty that I am not gifted or suited to be an administrator in the life of this body? 

If God had wanted me to be an administrator or CEO-type, he would have given me the natural gifts, training, and opportunity to be one. If he had wanted them to do what I do, he would have given them different gifts and life tracks. If he had wanted you to have the gift of evangelism, he would have given it to you. If you have that gift, it is our responsibility to help you surface it and to help you find a place in the life of this church to use it for God's glory.
Evangelism — as with every other spiritual gift ranging from healing the sick and raising the dead in the first century to showing mercy to the sick today — is a gift that God bestows by his sovereign grace. It is not everyone's gift, not everyone's calling, not everyone's assignment in the church.

Witness: The Opportunity for All

Christian witness, on the other hand, is the opportunity God provides every Christian. Company CEO or man losing his middle-management position when the company downsizes, single woman on her career track or full-time mom in charge of the neighborhood car pool, country music star in the public eye or greens-keeper on the golf course he plays with his buddies, journalist or occasional headlines-reader, well- trained physician specialist or confused-by-the-medical-language patient, Golden Anniversary celebrant or person reeling from a failed marriage, never-had-a-drop-in- my-life teetotaler or struggling-to-get-my-recovery-off-the-ground alcoholic, your present life situation gives you the opportunity to bear witness to the power of God to stabilize and empower, give direction and establish self-respect.

The noun witness refers to someone who is in position to provide or serve as evidence about a matter. A witness attests a fact, statement, or event. Someone is qualified to be a witness who has seen or heard something relevant to what is in question. The verb witness means to testify to a thing. It is to provide or serve as evidence for something. It is to attest the authenticity of a matter.

In the first century, a few people were in position to be witnesses of and to bear witness to the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. "God has raised this Jesus to life," Peter said, "and we [apostles] are all witnesses of this fact" (Acts 2:32). In that same first century, many more people were soon able to bear witness to the life-changing power of Christ to give them personal peace, to make them part of a new spiritual experience, and to generate a new lifestyle for them (Acts 2:42-45). Some people were attracted to Christ through the spoken testimony of the eyewitnesses, and many more were brought to him by the lived testimony of the redeemed community.

In the twenty-first century, some people will be won to Christ by a book. Many more will be won to him by the compassionate, supportive presence of some friends who help them through the trauma of a divorce or a child's death or a job loss. 

When a woman discovers that her friend is helping out of Christ's presence and strength, that can open the door for the gospel to touch her heart. Some will be converted by preaching. More will be converted by having a Christian who chooses to be there when his life is falling apart and he is desperate to find hope, find meaning, find God. 

In cases like these, someone has stepped up to bear witness to God's love or to offer his or her own testimony about the relevance of Christian faith to get one through such a time. In doing so, they have been witnesses for Christ.

Somebody will have to be a teacher or evangelist to the people whose attention is gotten through love and compassion, for saving faith is ultimately based on the testimony of the Word of God. "Faith comes from hearing the message," wrote Paul (Rom. 10:17a; cf. 10:14-15). 

So somebody has to speak the true message about Christ to people who are lost. But the soil of that person's heart will almost surely have been prepared for the good seed of the Word of God by faithful, gentle witnesses to the transforming power of Jesus Christ through someone in his or her world of family, work, or friendship.

The New Testament Epistle of 1 Peter was written to Christians scattered throughout what is today Turkey. (It is called Asia Minor on maps of the New Testament world.) A few were Jews who had once lived in Palestine, but many more were Gentiles who were living in familiar geographical territory but in new spiritual territory. 

Although they were "at home" in Asia Minor, they weren't really. They had been given a new citizenship and a new calling on their lives, and they were increasingly feeling like they were "strangers" among their non-Christians neighbors, friends, and family. So Peter addresses them as the "Diaspora," a term that means "scattered" or "spread out."

In every generation, Christians are away from home. So long as we are in this world, we are away from God. Paul confessed that when he wrote: "I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body" (Phil. 1:23-24). 


Heaven was his new home, but he was stuck on Planet Earth for a while yet. Me too! As long as we are in the world, we are "scattered" or "spread out" among people who don't know Christ. We live among non-Christian people and work with unsaved folk. We're not superior! We're not smarter or more loved by God! But we have responded to Christ in repentance and faith. 

We have been baptized into Christ and have affiliated ourselves with a church seeking God’s will in God’s way. We have pledged ourselves to honor God above pursuing or own pleasure. And that pledge sometimes creates discord or even harassment. 

Here is what Peter said to some of his spread-out-among-unbelievers readers:  You've already put in your time in that God-ignorant way of life, partying night after night, a drunken and profligate life. Now it's time to be done with it for good. Of course, your old friends don't understand why you don't join in with the old gang anymore. But you don't have to give an account to them (1 Pet. 4:3-4, The Message).


While still living among unbelievers, what should those of us who are believers be doing? How can we be a positive presence among the people who don't understand our new commitments and behaviors? 

In the paragraph just before the lines above, Peter had written this:  But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander (1 Pet. 3:15).

You don't have to preach to them. Just let your life keep bearing witness to what you've found in Christ! You don't have to be a "Bible thumper." Just be steady in your newfound faith! Know what will happen? Eventually somebody will come up and say, "I wish I had the peace I see in you. Can you tell me how I can find it for my life?"

If you've learned enough of the Bible by that time, sit down and have a Bible study. If you aren't gifted or equipped to teach, just say, "It comes from Jesus. What about going to church with me Sunday?" Or you say, "My life has been changed by the power of God. And you know I'm not a teacher or preacher, but my preacher or somebody from my church who can help you understand the gospel will be glad to get with you. Do you want me to call somebody and be there with you?"

The How-To of Witnessing

Bearing witness to Christ in your daily lifestyle won't make you an evangelist. But your preliminary work is critical. The best teacher in the world can't get far with somebody who can quickly hide behind the "defense" of a hypocritical Christian she knows or cold, uncaring church that turned him off.

Have you ever thought about the fact that when God came among us to save us he spent more than thirty years in relative silence? He was one with us in flesh and blood. He lived among ordinary people. He worked in Joseph's carpentry business. He attended the synagogue. He modeled goodness and joy and concern for others. Only then did he preach to anybody.
Words are seldom ever the best starting point to lead somebody to Jesus. Words may only generate arguments and defensiveness. You seldom "argue people to the truth." You love them. You model a new lifestyle that looks increasingly like Jesus. You create hunger and thirst for the truth. But we somehow fool ourselves into thinking that words can replace kindness, self-control, and love. Evangelism is unproductive if it can't be done on the foundation of gentle witness. We need credibility in the eyes of the people we want to teach.

Pay attention to one more text from Peter's letter to those first-century Christians who were spread out over the world that just wasn't their real home any more. He gave this counsel to Christian women married to unbelieving husbands: "Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives" (1 Pet. 3:1-2).

The how-to of witnessing for Christ or being a witness to Christ's presence in the world is a rather simple, three-step process.

1. Practice your faith. Read your Bible and pray. Be a participating member of this church. Be present for every assembly you can attend. This much should be obvious.

2. Live your faith. This is the part that seems not to be so obvious to some of us. In families, classrooms, offices, and neighborhoods, people are less inclined to be looking for lectures on Christianity than for demonstrations of it, less for books than for friends. Without actions in our lives that look like Jesus in their midst, they will consider our words to be hollow and without value — and will have no interest in hearing them. I think it was Francis of Assisi who encouraged one of his pupils to tell everyone he met about Jesus but to use words only when necessary.

3. Acknowledge your faith. When you have lived your faith before a friend or given compassionate help to a classmate, he may ask you, "Why do you care?" or "Why are you willing to try to help me?" Don't just blush or pass it off or mumble something about wanting to do the right thing. Say something like, "I'm a Christian, and this is what I think Jesus would want me to do." Or maybe you can say, "I'm trying to follow Jesus in my life, and I know he'd care about you and try to help you with this." You'll be surprised at the doors opened by so simple an acknowledgment of Jesus. That person just may ask to come to church with you or to talk with you about your faith. And the door is open for God's presence in that heart!

Looking for God in All the Wrong Places

It’s “bottoms up” for believers in downtown Grand Rapids, Michigan. At least, that’s what Peter Winkle, the former “reverend” and restauranteur, is hoping. He applied for a liquor license on December 11, 2002, planning to mix the Bible and Budweiser into some kind of spiritual concoction for the shy-of-church. 

“The focus,” said Winkle, “is on getting the message out....If that message happens to come from inside a bar, so be it” (Rob Kirkbride. “Would-be bar owners plan to pour out the spirit of religion.” The Grand Rapids Press. December 10, 2002). 

Winkle considers the “good” that can be done. When patrons belly-up to the bar at Graces, they’ll be served by a clergyman. “There won’t be Bibles on the tables and the clergy won’t be wearing robes or collars, but I do envision loud music and people having fun,” said Renee Visser, a downtown business owner who is working with Winkle. 

Presbyterian minister Kenneth Gentry pours out his opinion on the subject in his book God Gave Wine: “We need to change the public perception of Christians being a bunch of killjoys. Evil comes out of the heart of man, not out of a substance” (as quoted by Kirkbride). 

Visser concluded, “Some people are bitter about traditional churches...We want to provide a place more comfortable to them.” 

Garth Brooks mesmerized fans several years ago by singing, “I’ve got friends in low places....” Was he talking about Christians? This “anything-goes evangelism” is anything but “preaching the gospel” (Mk. 16:15). What value would there be to teaching someone the gospel who won’t remember it in the morning? 

This ethical near-sightedness is nothing new. Joseph Fletcher publicized it in America decades ago in his book, Situation Ethics. But the idea is as old as Satan. People are deceived if they think that they can do wrong so that good may result. The end does not justify the means. 

The incomprehensible thing is this: these entrepreneurs do not see anything wrong with the consumption of alcohol. It leads one to wonder what influence they were under when they read [if they read], “Wine is a mocker and strong drink is a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is not wise” (Prov. 20:1). Drunkenness is still condemned in Scripture as “a work of the flesh” (Gal. 5:21). And I have yet to discover the work of the flesh that can be done in moderation. 

Since, as Gentry puts it, a substance is not intrinsically evil, one might suggest mixing a little weed with worship. How about casinos for Christ? A game of righteous roulette might reach the 4 million compulsive gamblers whose lives are on a ruinous course. 

Is there a ministry yet to be uncovered among users of pornography? Twelve billion dollars bought Americans pornographic materials last year – twice the combined gross revenue of the major television networks CBS, NBC, and ABC. Such “ministers” could employ lust in moderation, transforming it into a love for God, “who made us male and female.” 

How many more people could John the Immerser have reached had he sat on a bar stool and preached, “Another round! For the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

There is no doubt that people need the gospel – everybody needs the gospel. The remedy for the social and personal ills of life is the message of Christ. It is found in the New Testament and lived by faithful Christians who “abstain from every form of evil,” “flee from fornication,” “overcome evil with good,” “abhor what is evil,” and “hold fast to what is good” (1 Thess. 5:22; 1 Cor. 6:18; Rom. 12:21; 12:9). 

Individuals are attracted to the message, it is true, by our “good works” (Matt. 5:16), and they are encouraged to fill their minds with things that are true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, commendable, excellent, and worthy of praise (Phil 4:8). For which things, we might say, there is no “legal-limit” or “under-aged restrictions” (cf. Gal. 5:23). 

J.B. Phillip translates Romans 12:2 like this: “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold....” There is no need to brew up a spiritual message that is less-filling and tastes great. The gospel, undistilled, does not make us more comfortable where we are; rather, it leads us to realize the seriousness of sin and the need for a Savior – therein is righteousness and a clear conscience (cf. Rom. 1:16-17; 1 Pet. 3:21). 

Conclusion

When the soldiers in Operation Desert Storm swept through Saudi Arabia and into Iraq back in 1991, one man rushed out to greet his American captors in Bermuda shorts, a T-shirt, and a Chicago accent. "Where have you guys been?" he asked. "We've been waiting for you!" 

The man from Chicago had been visiting his grandmother in Baghdad when the war broke out, and he was drafted into the Iraqi army. And he'd been praying for the Americans to get there and take him back where he belonged.

Some people you know have been drafted and pressed into service under the Prince of Darkness. Their lives are out of control and in pain. They are captive to addictions. They are scared to die but don't know how to live. Know what they would like to see more than anything else? They'd like to have someone to whom they can surrender so they can be taken back to God's camp, take a cleansing bath, feed their starving souls, and feel safe. You are someone's best hope for that happening in his or her life.

Hear our text for today one final time. This time, from The Message, listen to the words and take them to heart for yourself:

Through thick and thin, keep your hearts at attention, in adoration before Christ, your Master. Be ready to speak up and tell anyone who asks why you're living the way you are, and always with the utmost courtesy. Keep a clear conscience before God so that when people throw mud at you, none of it will stick. They'll end up realizing that they're the ones who need a bath.


Our goal as Christians is not to run away from and insulate ourselves against the world. It is to be salt, light, and leaven to it. It is to build bridges and make friends. Friendship, someone has said, is "the language the deaf can hear and the blind can see." Then our presence can be a gentle, faithful, unobtrusive, welcome witness to the Lord Jesus Christ. And he will use that witness to draw someone else to him. That is a spiritual service all of us can render.

Great Themes of the Bible Series

#8  Spirit: His Works

"Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other."

False Ideas about the Holy Spirit (by Wayne Jackson)
Jesus warned:“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravening wolves” (Mt. 7:15). 
False teachers do exist (2 Pet. 2:1), and the ideas they advocate are dangerous. We will direct attention to some false teachings relative to the Holy Spirit. 

Holy Spirit Not a Person

One of the most fundamental errors regarding the Holy Spirit is the tendency of some cults to deny his very personality. A Watchtower publication asserts that “the holy spirit is the active force of God. It is not a person but is a powerful force that God causes to emanate from himself to accomplish his holy will” (Reasoning, p. 81). 

Mary Baker Eddy, founder of “Christian Science,” characterized the third person of the Trinity as “Divine Science” (p. 55). Parley Pratt, one of Mormonism’s original “apostles,” once described the Holy Spirit as a force like “magnetism” or “electricity.” He further spoke of the Spirit as “a divine fluid” and “impersonal energy” (see Jackson, 1993, p. 26). 

Each of these notions is quite foreign to the truth. The Holy Spirit is a divine person, and this is evidenced by the following factors: 

1. The Spirit acts in a personal way. He can speak (Mt. 10:20; 1 Tim. 4:1), teach (Jn. 14:26), bear witness (Jn. 15:26), guide, hear and declare (Jn. 16:13), send (Acts 10:20), forbid (Acts 16:6), search and know (1 Cor. 2:11), will (1 Cor. 12:11), help (Rom. 8:2), and love (Rom. 15:30). Sound biblical interpretation will not allow the view that these references are mere personifications. 
2. There are many passages which describe the Holy Spirit as being the recipient of actions which are applicable only of a personal entity. The Spirit can be grieved (Eph. 4:30), lied to (Acts 5:3), spoken against (Mt. 12:32), resisted (Acts 7:50), and insulted (Heb. 10:29). Can one “lie to” electricity, “grieve” magnetism, or “insult” fluid? 
3. The Holy Spirit is frequently mentioned in contexts in which other persons are discussed. Of the Spirit, Jesus said: “He shall glorify me” (Jn. 16:14). If the “me” (Christ) represents a person, why does not the “he” (the Spirit) likewise denote a person? Certain inspired leaders in the early church wrote: “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us...” (Acts 15:28). The Spirit is as personal as the “us.” 

Holy Spirit Still Works Miracles

Every devout Bible student is aware of the fact that miracles have been employed by God in the divine scheme of things. By means of miracles, the creation and organization of the Universe were effected (Gen. 1; Psa. 33:6-9; Heb. 11:3). Additionally, when Jehovah commenced his process of progressive revelation, communicating his will to the human family, he documented the authenticity of the message with supernatural phenomena. Miraculous “signs” were designed to validate the written message (cf. Mk. 16:17-20). But the fact of the matter is, God is not exhibiting his power today in a miraculous fashion, and that is demonstrated by the following line of argumentation. 

1. There is no occurrence in today’s world that even remotely resembles the kind of “signs” that are common to the New Testament record. Where is the person with an amputated body-part that has had such instantaneously and perfectly restored (cf. Lk. 22:51)? Where is the individual, four days dead, who has come forth from the grave (Jn. 11:44)? Who pays his taxes these days with funds recovered from a fish’s mouth (Mt. 17:27)? An examination of so-called modern “miracles” will reveal that they have virtually nothing in common with the type of “signs” described in the Bible (see Jackson, 1992, pp. 127-134). 
2. The allegation that the Holy Spirit is working miracles today is contrary to the explicit biblical teaching relative to the purpose for which miracles were given. As indicated earlier, signs were designed to validate the revelation of God’s will for mankind (Mk. 16:20; Heb. 2:2-4). When the revelatory process was concluded with the completion of the New Testament record, miracles were no longer needed, hence, passed away (see 1 Cor. 13:8-13). No one can consistently argue for miracles today without also contending that divine revelation is on-going, and the New Testament is incomplete. 
3. The means for the reception of spiritual gifts in the Christian age are not operative today. Gifts, in the first century, were bestowed by means of Holy Spirit baptism (Acts 2,10), and through the laying on of the apostles’ hands (Acts 8:17,18; 19:6; 2 Tim. 1:6). Since there is no Holy Spirit baptism today (Eph. 4:5; Mt. 28:19,20), and as there are no living apostles, it is obvious that, so far as biblical evidence is concerned, no spiritual gifts are being given to believers today. 
4. As suggested earlier, the New Testament explicitly affirms that the early church’s endowment with miraculous gifts was to be temporary; when revelation was completed, supernatural signs were to pass away (Eph. 4:11-16; 1 Cor. 13:8-13; see Jackson, 1990, pp. 114-124). 

Direct Operation in Conversion

Denominationalists frequently contend that the Holy Spirit, in a direct and mysterious fashion, operates upon the sinner in the process of conversion. In his debate with N.B. Hardeman, the celebrated Baptist preacher, Ben M. Bogard, affirmed: “The Bible teaches that in conviction and conversion the Holy Spirit exercises a power or influence in addition to the written or spoken word” (p. 7). 
If the Holy Spirit operates upon the soul of the sinner independent of the written Word of God, why is it that not a solitary Christian has ever been discovered in those locales where the gospel has not been proclaimed? Why is it that tribes in primitive regions know nothing regarding the Lord Jesus, apart from the influence of biblical revelation? This circumstance is inexplicable in light of the foregoing theory. 

Certainly it is true that the Holy Spirit is instrumental in the regeneration of those who are lost. But his influence is exerted through his revelation, the Holy Scriptures (see Eph. 6:17), and not apart from these documents. For example, it is by the Spirit that one is led to be immersed into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). Correspondingly, it is through the word that this identical result is effected (Eph. 5:26). In the conversion process, which is symbolically designated as being “born anew” (Jn. 3:3), it is by the agency of the Holy Spirit that the “begettal” is initiated. Yet note this affirmation: “Seeing ye have purified your souls in your obedience to the truth unto unfeigned love of the brethren, love one another from the heart fervently: having been begotten again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, through the word of God...” (1 Pet. 1:22,23). 

James declares: “Of his own will he begat us with the word of truth” (Jas. 1:18). With this fact, Paul agrees. The apostle describes the Corinthians as those who had been washed, sanctified, and justified by the Spirit (1 Cor. 6:11); and yet, he could declare in the same epistle: “I have begotten you through the gospel” (4:15). Clearly, the Holy Spirit, in leading honest people to the Lord, exerts his influence through the gospel message. To affirm that something additional is needed for salvation, is to rob the gospel of its power in the redemptive process (Rom. 1:16). 

Special Spirit Illumination

It is commonly argued that the Bible is not sufficiently lucid to lead men in the pursuit of the godly life. We should study the Scriptures, it is contended, but in order to understand them, we also need the special illumination of the Spirit of God. Roy Zuck of the Dallas Theological Seminary has written: “The [Bible] interpreter must also depend on the Holy Spirit.” He cites H.C.G. Moule: “The blessed Spirit is not only the true Author of the written Word but also its supreme and true Expositor” (Zuck, p. 23). 
If this view is correct, here is an interesting query. Is the Spirit as infallible in his exposition as he was in his initial revelation? If the answer is yes, then all who are illuminated by the Spirit should be flawless in their exegesis of the Bible, and totally united in their understanding of Scripture. But such is not the case. Numerous scholars claiming Spirit illumination are constantly disagreeing in their theological opinions. 
Moreover, it is the epitome of inconsistency to argue for “supernatural illumination,” and then produce a textbook setting forth the rules for correct biblical interpretation—as Dr. Zuck has done. The fact is, the Bible clearly teaches that one can read and understand the testimony of the sacred Scriptures (Eph. 3:4; 5:17). 

But we are told that Paul taught that the “natural man” (i.e., one not illuminated by the Spirit) cannot “know” the things of God (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14). The “illumination” theory imposes upon this context a notion that simply is not there. In this text Paul is suggesting that the natural man (i.e., one not taught of the Spirit by means of God’s appointed spokesmen—vs. 10) receives not the things of God (i.e., spiritual truths). Such things are foolishness to him, and he cannot “know” (ginosko—to know experimentally) them. Such matters must be discerned spiritually (i.e., they are communicated by the revelation process—ultimately embodied in the Scriptures). The “natural man” is not privy to spiritual truth intuitively. No one, naturally (i.e., apart from revelation) can know the mind of God. 

There is no reference in this context to the Spirit1s “illumination” as a requisite to understanding the Scriptures. Rather, the emphasis is upon the fact that truth is received by divine revelation, not human intuition. 
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Dallas Willard has written a book The Divine Conspiracy, which  is a straightforward challenge to what he refers to as "consumer Christianity" or "bumper-sticker faith." Yet it is not negative either in its content or in its tone. It is a mature theological plea for Christians to take discipleship seriously. 

If you decide to read it, please understand in advance that it isn't devotional reading. It takes concentration. You'll probably need to reread some pages or occasional whole sections. But it will be time well spent.

Playing off the bumper sticker that reads "Christians aren't perfect, just forgiven," Willard raises the possibility that some preaching these days communicates an impoverished message to the church. From his own experience, he describes his fear of a shallow understanding of the gospel this way:

It says that you can have a faith in Christ that brings forgiveness, while in every other respect your life is no different from that of others who have no faith in Christ at all. This view so pleasingly presented on bumpers and trinkets has deep historical roots. It is by now worked out in many sober tomes of theology, lived out by multitudes of those who sincerely self-identify as Christians.


Being a Christian is supposed to make a difference. Faith is supposed to create holy actions. "For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men" (Rom. 14:17). Righteousness, peace, and joy make a believer's life rich and satisfying. They make her life a credible witness to the gospel. But these spiritual qualities are blessings from God, not attainments through the methods and techniques of our human effort.

Understanding Two Key Concepts

The alternative to "consumer Christianity" proposed in The Divine Conspiracy is not to impose a legalistic holiness code over the gospel's message of salvation by grace. As opposed to a fire-escape mentality for presenting the message about Jesus, however, Willard proposes a rethinking of (1) the nature of the kingdom of God and (2) discipleship. That is, he thinks people should be taught the gospel as more than an escape route from hell. He and I apparently agree that "If you died tonight, where would you spend eternity?" is not the best opening line for sharing the story of Jesus. Church- sponsored "hell houses" around Halloween may get some young people to confess Jesus out of fear, but I wonder how many of these conversions "stick"? Fear isn't a very good long-term motivation for doing anything — much less holy things.

Anyone who is a Christian has access now to the life we are sometimes only too eager to relegate to the hereafter. This life with a new orientation shows itself in a set of new behaviors and is our participation today in what the Bible calls the "kingdom of God" or "eternal life." The personal impact of this new life is "discipleship" — an experience of paying attention to, learning the teaching of, and imitating the lifestyle of Jesus. Christ is the teacher, and those he saves are pupils who learn his thoughts and behaviors.

This is the authentic gospel message as opposed to what Bonhoeffer called "cheap grace." The gospel so preached and received creates a faithful witness to Christ in the world. It initiates those who receive it into an experience in which the kingdom of heaven breaks into human history again through one who has taken the gospel seriously. It is a believer's intentional surrender to the Holy Spirit that makes the difference between bumper-sticker faith and life-transforming faith, a cheap-grace confession and an everything-to-Christ confession.

The Work of the Holy Spirit

It is the Spirit's work to transform sinners into saints. His power enables one to "put off" an old man or woman and "put on" a new personality and character. His primary task in Christian experience is to make those who follow Jesus "fruitful" in holy things.

Do you remember these words from Jesus? "I am the vine; you are the branches," he said. "If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5). At the end of his Allegory of the Vine and Branches, he added this: "You did not choose me, but I chose you to go and bear fruit — fruit that will last" (John 15:16). Instead of being prayerfully possessed of a desire for the fruit of the Spirit, God's people across the ages seem to have been preoccupied instead with the gifts of the Spirit. And, yes, I believe that both supernatural spiritual gifts and discovering one's own spiritual gift in ministry today are important biblical subjects. Even so, I would argue that even the gifts of the Spirit are ultimately aimed at the goal of transformation and holy living.

After treating a number of doctrinal matters in Ephesians — including the gifts of the Holy Spirit at 4:11ff — Paul expounds on the practical difference sound doctrine should have on Christian character. He conspicuously links the following things with the prospect of grieving the Holy Spirit: sensuality, indulging in impure behaviors, lying, anger, stealing, unwholesome talk (4:17-29). In the light of Dr. Willard's point about discipleship and the kingdom of God, pay particular attention to his words:

Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. . . . Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love . . . But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God's holy people. . . . Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit (Eph. 4:30-31; 5:1-2a,3,18).


Sound doctrine reveals itself in renewed character. Not only in Ephesians but also in Romans, Paul traces out this same foundational truth. After eleven chapters of doctrinal instruction about the grace and mercy of God, he makes this turn at chapter twelve and begins exploring moral and spiritual transformation:  Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer yourselves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God — which is your spiritual worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is — his good, pleasing and perfect will (Rom. 12:1-2).


Or, in our text for today from Galatians, Paul pleads for his readers to reject a lifestyle of license leading to "acts of the sinful nature" — sexual immorality, hatred, fits of rage, drunkenness, etc. — and to live instead by the power of God's indwelling Holy Spirit.

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified their sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-25).

We Are "Under Orders" from God

In these biblical texts, Paul clearly affirms that a lack of this ninefold fruit of the Spirit negates one's claim to be a Christian and makes his or her service to the Lord empty and without profit.

Do you think it is possible for someone to make a false claim to be a Christian? Do you believe one can fake a spiritual gift by carnal efforts? I suspect most of us would say "Yes" to these questions. For example, a new book about John Lennon claims the ex-Beatle declared himself saved and a Christian back in 1977.[2] He peppered his speech with "Praise the Lord!" and "Thank you, Jesus!" It lasted about two weeks, according to Robert Rosen. At the end of this brief stint of Christian vocabulary and perhaps even a song written during that time, Lennon went back to astrology, tarot-card readers, and psychics. And people from Marjoe to fallen televangelists have gotten away with preaching like prophets while living as backsliders.

What can't be faked is authentic Christian character over time. And genuine transformation of a person's heart and life is a work of the Spirit of God to which every saved person is commanded to submit. Think about it: There is no command in the Bible to be indwelt by, baptized by, or gifted by the Spirit. These are gifts to receive, not commands to obey. But there is a command about being filled with the Spirit. It was contained in a text read earlier: "Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit" (Eph. 4:18). Is the first part of this verse a command? If so, why would anyone miss the fact that the second part is as well? C.H. Spurgeon commented on this text: "This is not a promise to claim. This is a command to obey."

Granted, Paul is writing to people who have already been baptized, who have received the gift of the Holy Spirit, and who have the Spirit indwelling them. So what is his point? What is he commanding? We can't have "more of" the Holy Spirit because he is a person and enters us in totality. But he does want more of our minds, feelings, and behaviors under divine control. Paul wanted his readers — then and now — to stop resisting and grieving the Holy Spirit. 

"Just as some people abandon themselves to the intoxicating powers of alcohol," Paul says, "you must learn to live under the influence of divine intoxication. No one gets drunk except as he imbibes and comes under the control of some strong drink, and no one becomes spiritual until he drinks deeply at the fountain of the Spirit. So with mind, will, and passions, surrender your entire being. Just as you have been ‘born from above,' now you must offer yourself to God so that you can think ‘from above,' speak ‘from above,' and live ‘from above.' People can tell when someone has had too much wine; they can also tell when someone is captivated by the Spirit. No, she isn't perfect — but she is growing. She is becoming more spiritual in attitudes and desires, in thinking and speaking. People around her are noticing that something has changed."

Conclusion

A major theme in Paul's theology is the contrast and conflict between sarx ("flesh," KJV; "sinful nature," NIV) and pneuma ("Spirit"). Sarx is everything about a human being that is opposed to God and holiness; it is everything I am apart from God and in rebellion against him. Sarx is the precise opposite to being a Christian. Thus Paul wrote: "I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sarx. . . . I myself in my mind am a slave to God's law, but in my sarx a slave to the law of sin. . . . Those who live according to their sarx have their minds set on what sarx desires . . . Those controlled by sarxcannot please God" (Rom. 7:18a,25b; 8:5,8).

Sarx — though translated "flesh" in the King James Version — isn't your bodily frame. Paul's point is not that your brain, tongue, and hands can't be used by God for holy purposes. They can be holy but will be used for evil so long as hostile-to-God sarx is making the decisions and pursuing its agenda. But there is a power great enough to take mind, heart, and body away from its base control and give them to God's glory. Human willpower is not enough, but the powerful Holy Spirit is more than enough. When we were saved, God sent the Holy Spirit into our hearts crying "Abba, Father" and to testify with our spirits that we are no longer Satan's pawns but are now God's children. In that gift of the Holy Spirit, a beachhead for righteousness was established. Now we must obey heaven's call to surrender completely and be filled with the Spirit.

Paul pointed to the difference made by our capitulation to the Spirit's presence and wrote: "Those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. . . . You, however, are controlled not by your sarx but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. . . . Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation — but it is not to our sarx, to live according to it. For if you live according to sarx, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live. Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God" (Rom. 8:5b,8a,12-14). 

If you are going to get past the bumper-sticker excuses for your weaknesses into the fulness of life in God's strength, you must abandon yourself to the indwelling Spirit so he can do his work in you. Just as you recognize and have confessed that Jesus Christ is Lord over heaven and earth, you must acknowledge it in your heart and life by holiness that is empowered by his Holy Spirit who represents him.

The Holy Guest has been present in you from the day of your conversion, but is he president? You possess him, but does he possess you? Is he dormant or dominant in you? The fruit test of Galatians 5:22-23 is your guide for answering these questions. 

Are you filled with the Spirit of God? Don't tell me about an exhilarating moment in your life. Don't tell me about a worship time — public or private — in which you felt the movement of the Spirit. Don't tell me about a language you spoke or an insight you received. Tell me about the character defect God has refined, the addiction he has broken, or the evil desire he has lessened. Show me the fruit of the Spirit in your life.

Don't tell me how high you've jumped; tell me instead of how much straighter you are walking in the Spirit's strength. Don't wave the leafy branches of your spiritual gifts, but show me instead the fruit of God's abiding presence. That is the work of the Holy Spirit in a Christian's life. It is the work he does for all who desire, submit to, and yield to the indwelling Spirit. Never resist, grieve, or quench that work in your life, for it is the only path to righteousness, joy, and peace — in the Holy Spirit.

Great Themes of the Bible Series

#9 Trusting in God
God invites us to trust him on the good days and the bad ones, when we are enjoying every 
moment of life or when we are discouraged to the point of depression. His promise is that 
he will never abandon us, that our faith will never be fruitless, that he will work 
everything to the long-term good of those who trust him.
Don't you love all those great Bible stories about the heroes and heroines of faith? They are the stories most of us were taught as children about human faith in divine faithfulness. We learned the stories of Noah and Abraham, Ruth and Esther. And we were told that the same God who honored and vindicated their trust in him would be with us in our times of crisis, if we would trust him too.

The unnamed writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews must have had similar feelings about his background in the Torah and synagogue. So Hebrews 11 is a veritable litany of heroes of faith. Interestingly, he cites not only the triumphant stories of Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and Rahab but the accounts of people who appear to have been discredited and triumphed over in their circumstances. 
For example, he begins his list with Abel, the murdered son of Adam and Eve who provoked Cain's bloodthirsty anger by offering the Lord an acceptable sacrifice. "And by faith he still speaks," he writes, "even though he is dead" (Heb. 11:4). 

Perhaps this reminds us that one's trust in God does not have to be vindicated with an immediate deliverance, triumph, or healing in order to be justified. As Hebrews 11 moves to a close, the writer resorts to a common preacher's device (i.e., "I'm running out of time here, so I'll just summarize!") and begins compressing stories. 
He lists the names of Gideon, Samson, David, Samuel and "the prophets" and then leaves nameless several saints who "conquered kingdoms" and "received back their dead, raised to life again." He adds: "Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated — the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground" (Heb. 11:35b-38).

That's not the outcome I want to my faith! I want to be vindicated immediately. I want to get well now. I want my prayers answered positively in the short term. Are you really that different? Be honest now! But the correctness of trusting God isn't always conspicuous in the immediate context. Think about the experience of Jesus.

Life's "Mixed Bag"

Life on Planet Earth is a "mixed bag" of triumphs and tragedies, victories and reversals. What did ABC Sports used to say about "the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat"? Why that could have been the title of a series on The History of the Human Race.

If faith and prayer were a formula for guaranteed outcomes of the sort we want, everyone would be a prayerful Christian — for the simple reason that we are all selfish. The practical challenge to a child is to trust his mother when he doesn't understand why she's letting a nurse stick him with that long needle. The practical challenge to the children of God comes when we don't understand why he permits certain things to happen in this fallen world.

So we hear this challenge: "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding" (Prov. 3:5). We read Job's words in the midst of his terrible illness and even greater confusion about its true source: "Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him" (Job 13:15, NKJV). 
And — in one of the most impressive case studies in all the Bible — you hear the bold faith of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego when the king of Babylon is threatening them with annihilation. "If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king," they said. "But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up" (Dan. 3:17- 18). 
Now that's faith in the faithfulness of the Lord!

Life's mixed bag has good days and bad ones. Optimistic beginnings trail off into absolute disaster, and faltering starts come to glorious ends. Good people sometimes suffer terrible injustices, and villains get by with murder. When someone who has declared his or her trust in the Lord seems to be getting a "bad deal," the great temptation is to sell out to the other side. And that is where faith is tested and approved.

Paul Azinger, after battling back from cancer to resume playing on the PGA tour, said there are two ways to react to something like he had gone through. "You can say, ‘Why me, God? Why me?'" he told a reporter. "Or you can do an about-face and run to God and cling to him for your security and your hope. That's what I did."

The Divine Invitation

God invites us to trust him on the good days and the bad ones, when we are enjoying every moment of life or when we are discouraged to the point of depression. His promise is that he will never abandon us, that our faith will never be fruitless, that he will work everything to the long-term good of those who trust him. But trusting in God against the appearances of the moment is so hard!

The challenge, you will remember from Proverbs 3:5 is this: "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding." 
But we tend to panic in a crisis and fall back on our own ingenuity and devices. 

In the eighth century before Christ, Isaiah was Yahweh's prophet to a declining Israel in a time of Assyrian expansion into the region of Canaan. Instead of trusting the Lord in this crisis time, Israel's kings made unholy alliances with Assyria — a decision of political convenience that was condemned forthrightly by Isaiah (cf. 7:1ff). 
It was for this sin among others that Israel was later brought into captivity by Babylon. In the midst of these machinations, listen to Isaiah's prophetic message: "This is what the Sovereign LORD, the Holy One of Israel, says: ‘In repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength, but you would have none of it'" (Isaiah 30:15). 
What a paradigm for human faithlessness before an utterly trustworthy God!

Hear these words from another Old Testament prophet from several decades after Isaiah's time: 

This is what the LORD says: "Cursed is the one who trusts in man,  who depends on flesh for his strength and whose heart turns away from the LORD.  He will be like a bush in the wastelands;  he will not see prosperity when it comes. He will dwell in the parched places of the desert, in a salt land where no one lives. But 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" (Jeremiah 17:5-8)..

Dwight L. Moody said it this way: "Trust in yourself, and you are doomed to disappointment; trust in your friends, and they will die and leave you; trust in money, and you may have it taken from you; trust in reputation, and some slanderous tongue may blast it; but trust in God, and you are never to be confounded in time or eternity."

In the short term, evil often has the upper hand. In the short term, injustice may prevail. In the short term, there may be poverty or suffering. In the short term, you may lose everything and everybody you deemed important to your life. In the long term, however, evil cannot win and every injustice will be overthrown; in the long term, those who have put their trust in the Lord will share in his glory, wealth, and life. All the darkness of evil will give way to the brilliant light of the Lord!
Psalm 145

Our primary text is from a psalm that Walter Brueggemann calls "a representative statement of Israel's joyous and grateful confidence in the Creator."  From beginning to end, it touts the theme that Yahweh is the Great King who governs the universe and whose faithfulness to his people can be relied upon.

The psalm is an acrostic poem in which each successive line begins with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence. We lose that feature, of course, in English translation. But the point of it remains obvious enough. The Lord God of Israel has created this world and arranged everything about its function so that nothing is beyond his ability to bring to the end he has announced in advance. The rule of the Great King of the Universe is well-arranged and its holy outcomes assured, from A-to-Z.

After the expected praise to God's mighty acts and gracious deeds in verses 1-13a,  verses 13b-20a make a shift that surprises us and provides the main clue for the psalm. In a bold evangelical move the psalm asserts that Yahweh's great power is directed especially toward the weak and the needy. There is no further reflection on God's regal person, but only on God's self-giving attentiveness to God's creatures, the ones who have no claim but depend solely on God's inclination.

Psalm 145 affirms what everyone would like to know, but the circumstances of life often take away such confidence in God. It can only be known by faith and not by sight in those unsettling times (cf. 2 Cor. 5:7). 

The LORD is faithful to all his promises and loving toward all he has made. 
The LORD upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down. 
The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food at the proper time. 
You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing. 
The LORD is righteous in all his ways and loving toward all he has made. 
The LORD is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth. 
He fulfills the desires of those who fear him; he hears their cry and saves them. 
The LORD watches over all who love him, but all the wicked he will destroy.


The Creator God of the Universe has carefully positioned himself to break our fall into oblivion, to catch us when we feel we are tumbling head over heels into the abyss.

How Can We Maintain 'Peace of Mind'?

Many are privileged to live in Silicon Valley, where the geniuses of our society are daily creating the new computers which are enhancing our business, social, and family life. The new breakthroughs in integrated circuitry mean lower-priced computers and software for consumers on the one hand, and, on the other hand, great wealth for their manufacturers. As a result, many among us are enabled to dig deeply into the "horn of plenty." 

But there is another side to the coin. The foundations of our society are being challenged on every hand in this computer age. Family values, children, the aged, even life itself are coming under increased scrutiny and challenge. All of this in turn is creating a high level of physical, emotional, and spiritual stress in today's world. 

Stress, the experts say, is a physical, chemical, or emotional factor that causes bodily, mental, or spiritual tension, resulting in a sense of fear, overload, and inability to focus on a single issue, a feeling that everything is out of control. This can at times play a part in the causation of certain diseases. It's not easy to understand stress. It's like the wind: we don't know where it comes from or where it goes, but when we feel it we're very much aware of it. 

Stress can be an extremely damaging condition if we fail to understand it and deal with it. Family, business and social relationships can begin to unravel. As a result, many among us are forced to seek deliverance from it. "How do you spell relief?" could well be regarded as the question of the 80's. Some seek relief in very positive ways--through exercise, for instance. 

Meanwhile, two old friends have appeared under new names to offer relief and deliverance from this stressful society. I'm referring to the "human potential" movement and the "new age" movement. 
If you want to know what the human potential movement is, just go into any bookstore and check the books on display. The titles don't need any explanation: "Go For It," "Own Your Own Life," "How To Take Charge Of Your Life," "The Sky Is The Limit." Then there is the one I almost bought, "How To Cope With Difficult People!" 

If you don't like to read you can learn how to do all these things at seminars or retreats, or through slickly packaged video or audio cassettes. The ultimate aim of this movement, of course, as the book titles proclaim, is ego-massage. Recently I saw advertised the ultimate ego trip, "How To Be A Winner." Just what I've always wanted! This package proclaimed that you can be a winner by developing your ability for self-achievement, self-motivation, self-image, self-control, self-esteem. 

Self is the name of the game. This is the philosophy of every generation since man first appeared on the face of the earth. It may appear under different names and guises, but it is still the philosophy that says you are the master of your fate; take control of your life and be a winner. 

The "new age" movement, on the other hand, promises to deliver you from stress by addressing your soulish or spiritual nature. New age advocates have become disenchanted with secular ways of thinking. They seek relief by advocating so-called "new" perspectives, claiming "All is one," and "All is God." God is referred to as "It," or, as in Star Wars, "The Force." 

One new age writer claims, "We are all gods whether we realize it or not. We need to awaken the god who sleeps at the root of our humanity." This philosophy, of course, is but another name for Hinduism, Buddhism, and the ideas of self-appointed Eastern mystics. Some Christians, unfortunately, are being tempted to find relief from stress in the way these movements advocate. 

The diabolical voice is once again being heard, "You surely shall not die, for God knows that in the day you eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil" (Genesis 3:4, 5). 

Faced with the pressures and stresses of life, Christians need to ask themselves if it was God's original intent for humanity, faced with stress, to respond by claiming to be self-proclaimed winners or gods; or does God have a better arrangement for living, regardless of the stressful circumstances of our society and age? 

To this question, the Scriptures respond, Yes! A thousand times yes! The only living, true and wise God who has clearly revealed himself in his Son Jesus Christ has, since the dawn of mankind, had a better arrangement for living--and that includes coping with stress. 

He has done so by providing power for man to endure under stressful conditions by bringing us into a condition of total reliance on him. Much of the stress which Christians experience is actually designed by God specifically to bring them to depend totally on him, not on themselves. 

In the gospels, we see that the Lord Jesus himself experienced much stress in his days on earth. We only have to think of his struggle in the garden of Gethsemane to see the reality of this. 

The apostle Paul also experienced much stress in his ministry of bringing the gospel to the Gentiles. In this series of messages on his second letter to the Corinthians we will see how Paul demonstrated this new arrangement for living under stressful circumstances arranged by God. 

We will learn from Paul's life the secrets of our own humanity, and how God designed us to live under and deal with stress. Stress itself is not the issue; how we deal with it is the important thing. 

First, let us set the scene by looking at the background to the letter. In Acts 18 we learn that Paul, on his second missionary journey, arrived in Corinth in 52 A.D. There he met Aquila and Priscilla, and together they worked at the trade of tentmaking. Every Sabbath, Paul went to the synagogue to preach Jesus Christ to Jews and Greeks alike. 

When Silas and Timothy arrived in Corinth from Macedonia, Paul decided to devote himself full-time to the teaching of the word, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Messiah. But the Jews resisted and blasphemed, and Paul declared to them, "Your blood be upon your own heads! I am clean. From now on I shall go to the Gentiles" (Acts 18:6). The apostle remained on in Corinth for 18 months, and the church grew rapidly. 

Then he went on to Ephesus, and then to Jerusalem. After five years had gone by, conflict broke out between the apostle and the Corinthian church over the issue of how to deal with sin in the body of Christ (1 Cor 5:9). Further, some false apostles had infiltrated the church (2 Cor 11:15), confusing the believers and launching an attack on Paul's apostleship, his ministry and his personality. 

These events caused Paul much grief and anguish of spirit, so he wrote four letters to the Corinthian church, seeking reconciliation. The first letter he wrote we now call the "lost letter." In it he dealt with the issue of whether the church should fellowship with brothers who were living in sin (1 Cor 5:9-13). Then he wrote a second letter, which we now refer to as First Corinthians. This was a pastoral letter, in which he encouraged the Corinthians to avoid competition and flee sexual immorality. 

It appears Paul then made a quick visit to Corinth, and what he found there was devastating to him. Upon his return to Ephesus he wrote what we now call his "painful letter," which is also lost to us. In this letter, hand-carried by Titus to the church (while Paul awaited their reply in Troas, to be brought to him by Titus), he asked the Corinthians to deal with sexual immorality within the church; and he also sought reconciliation between himself and the Corinthians. 

In Paul's fourth letter, which we call Second Corinthians (his "thankful letter"), we learn that the Corinthians did indeed accept his loving rebuke and they were reconciled to him. In this Second Corinthian letter, then, Paul shares with the church at Corinth his feelings as he awaited their response to his "painful letter," and also some of the things he learned as he awaited Titus in the city of Troas. That is the context of this "thankful letter" of Paul, Second Corinthians. 

In his account of this season of stress which he underwent as he awaited word from Corinth we will seek to uncover some of the mystery of Paul's relationship with Jesus, together with some of the spiritual principles that enabled him to cope with reality in a fallen world (2 Cor 1:8-10). Let us then address the question, "How can we maintain peace of mind in the midst of a society that is bent on falling to pieces, physically, emotionally, and spiritually, a society being crushed under the stress of living in the computer age?" 

Be conscious of the presence of the Lord 
2 Cor 2: 12, 13  Now when I went to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ and found that the Lord had opened a door for me, I still had no peace of mind, because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I said good- bye to them and went on to Macedonia.
Troas, where Paul sat awaiting Titus, was a Roman colony, named Alexandria Troas in honor of Alexander the Great. By 57 A.D. the city was a flourishing little Rome, basking in many political privileges given by the hand of Caesar. Paul was quite familiar with this city, located some 150 miles north of Ephesus, for it was here, some five years earlier, he had had a vision. 
Acts 16:9 tells us, "During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, 'Come over to Macedonia and help us.' Paul at once set out for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them." 
Beginning in Philippi, the gospel moved westward to Europe. So, having been in this city earlier, Paul knew there were some believers there, thus he went to Troas with a two-fold agenda; to wait for Titus, and to preach the gospel. 

There he found, "that the Lord had opened a door for me." God had opened a door for him to preach the good news of Christ as he had done once before in that city. That was Paul's very heartbeat, to preach Jesus, the Son of God, the Messiah who had come to take away the sins of mankind. Jesus was and is the only and final solution to man's sin, guilt and shame. 
As the perfect Lamb of God, he who knew no sin took upon himself our sins at Calvary. Then God the Father decreed that all who by faith believe that Jesus is his Son, and acknowledge him as Lord and Savior, asking him to forgive their sins, will henceforth be called his children, and they would receive the Person and power of the Holy Spirit to enable them to cope with reality. That was Paul's message everywhere he went. 

Not only was he willing and ready to preach the gospel, he was keenly aware of the presence of the resurrected Lord going before him, opening some doors of opportunity and closing others As he stood in the marketplace of the city of Troas, then, his heart must have been beating with joy and fear as he anticipated the Lord working through him. He was probably encouraged by his friends to make good use of the opportunity of the open door to proclaim the gospel of Christ. But, amazingly, despite the open door, despite the presence of the resurrected Lord and the assurance of his spiritual family, Paul says, "I still had no peace of mind, because I did not find my brother Titus there." 

In these words we get a glimpse of Paul's humanity. He is a man filled with the Holy Spirit, convinced that the Lord is at work through him, and yet he finds no rest in his spirit because Titus is not there at Troas to reassure him that his beloved Corinthian church is reconciled to him. He has no peace of mind, no rest in his spirit. 
Where is the use in starting a new work if his spiritual family in Corinth is still struggling over whether he was a genuine apostle of Christ? he probably wondered. Are they still angry at me or have they repented? Should I return to Corinth again and try to work out that situation before beginning a new ministry? There are always more opportunities to share the gospel than there is time or energy or Christians to meet. God is somehow behind all of that. He seems to place us in these situations of stress and tension in order to teach us something. 

So, failing to find Titus at Troas, and finding no rest in his spirit as a result, what does Paul do? "I said good-bye to them and went on to Macedonia," he tells us. He is perhaps hoping that Titus will meet him there in Philippi. I'm sure he felt he had not made a mistake by not entering the open door at Troas. Rather, he struggled over what was good and what, perhaps, was even better. Later in this letter he writes this, "For when we came into Macedonia, this body of ours had no rest, but we were harassed at every turn--conflicts on the outside, fears within" (2 Cor 7:5). So we see that while he was under stress at Troas as he awaited Titus, stress was his lot once again on his journey to Philippi. 

"How can we maintain peace of mind in the midst of a stressful, fallen world?" We should be conscious of the presence of the Lord. But we must also be aware that our walk of faith is not computer-programmed so that if we follow all the steps page by page we will experience immediate success. Paul illustrated in his life that he was keenly aware of the presence of the Lord. But he also was a man in the process of becoming mature in Christ, from one degree of glory to another. There was no such thing as instant spiritual maturity. Also, no doubt, there was some spiritual warfare involved in this situation he found himself in. So the key to maintaining peace of mind is learning to trust that God is at work. Even when we choose to walk away from open doors of opportunity God can still use our lives to bring great blessings to us and to others, as we will see. 

Paul goes on to give us some more insights into his relationship with the Lord. That relationship enabled him to look at his stressful situation and still be conscious of the presence of God, and also be conscious of the power of God which can overcome what on the surface looks like failure and weakness. 

Be conscious of the power of God 

2 Cor 2:14-17: But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads every where the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task? Unlike so many, we do not peddle the word of God for profit. On the contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God.
"But thanks be to God...." What has happened to Paul between verses 13 and 14 to make him utter this cry of thankfulness? It's obvious he's not thankful that Titus didn't meet him in Troas, or that the church in Corinth was being subverted by false apostles. Nor is he thankful for his conflict with the church there, for the lost opportunity to preach the gospel at Troas, or for the stress he experienced in that city and on his journey to Macedonia. What was he thankful for, then? We discover the reason in chapter 7 of this letter, which explains Paul's change of heart between verses 13 and 14 of our text.

But God, who comforts the downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus, and not only by his coming but also by the comfort you had given him. He told us about your longing for me, your deep sorrow, your ardent concern for me, so that my joy was greater than ever. (2 Cor. 7:6-7)

Paul was thankful that God was able to work above and beyond his stressful circumstances. Titus reported to him that the Corinthians had accepted the painful letter, they had repented of their attitude toward him, and they were dealing with the issue of sexual immorality in the church. Paul had no peace of mind in Troas while he awaited Titus, he was harassed at every turn on his way to Macedonia, but God was already at work changing the hearts of the Corinthians. No wonder he is able to say, "Thanks be to God...." God can work in a much greater way than we can ever ask or think. 

"But thanks be to God who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ...." In these words, Paul illustrates the truth that, no matter what the circumstances, Christians are always victorious in their walk with Christ. He even compares the Christian's victory with the spectacle of the triumphal processions which were awarded to victorious Roman army generals in that first century day. These processions were awarded to generals who: 1) were supreme commanders in the field of battle; 2) had successfully concluded the campaign, the people had been pacified and his troops brought home; 3) if 5,000 of the enemy had fallen in one battle; 4) new territory had been gained; and, 5) the victory had been over a foreign power (not in a civil war, in other words).

These processions were awe-inspiring spectacles. The whole populace of Rome flocked to see the parade of standard-bearers carrying the flags of the various military units; the reclining statue of Jupiter, the supreme God of Rome, being carried along; carts containing the spoils of war; paintings and models of the conquered territory; musicians playing pipes; white bulls (which were later to be sacrificed to gods); prisoners in chains marching to their death; horn blowers; priests swinging pots of incense; captured kings and chieftains being carried in carts; other groups of prisoners; a golden chariot drawn by four white horses and driven by the victorious general, the wreath of Jupiter being held over his head by a slave; the general's family; the victorious army in full uniform, shouting, "Lo! Triumph!"; and finally, the Roman hierarchy, senators and magistrates. 

Here the apostle uses the spectacle of a Roman triumphal procession to illustrate the glory of the Christian's everyday walk in Christ. And this doesn't just happen once or twice in the Christian's life, unlike the victorious generals of Rome. Everyday, come what may, even through what looks like utter and absolute defeat, Jesus Christ leads his followers in triumph as he wins spiritual battles over the enemy, over "spiritual forces in the heavenly realm." Remember that "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" (Eph 6:12). By his death and resurrection, Jesus has already defeated the evil one. Thus, even when things seem to be falling apart, Christians can cry, no matter what the circumstances--in the kitchen, at work and play, at the graveside of a friend and loved one, at the side of an abandoned family, when we find we've lost our jobs in this rapidly changing valley--"Lo! Triumph!" We are in Christ, therefore all through our lives we are part of a continuing triumphal procession. "Thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ." 

Further, Paul says, "Through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of Christ." Here the apostle is thinking of the priests in the triumphal procession, carrying pots of incense, the fragrance wafting over the whole procession. Paul compares Christians to incense pots: they carry with them everywhere the aroma of Christ so that those who come in contact with them experience the fragrance of the Lord. 
Christians will take that aroma of Christ with them into all kinds of situations. The fragrance will not disappear nor will it be restricted. It will linger long after they have left any group, any individual or situation. 
Paul also says "thanks be to God" because we are always acceptable in the sight of God. When God looks at the life of a Christian he regards us as totally acceptable because he looks at us through Christ. That's good news. I wouldn't want anybody to see the video tapes of my life before I came to Christ and my sins were forgiven. Yet, when I come into the presence of God the Father and I tell him I'm sorry about the tapes, about how I lived my life before I came to him, he will look at me as one whose sins were forgiven in Christ and promise to remember my sins no more. We have been set free in Christ. That is why we are acceptable to God. 

But that fragrance of the knowledge of Christ comes to the nostrils of two very different groups, Paul says. First, "those who are being saved." In the context, they would have been healthy and useful slaves--cooks, house servants, administrators, etc.--who were taken to the slave markets to be sold and scattered throughout the populace, many of them to be set free later. The second group Paul refers to are "those who are perishing." These were the captured kings and chieftains, riding in carts of humiliation along with the sick, the rebellious and the aged. All of these were taken to a tent following the parade and strangled. Thus the incense was to them "the smell of death." 
"Who is equal to such a task?" asks the apostle, addressing both the Corinthians and himself. He will answer this question in detail in the next chapter of the letter. 

In light of these wonderful truths, as he seeks to encourage the Corinthians by what he was learning through both his struggles and the good news brought to him by Titus in response to his painful letter, there is stress evident in Paul's final words in this section: "Unlike so many, we do not peddle the word of God for profit." False apostles had begun to peddle and huckster the word in the Corinthian church. Here Paul contrasts his Christ-centered ministry with their self-centered ministry. These false apostles (4:2) were watering down the Scriptures, trying to make them more palatable to the Corinthians. But Paul had already written to them, "When I preached the gospel I offered it without charge" (1 Cor 9:18). 
Finally, Paul contrasts his ministry with that of the false apostles: "On the contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God." He is saying to them, in effect, "You Corinthians know that our life and power come from the resurrected Jesus working through us. We are always aware that our lives and words are seen and heard by God the Father, so we seek to live and speak righteously. As ambassadors of Christ our lives are not our own. We no longer live for ourselves. We are ministers of reconciliation." 

How can we maintain peace of mind in the midst of our high tech, fast-lane society? The voices of the human potential movement and the new age movement promise relief from physical, emotional and spiritual stress by telling us we can be winners, or by informing us we are gods. But the inspired apostle's answer is that the secret to maintaining peace of mind is to be conscious of the presence of our resurrected Lord who is forever with us as we grow in wisdom and knowledge; and also be conscious of the power of God who is able in and through us to defeat all our spiritual and human enemies as we walk day by day, trusting him in the midst of stress, not as winners or gods, but by being servants of the Living God. 

TRUSTING GOD IN THE DARKNESS
Heavenly vision
 

When Stephen, a follower of Jesus, was dragged before the Sanhedrin, he did not shrink from declaring the truth. He was taken to a very dark place, spiritually, surrounded by enemies of God. At the conclusion of his defense, the members of the Sanhedrin were enraged. At that point, in the middle of the darkness, a light shone forth. He was full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven, he saw the glory of God and he saw Jesus at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55). The vision was given to show Stephen that though the earthly court found him guilty, the heavenly court would vindicate him. The members of the Sanhedrin stoned him. But Stephen would take his place with Jesus at the right hand of the Father.

 

Like Stephen, we will end up in some dark places, some confusing places. We can obey God as he leads us to those places, and trust him there, because we know he will vindicate us, as he vindicates the Servant of the Lord in Isaiah 50:4-11.

 

This passage presents the third of Isaiah’s four Servant Songs, in which God’s ideal for Israel is summed up in an individual.

In this song, the Servant listens to God, while Israel does not (Isaiah 50:2); the Servant is confident, while Israel is not (Isaiah 49:14); the Servant suffers for being obedient, while Israel suffers for being sinful (Isaiah 50:1); the Servant is vindicated, while Israel is found guilty (Isaiah 50:1).
 

The obedient Servant (50:4-6, NIV)
The Sovereign LORD has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. 
He wakens me morning by morning,  wakens my ear to listen like one being taught. 
The Sovereign LORD has opened my ears,  and I have not been rebellious; 
I have not drawn back. offered my back to those who beat me, 
      my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my face  from mocking and spitting.
 

The Servant recognizes that the Lord has given him an “instructed tongue” so that he speaks as a disciple, as a learner, as one who has been taught. Because of this learning, he has the knowledge necessary to speak effectively. Specifically, he knows how to “sustain the weary” with a word. He knows what those who are weary need to hear so that their faith may be strengthened.

 

The Lord awakens him morning by morning, demonstrating that this awakening is of first priority and that it happens on an ongoing basis. The reason the Lord awakens his Servant each day is so that he may awaken his ear. With an awakened ear, the Servant is sensitive to the words of the Lord; he listens “like one being taught”--as a disciple, as a learner. The Servant has an effective tongue because he has an open ear.

 

Having had his ear opened by the Lord to listen to the word of the Lord, the Servant was not disobedient. Evidently, the Lord spoke some hard words to his Servant. The Servant, though his ears were opened by the Lord, could have closed them when he heard the words, but he kept listening. His first act of obedience, then, was to keep listening. His second act of obedience was to move forward in the manner that the Lord asked him to, for he did not “turn back.”

 

He would have every reason for wanting to turn back, however, based on the description of what he encountered. He submitted to agonizing abuse at the hands of his enemies. The Lord gave his Servant an instructed tongue, but the Servant gives his enemies his back that they might beat him and he gives them his cheeks that they might ridicule him, pulling out his beard. He did not cover his face from mocking and spitting but instead accepted the full force of such derision. This kind of experience is one that anyone would turn away from if he could, yet the Servant does not turn back.

 

Jesus, the Servant of the Lord, knew how to speak to sustain those who were weak in faith. Invariably, people of faith had their faith strengthened, or challenged that it might be strengthened, after Jesus spoke to them. He had different words for each, depending on who they were and what they needed. Although sisters Martha and Mary lost the same brother, he had different words for each (John 11:17-37). He knew how to speak because he knew how to listen. The Lord God awakened him morning by morning; thus we find Jesus leaving in the early morning, while it was still dark, for a lonely place in order to meet with God (Mark 1:35). He stayed awake in the garden while his disciples fell asleep in order that he might hear from the Father (Mark 13:32-44). He “learned obedience” (Hebrews 5:8).

 

Jesus heard the hard words of the Father, the words that finally led him to the darkest place on earth, a little hill outside Jerusalem. Although he was given ample opportunities to choose another path, he did not turn back, even when hanging on the cross, absorbing the sins of the world and losing the presence of the Father (John 18:11, Matthew 27:38-44, Mark 15:34). He submitted to beating, mocking and spitting (Matthew 27:28-31).

 

Are you weak in faith? Do you sometimes find yourself flagging? Do you sometimes wonder whether the life of faith is worth it? Jesus knows you. He knows your temperament, your tendencies and your circumstances. He knows the words you need to hear when you need to hear them. He knows how to sustain you, the weary one, opening your heart to the scriptures or to the words of a brother or sister. In obedience to the Father, but with you in mind, he did not turn back, but endured beating, mocking, and crucifixion.

 

The Lord God gives us, as servants of the Lord who follow Jesus, an instructed tongue. But to have a tongue you first need an ear. Surely, the Lord awakens each of us morning by morning. After awakening us, the Lord wants to awaken our ears each day so that we will listen to him. Listening to the Lord each day is of first priority and ongoing priority. We may be hard of hearing, but the Lord keeps working on our ears. Jesus was not disobedient, first of all, in that he listened and kept listening, even though he heard some hard words. If we’re not hearing from God, perhaps it’s that we’re not listening; perhaps we’re not spending time with him; perhaps we’re not asking him to speak to us. Perhaps we don’t want to hear from him because we fear what he might ask us to do or stop doing.

 

Listening is hard work. Jesus was constantly looking for people who had ears to hear, but he didn’t find many. It’s much easier to fill up your time, and to cover up your anxiety and your loneliness, with activity. It’s much easier to turn on the television than to listen to God. It’s easier to watch a movie than read a book. It’s easier to read a book than read the scriptures. When it comes to listening to God, we want it to be easy listening. We don’t want to have to work to listen. Our entertainment culture has lulled our ears to sleep. We want to be entertained, not instructed. Our ears are asleep, but God wants to awaken them, and he is working to do that every day. That’s why he awakens you day by day.

 

As you open your ear to listen, you will hear about God’s astounding love for you, and you will probably hear some hard words as well. You will be confronted with truth about your resistance to that love, and you will get the impression that you need to move forward into risky ministry and relational areas that may expose you to possible derision and even humiliation. You may hear more general impressions than specific instructions. Listen and obey. Walk down the path, and do not turn back.

 

Some of you are spiritually asleep. You’re going through the motions. This church thing is a routine for you. It may be nice and pleasant for you, but it cannot be said that your heart burns with passion for Christ. God is seeking to awaken you, and you need to wake up and listen to him. Beg God to give you passions that match his reality.

 

Those who listen and obey, who take some risks and feel some pain, develop an instructed tongue. In their pain they have cried out to God, and he opens their ears to hear words of comfort. Rejection on earth opens the door to comfort from heaven. They know how to sustain the weary one, because they too have been weary and have been blessed by uplifting words. The Father has comforted them in their affliction that they may comfort others (2 Corinthians 1:3-4). They speak with compassion and conviction.

 

When Jesus began speaking some hard words, many of his followers “turned back and no longer followed him.” In Isaiah 50:5, we see that Jesus, the Servant of the Lord, would not turn back, but in John 6, we see that many of his followers did. He asked his 12 disciples, “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Peter answered, “Lord to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God” (John 6:60-68). The Servant of the Lord spoke some hard words, but Peter kept listening. He continued to obey and follow. Of course, later on he denied Jesus. When the cock crowed, he cried bitter tears. He became weary. After Jesus was resurrected, he came to Peter, served him breakfast and spoke to him. Jesus sustained his weary disciple with his words. And when the Spirit descends on the Day of Pentecost, as recorded in Acts 2, boy, does Peter ever have something to say! When he’s finished, 3,000 people are baptized. He heard. He obeyed. He spoke. We must do the same.

 

This world is weary--weary of sin, which is tearing people apart. As followers of Jesus, we now have the words of eternal life. They have been entrusted to us. Where else is the weary world going to go to hear these words? If they don’t come to us, we must go to them and tell them about Jesus, the Servant of the Lord.

 

Vindication of the Servant (50:7-9, NIV)
Because the Sovereign LORD helps me, will not be disgraced. 
Therefore have I set my face like flint,  and I know I will not be put to shame. 
He who vindicates me is near. Who then will bring charges against me? 
Let us face each other! Who is my accuser? Let him confront me! 
It is the Sovereign LORD who helps me. Who is he that will condemn me? 
They will all wear out like a garment; the moths will eat them up.
 

How can the Servant obey and not turn back when the path he is told to walk down is so hard? The Lord “helps” him. Although the Servant exposes himself to humiliation of the worst kind, because of the Lord’s help he nevertheless is not disgraced (the words translated “mocking” in verse 6 and “disgraced” in verse 7 are related words). Because of the Lord’s help, he has set his face “like flint”--he is resolute in the face of opposition. Because of the Lord’s help, he knows that he will not be ashamed.

 

How specifically does the Lord help him? The Lord, who he recognizes as near to him, “vindicates” him. This is a courtroom term for a courtroom scene. In verses 7 and 8 the Servant challenges his opponents, with the Lord serving as judge. Those who have struck his back, pulled out his beard and spit on him are invited to present their case. The Servant has no problem inviting his enemies to “draw near” because he knows that the Lord, who is near, will rule in his favor.

 

His enemies would condemn him, but they will fail. Unlike the Servant, who sets his face like flint, the enemies will “wear out like a garment; the moths will eat them.” Their failure will be gradual and almost imperceptible but certain nevertheless. They don’t even have the staying power to present their case, because they come to the knowledge that they have none to present and that the Lord will not vindicate them.

 

Jesus, the Servant of the Lord, knew that the Lord God would help him; he knew that the Lord God would vindicate him. Therefore, he set his face like flint. He “set his face to go to Jerusalem” and face his accusers (Luke 9:51). He submitted to the authorities who put him on trial and condemned him. Jesus said very little at his trial. The only words Matthew records him as saying are these, spoken to the high priest and the Sanhedrin, in response to the question whether he was the Messiah: “You have said it yourself; nevertheless I tell you, hereafter you shall see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of Power, and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Matthew 26:64). Those words were enough to condemn him, for he claimed that he was the Son of Man (Daniel 7:13-14), the representative of the true people of God, and that he would be vindicated by God. The authorities stood up to Jesus in their makeshift courtroom, but they don’t stand a chance in God’s courtroom, the only one that counts, and Jesus knew it.

 

In standing up to his accusers, Jesus was standing up for you, for the words he spoke were used to convict him and send him to the cross, the place from which he extended God’s offer of salvation.

 

How is it that we can obey God, putting ourselves forward into risky ministry and relational arenas? How is it that we can endure derision and humiliation? As servants of the Lord, we know that the Lord God helps us; we know that he will vindicate us for following Jesus. God does not help those who help themselves; he helps those who obey him. We can obey, because we know the Judge. We know that we will not be disgraced or ashamed in his courtroom, so we have confidence when we enter the various human “courtrooms” of our lives, when our reputations are on the line. Knowing that we will not be ashamed, we experience deep satisfaction from doing the hard thing, even if it means being misunderstood.

 

Just after reporting that Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem, Luke tells us that three people expressed interest in following Jesus, but Jesus told them how hard it would be (Luke 9:57-62):

And as they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” And he said to another, “Follow me.” But he said, “Permit me first to go and bury my father.” But he said to him, “Allow the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim everywhere the kingdom of God.” And another also said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first permit me to say good-bye to those at home.” But Jesus said to him, “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”

 
If Jesus set his face like flint in this way, his followers can expect that they will have to do the same.

 

Do you have any enemies? Perhaps there are those who would love to see you humiliated for your faithfulness to Jesus. More significantly, you have spiritual enemies--Satan and his demons, who would, so to speak, strike your back, pluck out your beard, mock you, spit on you. They would do everything they can, through emotional intimidation, to keep you from following Jesus. As servants of the Lord, we ask, “Who will bring charges against me? Who is my accuser?” Paul, echoing Isaiah, says, “Who will bring a charge against God’s elect? God is the one who justifies; who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is he who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us” (Romans 8:33-34). If God is for us (and he is!) and he helps us and vindicates us (and he does!), it doesn’t matter who is against us (Romans 8:31). We can welcome the examination of the world, even Satan himself. Why? Because “he who vindicates me is near.” If the Lord God is near, it doesn’t matter who else is near and what kind of havoc they’re trying to cause. Those who oppose us because we follow Jesus will all wear out like garments. It may be a gradual, almost imperceptible process, but it is inevitable.

 

Don’t worry about judgments rendered on earth that would make you feel disgraced, ashamed and condemned. The earthly courtroom is not the one that matters. Rest assured that in the heavenly courtroom, the only one that matters, there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1). In fact, the earthly and demonic judgments that make us feel condemned can actually liberate us to see the true courtroom and the true Judge. This happens as we grow weary of feelings of shame and condemnation and come to believe that there has to be a different kind of courtroom and a different kind of Judge. Are you tired of being emotionally bound to the court of public opinion? Turn your eyes to the heavenly courtroom and to the heavenly Judge. He will set you free.

 

In the person of Jesus, the heavenly Judge came to earth. The earthly prosecutors found an adulterous woman. They disgraced and shamed the woman and deemed her worthy of condemnation and stoning. They brought her to Jesus, hoping to trap him and thereby accuse him. 
John tells the story (John 8:7-11):

But when they persisted in asking him, he straightened up, and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” And again he stooped down, and wrote on the ground. And when they heard it, they began to go out one by one, beginning with the older ones, and he was left alone, and the woman, where she had been, in the midst. And straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?” And she said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go your way; from now on sin no more.”

 
When Jesus turned an earthly courtroom into a heavenly one, the woman’s opponents wore out like a garment. The same will happen with all the opponents of Jesus’ followers.

 

Trusting in God (50:10-11, NIV)
Who among you fears the LORD  and obeys the word of his servant? 
Let him who walks in the dark,  who has no light, 
            trust in the name of the LORD  and rely on his God. 
But now, all you who light fires  and provide yourselves with flaming torches, 
            go, walk in the light of your fires  and of the torches you have set ablaze. 
This is what you shall receive from my hand: You will lie down in torment.
 

Isaiah now applies the Servant Song to the lives of his hearers. In verse 10, Isaiah says what those who fear the Lord should do. In verse 11, he says what those who don’t fear the Lord should do, if they want to be condemned by the Lord God.

 

Those who fear the Lord are also described as obeying the voice of his Servant and as walking in darkness. The Servant himself was obedient to God (verse 5) and knew the word to speak (verse 4); now those who fear God are also to be obedient to the voice of the Servant. His words carry the authority of God. The Servant has listened to God and therefore has an instructed tongue. His voice should be heard, and his words should be obeyed. Wouldn’t those who fear the Lord and obey the Servant of the Lord be walking not in the darkness but in the light? If one obeys the Servant, he will walk as the Servant walked, and he will walk into places of darkness, where nothing makes sense. In such places, he who fears the Lord should “trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.”

 

Those who don’t fear the Lord also walk in darkness. Isaiah suggests that, instead of relying on God, they should walk in the light of their fires and carry their torches. His use of irony is designed to cause them to put out their fires and trust in the Lord instead. But he’s also saying, “If you want your way, you can have it.” When those who don’t fear the Lord enter places of darkness, they trust in the fires that they can light, not in God. In the end, though, they will walk neither in darkness nor in light. Without the Lord to lean on, they will “lie down in torment.” This phrase is metaphorical language for the judgment that awaits those who persist in lifelong resistance to God and his Servant. The poem began with the waking of the Servant. It ends with the lying down of those who do not follow the Servant.

 

Whether or not we fear the Lord, we will find ourselves in places of darkness. If we fear the Lord and obey the voice of his Servant, Jesus, we will not only stumble into places of darkness but intentionally walk into them. We will move forward, seeking to serve, seeking to give, seeking to love, even if we don’t know how. We’ll be misunderstood and criticized. The response may not be what we hoped for, but it may be what we feared. We may feel rejection, disgrace, shame, condemnation, humiliation, abandonment, loneliness. When we experience these feelings, we may feel extremely vulnerable. In this place, nothing makes sense, except perhaps the vague sense that we’re in the right place, and that God has asked us to enter it. We cling to this belief because we know we entered this place seeking to follow Jesus in the way of love.

 

How are we to survive in this place? Isaiah presents us with two options: First, we can trust in the name of the Lord and rely on our God. Secondly, we can light a fire, provide ourselves with torches and walk in the light of our own fire. We can rely on our God in the darkness of confusion, or we can try to dispel the darkness of confusion with our own light. By relying on God, we draw close to him, abide by his word and trust that dawn will break. By lighting our own fire, we reject the opportunity to draw near to God, and we devise our own methods to make life more manageable, more quickly. At more extreme levels, this means resorting to deception, manipulation, intimidation and the like. At less extreme levels, it means making the elimination of the confusion a greater goal than drawing near to God. Technological advances have convinced us that there’s a solution for every problem. We have become a society of problem solvers. One of our biggest problems is that we are more interested in solving problems than knowing God. God gives us problems that we might know him. 

 

Are you in a place of darkness now? Does it seem to be a long dark tunnel without end? Trust in the name of the Lord and rely on your God. In the darkness of a womb, a baby is formed. In the darkness of a tunnel, a servant of the Lord is formed.

 

When Jesus told his disciples to come to Judea with him, his disciples protested, because the Jews tried to stone him the last time he was there (John 10:31). Jesus wanted to risk his life--and bring his disciples with him--in order to raise Lazarus from the dead, although the disciples had trouble understanding this purpose. Jesus told his disciples, “Lazarus is dead, and I am glad for your sakes that I was not there, so that you may believe; but let us go to him.” Jesus asked them to go to a dark place. Finally, Thomas, obeying the voice of the Servant, said, “Let us also go, that we may die with him” (John 11:7-16). Thomas, thinking that he would probably be killed, followed Jesus to Judea, and in moving forward into the darkness, he, along with the rest of the disciples, saw the glory of God when Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead (John 11:4, 40). Dawn broke in spectacular fashion.

 

Different position
Just as dawn broke for Thomas, dawn broke for Stephen as well. While his opponents where stoning him to death, he saw the glory of God, and he saw Jesus at the right hand of God. As noted earlier, Jesus told the members of the Sanhedrin that they would see him at the right hand of God. Stephen, in relaying his vision of Jesus in heaven, is telling the Sanhedrin that Jesus’ words are being fulfilled and that they were tragically mistaken in convicting and executing Jesus. So the Sanhedrin killed Stephen as well.

 

Whenever the New Testament mentions the specific position of Jesus at the right hand of the Father, it depicts him as sitting (Matthew 26:34, Ephesians 1:20, Colossians 3:1; Hebrews 1:3, 1:13, 8:1, 10:12, 12:2). This image has its origination in Psalm 110:1, where the Lord says to the king of Israel, “Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” To sit at the right hand of the throne of God was to sit on a throne as a king (Daniel 7:13-14). 
Stephen saw Jesus in a different position. Here is what Stephen says: “Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:56). Stephen sees Jesus not sitting but standing. Jesus rises from his throne to become Stephen’s legal advocate. If the Judge and King rises from his throne and becomes a legal advocate, you know what the verdict will be: Vindication.

 

Now that’s an image for you! Jesus Christ, the Son of Man and the King of Glory, standing for you! As you seek to obey God as he leads you into confusing places, and as you seek to trust him there, know that Jesus, the Son of Man and the Servant of the Lord, is helping you. One day you’ll see him as clearly as Stephen did. Jesus will rise from his throne to welcome his servant home.

 

Get that image in your mind and never forget it. Let the glory of the image of Jesus standing at the right hand of the Father be your light as you venture forth into the dark places of this world.

 

FAITH THAT PLEASES GOD
We have considered such themes in our studies in the book of Hebrews. Today we have reached the greatly loved eleventh chapter of the letter. Three verses from chapter 10 set the context for this extended discussion of the nature of faith:

Remember the former days, when, after being enlightened, you endured a great conflict of sufferings, partly, by being made a public spectacle through reproaches and tribulations, and partly by becoming sharers with those who were so treated. For you showed sympathy to the prisoners, and accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and an abiding one. (Hebrews 10:32-34) 

The author is saying, "Remember the early days, when your spiritual possession in Christ was so valuable you were joyfully willing to set aside the things that this world promises." But in the intervening years these early recipients of the letter faced temptation and pressure to devalue the possession that once had meant so much to them. They began to ask what they were really committed to, to rethink their goals and purposes in life and look to things that paid off in this world. They had succumbed to temptation and pressure and were losing their way.

Having raised that issue, the writer now turns in this glorious chapter to the importance of Christian faith the means by which we overcome temptation and pressure. He urges his readers to capture again a life that is centered on things yet future, on things that cannot be seen, and on the certainty of the promises of God. As we study this section we may find ourselves asking, from what source have we learned the things that are important to us? Who has taught us? Are there certain things for which we will set aside everything else in order to acquire them? 
What is our destination?

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the men of old gained approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things which are visible. By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained the testimony that he was righteous, God testifying about his gifts, and through faith, though he is dead, he still speaks. By faith Enoch was taken up so that he would not see death; AND HE WAS NOT FOUND BECAUSE GOD TOOK HIM UP; for he obtained the witness that before his being taken up he was pleasing to God. And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him. By faith Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an ark for the salvation of his household, by which he condemned the world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going. By faith he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, fellow heirs of the same promise; for he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, even beyond the proper time of life, since she considered Him faithful who had promised. Therefore there was born even of one man, and him as good as dead at that, as many descendants AS THE STARS OF HEAVEN IN NUMBER, AND INNUMERABLE AS THE SAND WHICH IS BY THE SEASHORE. (Hebrews 11:1-12) 

Hebrews 11:1 gives a very succinct definition of faith. Christians are charged to live by faith, to choose faith as the means by which to make their way through life. This is the option that Scripture holds before us, and we must choose it over all others. Thus, a clear and succinct definition of the word is welcome, and we have it in these words: "Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen."

There are two points, essentially, being made in that verse. The first is that the future is more important than the present. Faith is the assurance of things "hoped" for. For Christians, the word "hope" does not imply contingency–something that may or may not happen. 
Our world today is caught up in a love affair with youth. People do all kinds of things to themselves in an effort to look younger, to regain what time has taken away. By so doing they are demonstrating a fear of what is to come. Christians, on the other hand, are committed to the proposition that the most important things for them are yet future.

Secondly, Hebrews 11:1 holds that the invisible things are more important than the things that are seen. What is the difference between a house and a home? True, both are physical structures, buildings in which people reside. But there are vast differences between them. A house may be a cold, foreboding structure, without welcome, laughter or joy. The residents may be uneasy with each other and lack commitment to each other. That building may be a house, but it is not a home. Yet another building, which is similar in structure to the house, can be called a home because in it is living a committed, loving family. In that home joy and hospitality are expressed toward visitors, but from the outside these are invisible qualities; they cannot be measured or seen.

So while both buildings look alike, what is going on inside them is what transforms one from a house into a home.

In a much more profound way, the Scriptures declare that it is the invisible things, the things we cannot touch or control that make life worth living. And these values come from a God whom we cannot touch, yet who is utterly sovereign and powerful and loving. It is his presence and purpose in our lives that ought to be supremely important even though they remain unseen and intangible.

The apostle Peter described what makes a woman attractive in these words from his letter, "Your adornment must not be merely external braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God" (1 Peter 3:3-4). What God cares about is not the way we look, not the external, visible things. The human heart at its best level does not care about the way things appear. It is the unseen things that are supremely important.

If we will be men and women of faith, the challenge for us is to increasingly reject the values that are based only on tangible, visible, momentary things and choose, instead, a course in life which is informed by our hope in the future, by an invisible God who is with us every moment.

Hebrews 11:6 tells us what pleases God: "…without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him." The beginning of a life of faith is a fairly simple thing. It does not require cleaning up your bad habits, years of study, or being born into the right family. The life of faith begins with two simple, fundamental requirements: recognition that God exists, and recognition that he is worth knowing; he rewards those who seek him, he answers their initiative. That is the starting point for the life of faith, for that which pleases God. We do not get it all at once. Faith is something that grows. It is begun simply and it becomes the way by which we please God, by which we learn to know what is valuable and what is not.

Now let us consider the five examples of that kind of faith that are given in the first 12 verses. Hebrews 11 is a short course in Old Testament history and theology, a magnificent march through many of the accounts of the Old Testament, each of which illustrates the importance of the life of faith. Five of these accounts are before us now. They are: the creation, the story of Cain and Abel, the stories of Enoch, of Noah, and of Abraham and Sarah.

The more I have considered these examples, the more convinced I am that what the author of Hebrews did–especially in these opening introductory discussions of Old Testament history–was raise five concerns of the human heart that are true for every one of us. He is making reference to questions that reverberate in every single human mind, when we allow them to do so. Christians and non-Christians alike call out for answers in these areas. What we learn here is that the life of faith–a life that trusts a living God, that is empowered by him and seeks him and follows him–is a life that answers the needs of all human hearts.

Take the story of creation. Hebrews 11:3 says, "By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things which are invisible." The physical universe was called into place by the word of God. Prior to everything that is known in creation–the laws, the substance of the physical universe, etc.–prior to all those things was the triune God–immutable, invisible, eternal. His word created all that can be seen. The writer of Hebrews has stated several times throughout this book that the first things are the most Important things. The older things are superior to the newer things. So the invisible, eternal nature of God, which existed before anything physical existed, and spoke into being that which is visible, is pre-eminent.

Recently, the Nobel Prizes for 1986 were awarded to brilliant men and women in physics and chemistry and other scientific pursuits. Some of them have spent their lives investigating the remarkable properties of the tiny particles that make up atoms, how they interact with each other, etc. Rich and prestigious Nobel Prizes are given each year to those who discover what the visible world is like. But the Nobel Committee does not award a prize in godliness.

However, those who know God, those who have studied and learned of him, those who have walked with him and sensed his Spirit in their lives–they know the greatest truth. They know the One who is invisible and eternal and who preceded the created world. They have studied what is really worth knowing in life, and if anybody should be commended it is those who have grown in knowledge of God and obedience to him.

When the creation is mentioned, the question of origins, of purpose arises. The question, How did we become the way we are–is one of the most frequently asked of all questions. Christians and non-Christians alike want an answer to that. But it is only men and women with faith in God who arrive at answers to that gripping question of the heart. They know God and thus they come to understand their origins.

We find the second example presented in this list of the men of old who gained approval in Hebrews 11:4, in the story of Adam’s sons. Two brothers, Cain and Abel, interacted with the created world and each produced something as a result of his efforts. Each brought what he had produced to God, and God said to Abel, "I accept your sacrifice," but to Cain he said, "I reject yours" (cf Genesis 4:3-5). The difference, as we are told here in Hebrews (it is less apparent in Genesis), was that Abel produced his offering by faith and Cain did not. Cain set out on his own, by the strength of his own hand, apart from God, to do what he did, and his offering was rejected. But because Abel humbly trusted God in his work, his sacrifice was accepted. Abel had trusted the Lord for what he did and Cain had not.

In this story an issue is being raised that is important to everyone. We cannot escape it. The question is one of productiveness, of accomplishment. Everybody was born into this world having a desire to accomplish something. We all want to leave our mark, to have our lives amount to something. We are made in the image of our creative God. He is a master maker and producer and we, in his image, long to be productive ourselves. Cain and Abel did what God commanded of humanity, that they should go out and subdue the earth, giving it order and making it productive for them. They both did what they were made to do, except one of them did it by faith and one of them did it without reference to God at all. Eventually the one who had rejected God became a murderer, and lost his way.

The desire to be productive is natural to all of us. The choice we have to make is whether we will live by faith in our desire. What mark do you want to leave in life? One of the Greek philosophers said that before death everybody should write a book, build a house and father a child. Everybody ought to make a mark. Everybody ought to do something– work with their hands, with their minds, and interact with other human beings. God created us to have dominion over the world. We are creative because we are made in his image. Some would create works of art; others found businesses, or raise children, or serve in government. All of us, without having to try at all, have been given the inner longing to do something that is worth doing.

Abel trusted God and Cain did not. We have the same choice. Do we do all we are doing by the power and wisdom of God? Do we long for his approval, his presence? Do we reject the opportunities and the offers that would steer us away from him? The desire to be productive requires that we live by faith in carrying out those desires.

The first issue was origins, the second concerned productivity. Now, thirdly, in the case of Enoch, the question that arises concerns the longing for answers with regard to mortality, with birth and death. What is the purpose of human life? Why do things deteriorate and die? Here again, who has not at some point in his life wondered at the cycle of life and death? At the end of each year we usually see in cartoons the old year depicted in the form of a doddering old man, and the new year portrayed by a brand new baby born into the world. We always wonder at that cycle. We are told very little about Enoch in the Old Testament. 
Consider this reference from Genesis:

Enoch lived sixty-five years, and became the father of Methuselah. Then Enoch walked with God three hundred years after he became the father of Methuselah, and he had other sons and daughters. So all the days of Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him. (Genesis 5:21-24) 

Enoch walked with God and kept on walking and never died. He had discovered in his search for the answers about birth and death such an intimacy with God that the lord deemed it appropriate to continue the walk into eternity, without Enoch’s having to suffer physical death.

What began Enoch’s search, evidently, was the birth of his first son, which occurred when Enoch was sixty-five years old. Something in the birth of Methuselah made Enoch seek answers to the mysterious cycle of human life and death. Something about seeing his own son born into the world, and his realization that God had used him in the process of creating another human being, was instrumental in his seeking the living God. For the next three hundred years he talked with God, walked with him and learned of him and eventually went into his presence.

I have spoken with many fathers who were present at the birth of their children. Most count that experience as one of the most remarkable occasions they can remember. They were overwhelmed at the realization that they played a part in the birth of the next generation. Evidently some of those emotions motivated Enoch to become a seeker of an answer all of us want to know. What is the story of human mortality and why is it so? As a result of that, by faith, Enoch the seeker walked with God. His life is a stirring example of what it can mean to ask the natural human questions and find their answers in a relationship with the Lord.

The fourth of these Old Testament individuals who is brought before us is Noah. Noah lived in the most wicked generation mankind has ever known, so wicked that God regretted the fact that he had ever created human beings, and he determined to destroy that wickedness. But Noah was a righteous man. Peter called him "a preacher of righteousness." It was Noah’s life and Noah’s response to God that showed his contemporaries what they had become. It was Noah who made salvation possible for his family. It was Noah who condemned the sin of his generation, and it was Noah who shone as a beacon against wickedness in his world.

It is natural for Christians and non-Christians alike to hope for the eradication of evil, to long to be part of the fight against what is ugly and sinful in the world. The Saturday morning television cartoons for children have a panoply of beautiful, muscular heroes who fight against the despicably evil forces arrayed against them. Children love the idea that good should fight against evil and that good should triumph. There is something terrible about a degraded humanity and we ought to do something about it. That is a natural human desire.

Noah is given as an example of somebody who by faith engaged in the battle. By faith he shone as a beacon in his generation. By faith he had something to say to a wicked world. By faith he provided salvation for his family. By faith he became involved in standing against wickedness.

Such a life ought to be true of Christians. Evangelical Christians have probably recovered more willingness in the last ten or fifteen years to get involved in resisting wickedness in the world than had been the case for some generations. While not all of that involvement is wise or proper, much of it is. The sense that we can do something and say something and somehow stand against the trashing of human life and the exaltation of depravity is commendable. But it is not going to be proper if we leave God out of the process, if our values are only earthly, if we are doing it for our best interests. Unless we fight the battle by faith, we have lost everything that is worth fighting for. The desire is proper. The desire is universal. The question is, by what means do we seek to accomplish our ends?

The fifth illustration given us is the story of Abraham’s family. Abraham and Sarah departed a land where they were comfortable and went to an unknown place. Against all odds they trusted God for a family. By faith they began the process of finding a home, building a family, creating a community and putting down roots.

Again, we discover in the life of this family a human need that is universal. Everyone is born with a desire for a home, a desire to be part of a community of people who care about one another. Community, rootedness, home, family, shared life–we were made to long for those things. We cannot live without them, save in a stunted and deprived way. Christians and non-Christians alike long for what God gave Abraham and Sarah. Many of us, however, will seek to find rootedness, family and community and leave God out of the picture. If we do, we will fail.

It is by faith that Abraham and Sarah took off on their adventure. Ultimately they realized that, whatever they experienced along the way, what they really longed to have was "a city that had foundations whose architect and builder is God."

The same desire for a home is expressed in Psalm 107:

Oh give thanks to the LORD, for He is good, 

For His lovingkindness is everlasting. Let the redeemed of the LORD say so, 

Whom He has redeemed from the hand of the adversary 

And gathered from the lands, From the east and from the west, 

From the north and from the south. They wandered in the wilderness in a desert region; 

They did not find a way to an inhabited city. They were hungry and thirsty; 

Their soul fainted within them. Then they cried out to the LORD in their trouble; 

He delivered them out of their distresses. He led them also by a straight way, 

To go to an inhabited city. Let them give thanks to the LORD for 

His lovingkindness, And for His wonders to the sons of men! 

For He has satisfied the thirsty soul, And the hungry soul He has filled with what is good. (Psalm 107:1-9) 

God has placed within us a desire to be part of a community. But he and he alone is the one who can meet that desire. Ultimately, in seeking it from him, we find that what we really want is his presence. The only inhabited city that is ultimately satisfying to us is the one that is not built in this world.

Let me review briefly. The creation account of the Bible answers our need to know about our origins and purpose. "By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God."

What about productiveness? What about the question of dominion? It is by faith that Abel’s having dominion over the earth accomplished something. "He obtained the testimony," it says. He received the commendation that he was righteous, substantial. worth something.

What about the question of life and death and why we are subject to these things? In answering that question, Enoch sought God’s face. And he walked more and more with God so that he went past death.

What about the fight against evil, the desire to stand against human degradation? It was by faith that Noah spoke the word of God in his generation and was provided a means of salvation for his family.

What about a home, the desire of every heart to belong somewhere? Ultimately the home we are looking for is the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God himself.

We are all familiar with the phrase, "You bet your life." It is a way of giving a rather graphic affirmative in response to a question. The comedian Groucho Marx once named a zany television game show You Bet Your Life. In his hands it became a funny notion. But, as a matter of fact, betting your life is serious business. Every single one of us will bet our lives on something. We cannot escape doing so. We will bet our lives on the wisdom of our alma mater, the "mother of our soul," on the wisdom of the world, the financial page, on old wives’ tales, or something else.

Or we will bet our lives by faith on the authority, the power and the love of Jesus Christ. If we make that bet, if we begin trusting him, and are willing to face whatever life throws at us, having no values but his and no power but his, we become part of that extraordinary group of people that chapter Hebrews 11 exalts, people of whom it will finally be said, "the world is not worthy." Realizing that at some time–in some way–you are going to bet your life. I urge you to be men and women of faith.

Conclusion

Shortly before his death, Henri Nouwen wrote a book entitled Sabbatical Journeys. In it he tells about some people he knew who were trapeze artists, the Flying Roudellas. They explained to Nouwen that there is a special relationship between "flyer" and "catcher" on the trapeze. The flyer is the one who lets go, and the catcher is the one who snatches him from free fall.

As the flyer swings high above the crowd and ground below, that fateful instant comes when he must let go. He must release his grasp on the device that is bearing his full weight and arc out into the air. If it is exhilarating, it must also be terrifying! Then his job is to remain as still as possible and wait for the strong hands of the catcher to find him, pluck him from the air, and bring him to safety.

One of the Flying Roudellas told Nouwen: "The flyer must never try to catch the catcher." He must wait in absolute trust. It is the catcher's job to find, grab, and haul him in, and his task in that nerve-wracking instant is to wait and trust.

You and I are "flyers" in the circus called life. God is the "catcher." Our job is to wait for him in absolute trust, to know that it is his responsibility to watch us and keep us from falling and to present us before his presence in triumph. God's never missed anyone yet who put his trust in him and waited for him to keep his promises!

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy — to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen (Jude 24-25).

Great Themes of the Bible Series

#10  “Discipleship”

"When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die," wrote Dietrich Bonhoeffer. When Jesus called 
you to follow him, he didn't call you to pleasantries and politeness. He called you to join him in battling 
against the spiritual forces of darkness that war against the human soul. He called you to step into the 
breach to battle for what is holy, pure, and just. To do that, I have to die to sin and self-will. 


My father taught me: "Son, there are no free lunches." I wonder if we should hang that sign over the Lord's Supper? The redemption we commemorate in Communion certainly wasn't free to him. How dare we think we can eat the bread and drink the ‘fruit of the vine’ of that communion meal and not pay a price for doing so.

Discipleship is a costly thing. If it isn't to be taken seriously in my life, I would give God more honor by not paying lip-service to it. A theology that minimizes the commitment involved in following Jesus belies the significance of both Jesus' cross and our own.

In 1937, in pre-war Germany, a book was published that exploded like a bombshell in a very liberal church that had become deaf to the voice of God. The author, a young minister who was deeply concerned about the life of this church, was only 30 years old when he wrote it. The book, The Cost of Discipleship by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, is really an exegetical study of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). Sixty-five years later it is still relevant. 

In fact, Bonhoeffer’s introduction to the book sets the right tone for the passage we are studying today as we consider the relationship between the gospel of Jesus Christ and the call to discipleship: “Revival of church life always brings in its train a richer understanding of the Scriptures. Behind all the slogans and catchwords of ecclesiastical controversy, necessary though they are, there rises a more deter-mined quest for him who is the sole object of it all, for Jesus Christ himself. What did Jesus mean to say to us? What is his will for us today? How can he help us to be good Christians in the modern world? In the last resort, what we want to know is not what would this or that man, or this or that Church, have of us, but what Jesus Christ himself wants of us. When we go to church and listen to the sermon, what we want to hear is his Word--and that not merely for selfish reasons, but for the sake of the many for whom the Church and her message are foreign. We have a strange feeling that if Jesus himself--Jesus alone with his Word--could come into our midst at sermon time, we should find quite a different set of men hearing the Word, and quite a different set rejecting it. That is not to deny that the Word of God is to be heard in the preaching which goes on in our church. The real trouble is that the pure Word of Jesus has been overlaid with so much human ballast--burdensome rules and regulations, false hopes and consolations--that it has become extremely difficult to make a genuine decision for Christ.

DISCIPLESHIP: A HIGH CALLING

When Jesus said to his first disciples, "Follow me and I will make you to become fishers of men," and they immediately dropped their fishing nets and followed him, that was just the beginning of the process for them. I'm grateful that this is a process, and that God is patient and loving toward his disciples as he leads them into spiritual maturity. 

The Lord's mission on earth was to "...seek and to save that which was lost" (Mark 19:10). Once we place our faith in him as our Lord and Savior, his desire for us is that we join him as disciples in his mission on this earth-the redemption of men, women and children from the kingdom of darkness. We have likened this process to a school curriculum. Thus, in Discipleship #101, we learned that Jesus said, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me" (Luke 9:18-27.) 

Then in Discipleship #102, Jesus warned that we are not to try to follow him with our own agenda, but rather when he calls us, we are to be willing to leave our security, family and friends immediately for, as he said, "No one after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God" (Luke 9:57-10:24.) In Discipleship #103, Jesus reminded all who desired to follow him and become his disciples that we must be willing to hate (love less, in other words) our families as well as our own lives and give up all our possessions (Luke 14: 25-35). 

To help us see how some of these truths are worked out in flesh and blood, let me read to you an unknown author's impression of the life of the apostle Paul once he came into a vital relationship with Jesus on the Damascus Road: "He is a man without the care of making friends, without the hope or desire of worldly goods, without the apprehension of worldly loss, without the care of life and without the fear of death. ...A man of one thought---the Gospel of Christ. A man of one purpose-the glory of God. A fool, and content to be reckoned a fool for Christ. ...He must speak or he must die, and though he should die, he will speak. He has no rest but hastens over land and sea, over rocks and trackless deserts. He cries aloud and spares not, and will not be hindered. In prisons he lifts up his voice and in the tempests of the ocean he is not silent. Before awful councils and throned kings, he witnesses in behalf of the truth. Nothing can quench his voice but death, and even in the article of death, before the knife has severed his head form his body, he speaks, he prays, he testifies, he confesses, he beseeches, he wars, and at length he blesses the cruel people" (True Discipleship, Wm. MacDonald).

As we continue in our study we will see that as our Lord moves closer to the cross, the high calling of discipleship continues to be his focus. Thus, in Discipleship #l04 (Luke 17:1-19), we will find that our Lord will remind his men of this high calling by encouraging them: 1) to not become stumbling blocks to sinners who are seeking him; 2) to be willing to rebuke and to forgive sinners who repent of their sins; 3) to grow in their faith towards him; and 4) to serve him with a thankful heart.

Beware of becoming a stumbling block  Luke 17:1-2

And He said to His disciples, "It is inevitable that stumbling blocks should come, but woe to him through whom they come! It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble. 


As we have seen in earlier studies, Jesus has been teaching the gospel to the tax-gatherers and sinners who had gathered around him (15:1). But the Pharisees were grumbling, "This man receives sinners and eats with them." They were inferring that Jesus could not possibly be the Son of God because to eat with sinners was tantamount to agreeing with their immoral lifestyle. 

They thought it wrong that these sinners, who had probably broken all Ten Commandments as well as the traditions of Judaism, should be offered forgiveness. The Pharisees regarded this as too simple a solution in light of the fact that most of them had spent their entire lives seeking to live up to the requirements of the law and its traditions. Yet our Lord sought to show them the secrets of the kingdom of God thought parables and stories, but, since Luke 15:1, none of them had accepted his gracious invitation of salvation.

As Jesus listened to the grumbling attitude of the Pharisees, in the presence of the sinners who where seeking to understand spiritual truth, he used this as a "teachable moment." He wanted them to love the Pharisees but not to follow in their footsteps when it came to tempting others to sin. "It is inevitable that stumbling-blocks should come...," said Jesus. The original meaning of the word translated "stumbling block" means tempting someone to sin. It is always used metaphorically in the New Testament, and ordinarily of anything that arouses prejudice or becomes a hindrance to others or causes them to fall by the way. 

In this context, our Lord is warning his disciples that as sinners are drawn to the gospel of the kingdom it was inevitable that some would trip over a stumbling-block placed in their path by someone opposed to the messenger as well as the message of salvation. There is the reality of opposition in a fallen world. Within a few months, Jesus and his cross would become an offense to the Jewish leadership (1 Cor. 23), and it has remained so in every generation up to this very day. 

"...but woe to him through whom they come!" said Jesus. It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble. In that culture, everyone knew of the various types of millstones that were used to crush grain. Smaller millstones were for home use, but when it came to harvest time, farmers used much larger millstones, up to four or five feet in diameter. The grain was placed on a base stone, and then the millstone (which had a hole in the middle as big as a man's head) was lifted up to the stationary stone, which had a center peg as an axle, so that once the milestone was in place it could be turned around in a circle by a mule or camel until the grain was crushed into fine flour. 


As Jesus was saying this you can be sure he was warning his disciples about their future ministry, but at the same time he was looking at the lifestyle of the Pharisees. They were the very stumbling stones that he had in mind as he observed them trying to confuse and discourage the open-hearted tax-gatherers and sinners. The warning is very serious. 

In his book According to Luke, David Gooding wrote: "...no sin against a fellow-man can possibly be more serious than to do something by act or word to stumble him in his faith, or to break that faith, in God, in the deity of Christ, in the authority of His Word, in the value of his redemption or the reality of his salvation." 

Therefore, if anyone caused "these little ones" to stumble on their way to Jesus, "..the consequences for the people responsible for that occurrence will be so grave when they come into the presence of God that it would be better ..." for that person to take his own life rather then to go on living and turning others away from Jesus. John encouraged the Ephesian church later that "The one who loves his brother abides in the light and there is no cause for stumbling in him." They don't stumble and they don't cause others to stumble because they are living in the power of the Holy Spirit and walking in the light of the truth of Jesus Christ. 


Discipleship is a high calling. Let us beware of becoming a stumbling block.
Be willing to rebuke and forgive a repentant brother  Luke 17:3-4

"Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, 'I repent,' forgive him."


Here Jesus goes on to give three commands to carry out within the Christian community to a true disciple who has been forgiven all of his sins.

Command No. #1: Be on your guard! Speaking of tempting others to sin, look to your own life first and make sure that you are not becoming a stumbling block to those seeking to come into the kingdom. This command has the same idea as our Lord's words in Matt: 74-5: " ...how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' and behold, the log is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye; and then you will see clearly enough to take the speck out of your brother's eye." 

Command No #2: Rebuke a sinning brother. "If your brother sins, rebuke him..." If a disciple should see or find out about a brother who has sinned in the sight of God (as in the immediate context of placing a stumbling block in the way of a sinner who is seeking to come into the kingdom of God), he should rebuke him. That is, look for an opportunity so that he will be able to hear you and have an open heart to repent of his sin. 

The Lord had already spoken on this subject when he said to his disciples, as recorded in Matt.18:15: "And if your brother sins, go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother. But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed. And if he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen to even the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer" (a non-believer whom we would seek in love to win into the kingdom).

Command #3: Forgive him. "...and if he repents, forgive him." If your brother or sister is willing to listen to your loving rebuke and confesses, turning from the sinful activity and turning toward God again, forgive them. This is not a suggestion; it is a command from Jesus.

The parable of the prodigal son is a wonderful example of a true repentant heart, a heart that is ready to forgive. Speaking of the son, Luke wrote, "But when he came to his senses, he said ...'I will get up and go to my father, and will say to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight. I am no longer worthy to be called your son, make me as one of your hired hands'" (Luke 15:17-19.) 

As his father had already in his heart forgiven his sinful son, even before he confessed his sin, so we must fill our hearts with the spirit of forgiveness towards those who have wronged us or others. And if he sins against you seven times a day and returns to you seven times, saying "I repent," forgive him. The forgiveness must be immediate, definite, incisive, and made in a spirit of genuine forgiveness (Matt.18:35).

The Lord had taught the disciples to pray: "And forgive us our sins as we also have forgiven our debtors....For if you forgive men for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions" (Matt. 6:12-15.) 
Earlier, Peter had asked the Lord: "'Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?' Jesus said to him, 'I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.'" 

Paul wrote to the Ephesian church whose members were having difficulties with each other: "...do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. And be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you" (Eph. 4:30-32.)

Why all this talk of forgiveness if one truly repents of his sins against you or me? It is because our Lord understands our frailty. We were born in Adam, and sin has taken a fearsome toll in our lives. God knows that we are still in the process of learning about our new nature in the Second Adam, who is Christ himself, so we need to be patient. 

None of us has even been here before, and we make all kinds of mistakes against each other. Nobody plans on hurting people, being angry at people, being jealous, envious and filled with malice at people. 

Each morning, I ask God to use me to be a righteous man. When something goes wrong later in the day, when I'm angry at someone and he's angry at me, I ask myself what happened. I didn't plan this. Quite the opposite. Let us remember, first, that God in Christ has forgiven us. Second, we have never before been in this arena where we are known as children of God. And third, God is maturing us so that we will be like Jesus, and the process is not finished yet. We need to remember the wise and godly individual who said, "God is not finished with me yet!"

Speaking of how the "old Adam" expresses itself when Jesus is not allowed to be Lord, I read recently of the end of the long and tragic story of Marine Col. William R. Higgins. This man was serving with the U.N. peacekeeping force in Lebanon when he was seized by rebel forces on Feb. l7, l988. According to a videotape, he was killed on July 31, l989. His body was recently found and returned to the United States for burial. 

After the burial services, Higgins' widow, Marine Corps Major Robin Higgins, issued a statement urging Americans not to forgive the hostage takers. She said, "If we forgive, if we forget, if we thank these savages, then we are merely inviting them, at a time and place they will select, to kill again. Shame on us if we do." But this is not how a disciple of Jesus should respond. And I can understand it. It's only the grace of God that can change a hard heart to a forgiving heart. Only God can do this so that a heart is willing to forgive such a wrong. It's interesting that Terry Anderson, another hostage who was released several years later, replying to the question, "Can you forgive your captives?" said, "Life is too short; I have been called to forgive." 

To be a disciple of Christ is a high calling. We must beware of becoming a stumbling block; be willing to forgive a repentant sinner, and ….
Ask the Lord to increase our faith Luke 17:5-10

And the apostles said to the Lord, "Increase our faith!" And the Lord said, "If you had faith like a mustard seed, you would say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and be planted in the sea'; and it would obey you. But which of you, having a slave plowing or tending sheep, will say to him when he has come in from the field, 'Come immediately and sit down to eat'? But will he not say to him, 'Prepare something for me to eat, and properly clothe yourself and serve me until I have eaten and drunk; and afterward you will eat and drink'? He does not thank the slave because he did the things which were commanded, does he? So you too, when you do all the things which are commanded you, say, 'We are unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have done.'" 


In light of our Lord's commands, the disciples felt spiritually weak in their faith. But Jesus never asks any of his true followers to do anything apart from him. As they placed their small faith in him for each new situation, he would accomplish his will in and through them. Here Jesus uses the illustration of one of nature's smallest seeds, the mustard seed. As small as this seed is it still has within it the principle of life: it is a living seed and it will grow. At that moment the disciples' faith was small, but Jesus encouraged them to start trusting him where they were and in time, in the midst of the most difficult tasks they were called to, their faith would grow to such a point that if they needed to cast a mulberry tree into the sea, it would be so. Faith they had; what they needed was the reminder to focus on the Lord rather than on the immediate circumstances or demands. 

As our Lord was preparing to go to the cross, he was also preparing the disciples to carry on the good news of the kingdom after his death, burial and resurrection. He was preparing them with the knowledge that they would become involved in a spiritual battle as they sought to redeem men and women from the kingdom of darkness and deliver them into the kingdom of light. 

Thus he wanted them to become faithful disciples, men with the same hearts as those referred to in Luke 12:35-40: "Be dressed in readiness, and keep your lamps alight and be like men who are waiting for their master when he returns for the wedding feast, so that they may immediately open the door to him when he comes and knocks. Blessed are those slaves whom the master shall find on the alert when he comes..."

While we are on earth we are called to be faithful disciples in the midst of the spiritual battle for the souls of men and women. Our Lord has already commanded his disciples to (1) not place stumbling blocks in the way of men and women who want to come into the kingdom of God; (2) prepare their hearts to rebuke a brother as well as forgive one who repents; and (3) grow in their faith in him so they could be greatly used in his plan of evangelism in the Age of the Spirit and the building of his church. 

Disciples should not come to the house after a long day in the field hoping that the master will ask them to sit and eat with him even before they prepare his meal, or for have him stop in the midst of the battle and thank them for their faithfulness. This is the time for us to take our responsibilities of discipleship very seriously. 

We are called to be disciples by the grace of God. You and I who were once his enemies are now his disciples. Rejoice, remain faithful, and be thankful. At the end of the battle, our Lord promises, as he said in Luke 12:37, "Blessed are those slaves whom the master shall find on the alert when he comes; truly I say to you, that he will gird himself to serve, and have them recline at table, and will come up and wait on them. Whether he comes in the second watch, or even in the third, and finds them so, blessed are those slaves."

I remember hearing the story of a faithful missionary couple who came back to this country following many difficult years of ministry in Africa. As their ship docked in New York harbor they heard a band on the dock playing welcome music for a returning passenger. Hundreds of this passenger's family and friends were gathered to greet their loved one. 

The missionary couple hoped to have someone to greet them, but by the time they came down the gangplank the band and the welcoming crowds had all gone their separate ways. All that was left to greet them were a few seagulls and the trash from the celebration that had been held earlier on the dock. Not knowing what to do next, they walked a few blocks, carrying their suitcases in silence. 

Finally, they found a rundown hotel and checked in for the evening. As they sat in the dimly lit room, the husband could not contain himself any longer. In anger and frustration he cried out to: "Honey, we worked so hard all these years. We have been faithful to our Lord, to our calling, and to our people in Africa. You would have thought that someone from our board would have met us and welcomed us home, wouldn't you?" After a moment of silence, his wife reminded him of their eternal hope: "But honey, we aren't home yet!" she said.

Being a disciple of Christ is a high calling. We must beware of becoming a stumbling block; be willing to rebuke and to forgive a repentant sinner; continue to ask the Lord to increase our small but living faith in him so that we may serve him from a heart of love and faithfulness. And finally, as disciples….
We are called to be thankful servants Luke 17:11-19

And it came about while He was on the way to Jerusalem, that He was passing between Samaria and Galilee. And as He entered a certain village, there met Him ten leprous men, who stood at a distance; and they raised their voices, saying, "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!" And when He saw them, He said to them, "Go and show yourselves to the priests." And it came about that as they were going, they were cleansed. Now one of them, when he saw that he had been healed, turned back, glorifying God with a loud voice, and he fell on his face at His feet, giving thanks to Him. And he was a Samaritan. And Jesus answered and said, "Were there not ten cleansed? But the nine-where are they? Were none found who turned back to give glory to God, except this foreigner?" And he said to Him, "Rise, and go your way; your faith has made you well."


The parable that Jesus told reminded Luke of an incident that occurred a little earlier as Jesus and his disciples were traveling south toward Jerusalem, on the border between Samaria and Galilee, before they crossed over the Jordan River into Perea (modern Jordan). Ten leprous men came out to meet Jesus. It must have been a terrible sight to see so many men banded together, their flesh rotting away from their bodies. The smell would have driven away anyone who came across their path. But not Jesus, who had come to save the lost. 

These men stood at a distance and, having heard of Jesus from people in Galilee and Samaria, called out, like a choir in unison, "Jesus, Master, have pity on us!" And he showed them pity. Rather then touching them, as he had done in other instances, providing an instant cure, he asked them to place their faith in him and go to the temple in Jerusalem: "Go and show yourselves to the priests." 
According to Lev. 13-14, if a leper was cured he was to go to the priest to demonstrate God's grace, then the priest would publicly restore that man or woman back into fellowship with the community. In this case, as all ten placed they faith in Jesus' command and began to walk south towards Jerusalem, they were completely healed. 

Luke records that one leper was different from the other nine. Once he realized he was completely healed at the word of Jesus, he did three things: he turned back towards Jesus; he began praising God; and he fell on his face at the feet of Jesus, thanking him. Then Luke drops a bombshell: this man was a hated Samaritan! The Samaritan people had intermarried with Gentiles, set up their own religion in Samaria instead of Jerusalem, studied only the first five books of Moses, and built their own temple and worshipped God in Samaria. Now this healed Samaritan was thanking a Jew and bowing at his feet.

Jesus asked three questions of this man and then blessed him. "Where there not ten cleansed?" "But the nine, where are they?" "Were none found who turned back to give glory to God, except this foreigner?" And he said to the man, "Rise, and go your way; your faith has made you well ("well" is the same word in Greek as the word for salvation). Jesus was grieved over the lack of thankfulness and praise that was due to the God of the universe who expressed through him his love for sinners. The nine Jewish lepers represented the attitude of the spiritual leaders of Israel: they never returned to Jesus to thank God for their physical healing; they did not realize that their physical healing was only a shadow of the spiritual healing they needed; and that they could have been healed spiritually if they had placed their faith in Jesus as their Messiah. From the story it appears that at least one physically healed leper who was thankful to God and his Son Jesus became a true son of Abraham. He had placed his faith in God and acknowledged Jesus as the Son of God, the Master of his body, soul and spirit. And this man was a foreigner! 

To be called to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, our wonderful Lord and Savior, is a high calling. When we confess him as our Lord and are baptized for remission of sins, he begins to bring us into spiritual maturity so that we can join him in his wonderful plan of evangelism "seeking to save those who are lost." 

That ministry of redemption occurs in the midst of a spiritual battlefield. Our Lord encourages and commands his disciples to love our lives, our families and our possessions less and love him more. Further, he commands that we do not become stumbling blocks to those who are on their way to the Lord; to prepare our hearts to be ready to rebuke and forgive our repentant brothers and sisters; to continue to grow in our faith towards Christ so that his will in heaven may be accomplished on earth through us; and finally, to minister as his disciples with hearts of thankfulness because of the grace and spiritual healing he demonstrated towards us when we placed our faith in him as Lord and Savior. 

Some additional thoughts regarding Discipleship ---The Gospel of Grace

"But what are you saying about the gospel?" someone asks. "Aren't we saved by the grace of God? Doesn't that mean that salvation is a ‘free gift' to us?" In terms of its provision, salvation from sin is indeed free to us. Heaven paid the price for our redemption at the cross of Jesus. In terms of accepting and living out its implications, however, the gospel is hardly free at all. It demands everything one can give in return. 

Across the ages of Christian history, we may have produced far more consumers of religion than true disciples. So we buy gold-edged Bibles, listen to Christian music, and attend user-friendly churches. Yet our lives are not particularly upright or civil — much less Christ-like. Every bonus or raise signals the possibility of a bigger house or luxury car instead of greater generosity. We think we have achieved a great moral victory simply in not cheating on our income taxes or our wives. If we are generally pleasant and polite, we judge ourselves to be Christians.

"When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die," wrote Dietrich Bonhoeffer. When Jesus called you to follow him, he didn't call you to pleasantries and politeness. He called you to join him in battling against the spiritual forces of darkness that war against the human soul. He called you to step into the breach to battle for what is holy, pure, and just. To do that, I have to die to sin and self-will. You have to be willing to suffer for what you believe. Occasionally, as with Bonhoeffer, Christ's call means physical death.

The Crowds Were Large

In our text for today, Luke notes that "large crowds were traveling with Jesus" (v.25). The carpenter from the backwater town of Nazareth was a howling success. The crowds were big and getting bigger. So Jesus turned around to the huge crowd and said, "You'd better think seriously about this! If you go with me into Jerusalem, it will be dangerous. If you follow me to the end, it could cost you your life. In fact, if you take what I've been saying seriously, it will cost you your life — if not at Jerusalem, in your home or classroom or workplace."

Anyone who comes to me but refuses to let go of father, mother, spouse, children, brothers, sisters — yes, even one's own self! — can't be my disciple. Anyone who won't shoulder his own cross and follow behind me can't be my disciple. . . . Simply put, if you're not willing to take what is dearest to you, whether plans or people, and kiss it goodbye, you can't be my disciple. . . . Are you listening to this? Really listening? (Luke 14:26-27, 33, 35b, The Message).

Jesus illustrates his meaning as he moves along in these verses. Would you start building a house without sitting down first and figuring the cost? How embarrassing to start such a project and not be able to finish it (vs. 28-30). Can you imagine a king going into battle against an enemy army without calculating his manpower and weaponry? He'd be foolish to do it (vs. 31-33).

You and I are supposed to count the cost of being Jesus' disciples, but some of us have been misled into thinking there's no cost involved, that this is a "free lunch." Well, my friend, you've got another think coming!

Discipleship and Discipline

We must rise above the temptation to trivialize both Jesus' cross and our own. We must learn to make disciples instead of what one writer dubbed "inspiration junkies" out of Christians. People who are serious about following Jesus understand that there is a relationship between discipleship and discipline.

Warning bells go off in some of us when we hear such language, for it is has been used to mask and convey pharisaism, legalism, and self-righteousness. On the other hand, some have recoiled from it into a defense of moral indulgence.

The Christian alternative to Pharisaism is not Publicanism but costly discipleship. The laxity of the Publican is just as repugnant to God as the self- righteousness of the Pharisee. In the parable it is not the Publican as such but the repentant Publican who is praised.[1]

There was once a thirteen-year-old boy who wanted to be a musician. He envisioned being cheered on stage, being admired by huge crowds, and raking in millions of dollars. Then he found out it would take hours of practice every week over a long period of time to learn to play and perform; he decided he didn't want to be a musician after all. So a year later he decided instead that he would be not a rock star but an athlete. He saw himself in the NBA, envisioned a $10-million per year contract, and beautiful women fawning over him. So he went to the basketball coach and told him he wanted to join the team. When he learned about practicing every day, running laps, and staying in shape during the off-season, he decided he didn't really want to be an athlete either. And so on with fantasized careers in medicine, law, and business. They would require too many years in school, too many hours in the library and lab, too long an interval between decision and payoff. So he didn't do any of those things.

He is a very unhappy man today. Most of the regret he verbalizes seems to focus on the things he never tried to do, the sacrifices he couldn't bring himself to make, and the waste he thinks he has made of his life.

The Making of a Disciple

Warren Webster: "If I had my life to live over again, I would live it to change the lives of men, because you haven't changed anything until you've changed the lives of men."

That really struck me and caused me to reaffirm again in my heart my own desire to change the lives of men. I do not think we are in any disagreement that the world is in wretched shape, and it is that way because there is something desperately wrong with men. The only answer to the world in which we find ourselves is to change the hearts of men. And I know of only one Person who can change the heart of a man, and that is Jesus Christ.

The events in Matthew 28 took place at the end of our Lord's 40-day post-resurrection ministry to his disciples. In this 40-day period, five times it is recorded--in Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Acts--that the Lord commissioned the disciples to disciple the nations. This passage in Matthew 28:16-20 records one of these incidents:

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountains to which Jesus had directed them. And when they saw him they worshipped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Hob Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age."
The disciples all died by the close of the first century, so these words were not addressed to the disciples alone, but have validity for all time. They are addressed as well to us. I would like to talk about three things in this passage: the men who are found in this passage; the mandate that was given to them to disciple all nations; and the method by which this mandate was to be carried out.

These men intrigue me. They are set in contrast to the Jewish rulers mentioned in the preceding paragraph who were attempting to discredit the fact of Jesus' resurrection. The reaction of the disciples is set over against their attempts to dismiss the resurrection. The disciples, out of obedience to Jesus Christ, went to northern Galilee to meet the Lord there. The leading Jews resisted him, but the disciples obeyed him. Prior to the cross, Jesus had told the disciples that after the resurrection they were to meet him on a mountain in northern Galilee, and they went out of obedience to him, knowing that they would meet him there.

The passage does say, "some doubted," but it does not in any way indicate that these men were lacking in faith. The word used here is not suggestive of loss of faith but rather, of hesitancy. They were uneasy--and who would not be? They still did not quite understand what the Lord intended to do. Their hopes of establishing a kingdom on earth had been dashed; the Lord had been taken from them and crucified. They had seen him in his resurrection body and knew him to be the victor, but still they were hesitant and disturbed, not quite understanding what the Lord yet intended to do. But they went anyway to the appointed meeting place. 
Remember also, the Lord had told them that the Jews were going to take his life, and that they would be next. They had confidence in his ability as a prophet. They believed him. They knew their lives were on the line, and that any association with this man would jeopardize their safety from this point on. So they were uneasy, they were anxious, they were fearful, but they went anyway, because they trusted him.

I think one of the amazing facts of this passage is the contrast between the extent of the commission that the Lord gave, and the relative insignificance of this little band of men. Here were eleven men who were told to go out and conquer the world and lay it at the Lord's feet. Eleven insignificant men. That would make anyone uneasy. These were men who had never been more than 50 miles from home. They had probably never been outside the country of Palestine. They had ranged as far with the Lord in his ministry as they had ever traveled. Jesus had no funds to carry out this assignment. He had no basis of political power. He had already been rejected by his own nation. And yet he tells them, "Go...and make disciples of all nations."

We realize now that the secret of his success was not the size, or the power, or the material qualifications of the group, but rather, the divine authorization given to them by the Lord. In verse 18 Jesus says, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. You go therefore..." The Father had given to the Son the authority, and the Son, by means of the Holy Spirit, gave to the disciples the authority to go out and, for all time, bring men into a relationship with him. They had a promise that all the resources, all the power of the Father, the authority of a Sovereign Lord who created men and by whom lives again could be recreated, was available to them if they would simply act upon it.

That was their authorization, and they needed no other. Historically, we know that within a period of a few weeks they saw 5,000 come into a relationship with their Lord. Within 35 years they had planted churches in every major center in the Roman Empire. 
They went out believing that it could be accomplished, and in the name and the authority of Jesus Christ they conquered the world. A little, insignificant group, but with all the power of a sovereign God available to them they accomplished and are still accomplishing what they set out to do.

This leads me to some strong conclusions. The first is that God is not preoccupied with numbers; we are. We count noses; we measure success in terms of numbers and other estimates of strength and power. But the Lord never does. In his program numbers are totally inconsequential. We might as well weigh people as count them. Either measure would be equally inconsequential. God is never concerned about the size of a group. Size has nothing to do with success. Success is always based on relationship.

For instance, God was not at all embarrassed to send Elijah and his servant against the whole nation of Israel. That did not bother God, because he knew that his servants could accomplish what he sent them to do; they had available to them his power. Jonah was sent to evangelize the whole city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian empire; Paul and Barnabas were sent into Asia Minor to plant churches; two men sent into a pagan area that had never heard the gospel, We would organize great armies to go, but the Lord sent Paul and Barnabas. Later, he sent Paul and Timothy into Europe to plant churches there. The Lord himself spent three-and-a-half years ministering first to the masses, then drawing together twelve men and eventually, eleven men, and it was through these eleven men that he was able to accomplish his program. He spent all of his time training them. We would be terribly discouraged if we had spent three-and-a-half years and we only had eleven people to accomplish a work. And yet the Lord said, "I have finished the work that the Father gave me to do." He did not measure his success in terms of size. Size is never equated with success.

There is an interesting passage in the book of Haggai in the account of the effort to rebuild the temple that had been destroyed during the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities. The work went slowly at first but finally the temple was completed. In contrast to Solomon's temple, it just a tiny thing, and the people were terribly discouraged. Haggai encourages the nation not to despise the day of small things because the Lord says, "I am with you, and my Spirit will be with you. I will fill this house with glory, and the desire of all nations [literally, the One desired of all nations] will come into it. and its latter splendor shall be greater than its former splendor." He was looking prophetically down through the years to the time when the Messiah would stand in the midst of that very temple, the temple that Zerubbabel and Joshua built--expanded by Herod, but the same temple--and fill it with his glory. And the latter splendor of it was far greater than anything Solomon's temple possessed, with its gold, jewels, and ornate furniture.

Haggai says the same to us today. Do not despise the small things, because God's splendor will fill them. The glory of Jesus Christ will control it and use it for his honor.

We can really get bothered at this point. We look at our office, and here we are, two or three men, maybe only one man. What can we do to accomplish his program of making disciples here? Or we are on a campus, and maybe we're the only Christian in a dorm. What can we accomplish? And so we get discouraged, and we want to quit, because we just do not feel that God can accomplish all that he has promised to do.

There is a second strong conclusion that I have reached as a result of looking at the lives of these men: God is not concerned about the quantity of men, but he is concerned about the quality of their lives. God's method is men, men who are controlled by the Spirit of God; not programs, not machinery, but men, women, students, boys, girls, anyone who is available to him. 
And I believe that these disciples would qualify as that kind of person. I think quite often that we do not think very highly of these men. But I cannot accept the thought that Jesus totally misjudged these men. He had God's insight into lives. He knew men. He knew the quality of their lives. He scrutinized the lives of these men. He spent a night in prayer before he made his decision. I do not think he chose wrongly, even in the case of Judas. He knew from the beginning what Judas was to be. This man was chosen deliberately to accomplish the purposes of God, in terms of the prophetic scripture.

Jesus knew these men, and he chose them out of all the men that he contacted in Palestine because he saw them not in terms of what they were, but what they were to become as he spent time with them. He sensed that they were men with open hearts and minds. They were hungry, perhaps, for the wrong things, but he took that hunger and turned it into a hunger for him. He never dealt with men who played games but only with those who hungered and thirsted after righteousness. He said, "Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men."

God will put anyone to use who has the real thing, who has a quality of life that only a follower of Jesus Christ can have. I am convinced that people are looking for those who have the real thing. It is the only way we will ever reach this disillusioned generation today. They are fed up with programs, they are fed up with the institutional church, they see nothing but phoniness. They are looking for real people.

Now if you are real, to use the contemporary term, you will be where the action is. People are looking for the real, people are looking for quality, and if we have it they are going to want it and they are going to seek us out. We do not have to be religious (please save us from religion), but we have to be real people who are possessed by God and whose obsession is to serve Jesus Christ. That kind of person God will use.

Now let us look at the mandate. These are the men; now the mandate. In verse 19, Jesus says,

"Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit..."
There is one imperative here, to "make disciples." The other action verbs are all subordinate to this main idea to make disciples. Literally, he says, "Having gone, make disciples by baptizing and by teaching." He tells us what is involved in making disciples. The main idea in this passage is to make disciples, not friends for Jesus, not fans, not to develop a large following, because Jesus says there will never be many who will follow. 
To follow involves a cross, and a cross means cutting off our own goals and purposes, the things for which we live, and settling once and for all the issue in our life that Jesus Christ is going to be Lord, and we are going to serve him.

There will never be many who will make that kind of decision. The Lord always drew the lines hard and fast and he said that there would be very few that would step over. And when they did, he would hit them immediately with his claim as Lord, "Are you willing to follow me, and yield everything?"

We have looked at the men, the mandate, and third is the method by which they were to accomplish his commission: (1) going. This assumes that we will go. The command is not to go; the command is to make disciples, but it is preceded by the idea of going. And what he means is that as we go about seeking our livelihood, wherever we may be found, we are to use that place as a platform for making disciples. Historically, these men were fishermen, merchants, seamen, laborers. Everywhere they went they saw as their prime task to make disciples. Their occupations were simply the means of making a livelihood. Their mission was to make disciples and they were told to go to the whole world. God sent persecution, and where there is heat, there is always expansion--they scattered all over the world. Wherever they went, making tents, repairing sails, making shoes, as lawyers, merchants, whatever their task might be, they made disciples.

What a challenging view of our occupations that is! Our job, whether it is as a housewife, or out in the world as a business person, whatever it might be, our job, essentially, is to make disciples. That gives great dignity and meaning to our jobs. Yes, we are to do our jobs well, as unto the Lord. We are to give it the time and energy necessary to do it right. And yes, our job is a means of bringing all of nature into submission, as the Word says we must do. But it is first and foremost a platform for making disciples. We have a whole lifetime to work out the exciting implications of that idea.

Note the Lord said we are to disciple all nations. That means that some will go, must go, to other lands. Some will be cleared to live and minister in the land of their birth, and to engage in the worldwide program of making disciples through sacrificial giving, or intercessory prayer, or through an ongoing concern for what God is doing around the world. But again, what an exciting thing to know that we are engaged in an enterprise that is global in its scale; that God is at work in every corner of the world, to bring men into relationship with him. We are simply one segment, one part of what God is doing.

I think we have two reactions. One is to get hardened by failure, and adopt an uninvolved spirit: "We can't do the job; it's impossible, so why even try?" "Every attempt I've made I've fumbled." "I'm shy." "I'm ignorant, so I'm a waterer."

The other reaction is to see the great need and get frustrated. But remember God is the Savior of the world. Jesus said my responsibility is my neighbor, the person in need God brings into my life and gives to me the opportunity to share my life with. And my neighbor may not necessarily be my next-door neighbor, because we have six-foot fences in our backyard, and I hardly ever see my next-door neighbor. He can be the man at the office, the shop, the campus. He is the man (or the woman) in need, the student in need, or whoever it might be that God puts us next to.

The most difficult thing about going is the last 18 inches, getting over that little barrier of sharing with someone else what our Lord has done with us. But Jesus said, "I am with you always, to the close of the age." There is an adequate resource for the task that God has outlined for us.



The Making of a Disciple Part 2 -- Luke 14:25-35
Now great multitudes accompanied him; and he turned and said to them, "If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple. For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation, and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him saying, 'This man began to build, and was not able to finish.' Or what king, going to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and take counsel whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends an embassy and asks terms of peace. So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.
"Salt is good; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltness be restored? It is fit neither for the land nor for the dunghill; men throw it away. He who has ears to hear, let him hear."
I am sure you must have been struck by what seems to be the harsh tone of these words from the Lord, the One who told us that the greatest commandment is to love God and our neighbor. I am sure these words must have struck the disciples with even greater force than they strike us. The Lord was certainly an enigma to the disciples. He was always up to something that would completely derail them. They never knew him, and, of course, they could never really know him. The Lord himself said,

"No one knows the son but the Father." 
And today he still upsets us by the strange things he said.

The Lord, at the very outset of his ministry, seemed to indicate that anyone could come to him. His invitation was, "Come to me all you that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." Men began to respond in great numbers. Luke takes note of the fact that there were great multitudes following the Lord at this time. But now, instead of gathering this number together and teaching them, he begins to warn them against himself. Instead of inflaming their hearts, he throws cold water on them. He seems to go out of his way to offend and antagonize the very people he called to be his disciples. What is he up to?

May I suggest the answer is found in the nature of the crowd that was beginning to gather around the Lord at this time. He was followed by various types of people, people who listened to his words, watched his actions, wanted to be a part of this great movement. But the Lord knew their hearts. He knew that they were following him for what they could receive, their motives were selfish. And be began to move to thin out the ranks.

In this discourse he gives them a revelation of the only terms by which a man can become a genuine disciple. Three times he gives the terms, without which, he says, no one could be his disciple. In verse 26, in verse 27, and in verse 33 he lays down the terms; and then by means of two parables, he clearly explains the reason for the severity of these terms.

Let us examine first the terms of discipleship. These are solemn words. Verse 26:

"If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple."
He hits at the very heart of human relationships, the dearest relationships that we have. These have to be laid aside out of loyalty to Jesus Christ.

Then in verse 27, he says:

"Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple."
He moves into the personal life, and the necessity of laying aside our personal ambitions, our own goals in life.

And third, in verse 33,

"So therefore, whoever of you does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple."
He strikes at our possessions, the things that we own, and says we must abandon these. "Without these terms," he says, "you cannot be my disciples." Now frankly, when I read a passage like this, I have to ask myself the question, " If these are the terms, am I a disciple?" Because certainly these are qualifications impossible to fulfill. It would seem to be a direct appeal from law, laying down demands that are impossible and saying, "Unless you fulfill these requirements, you will never by my disciple." But let us look in detail at these terms.

The first says we must hate our fathers and mothers and wives and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even our own lives. We have to remember, I think, that Jesus frequently used "alarm" words to arrest people's attention and alert them to danger. He is not saying that we must be malicious and hateful to our families in order to follow him. He is not saying that we have to abandon our homes or ignore our wives and children if we are going to follow him. To do so would be to ignore much of revelation in other parts of the Scriptures that tells us we must love mother and father; and love wives as Christ loved the church. 
He is saying that we must be alerted to the possibility of a competition in loyalty between Jesus Christ and those whom we love; that love for the Lord takes precedence over all other loyalties. He must be first. And there may be times when to follow Christ will appear to be hatred of those we normally love.

Our primary devotion goes to him. Notice he does not name sin as necessarily a deterrent to becoming a disciple. We think of the sins we commit, rebellious attitudes and actions, as the things that keep us from following the Lord. But he put his finger on the highest of human relationships. There is nothing greater than love for father and mother. Mother love is a cardinal virtue, but even these things may and do challenge our loyalty to Jesus Christ. Our love for our families can turn us against the Lord. Every relationship has to be examined and regulated by our determination to be a disciple. Does this relationship draw me closer to the Lord, or does it separate me? I have known many young people who have had to walk away from a love relationship because they sensed that to continue the relationship would drive them farther away from the Lord. 
This is, of course, no justification for abusing parents or wives or children. The Lord warned against that attitude when he referred to the actions of certain Jews who brought a sacrifice into the temple and said, "this is reserved for God," to keep money out of the hands of needy parents. Our love for Jesus Christ ought to cause us to love our families, and to love our parents and our children with a greater love than we could ever have for them without Christ. But he is saying that we must first love Jesus Christ. Every other relationship must be subservient to that. And it may appear that we hate those around us because of decisions we have to make out of our love for our Lord.

Now he interprets this principle, I think, in verse 27 when he says, "Whoever does not bear his cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple." 
In order to understand what he meant by "cross," we have to think in terms of the disciples' understanding of the word. If they saw a man dragging a cross up a hill, they would know that the man was going off to die; his life was at an end. This is what the Lord is saying. 
In order to be a disciple our life must end. All things precious to us and our program must be waived out of regard for his program. This was the cross that the Lord himself endured. Philippians says that the Lord did not think it a thing to be grasped after to be equal with God, but he set this equation aside and became obedient unto death, even the death of a cross. He poured out his life for all men, out of obedience to his Father. 
He set aside his prerogatives as God; he came to earth, identified himself with men, set aside all the glory that was his, for us.

And a cross always has a vicarious aspect to it. It is on behalf of others. If we are to follow Christ, we are to live no longer to please ourselves and indulge ourselves but to live on behalf of others.

Paul writes in Romans 15:

"We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves; let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to edify him. For Christ did not please himself..."
Jesus did not seek his own selfish motives; he came to seek and to save the lost. And Jesus says if we are going to be disciples, that must be our program as well: not to live for self, but to live for the highest good of others. If we are going to enter Christ's enterprise, we are going to have to do it his way.

Then third, in verse 33, he says we must renounce all that we have; our possessions. Now granted, possessions in themselves are not wrong. It is not the things that we own; it is the things that own us that God is talking about. He is not talking about possessions per se, but the things that we have that possess our heart, that come before our allegiance to Jesus Christ. Every possession must be brought under his authority and rule.

Now these are the terms of discipleship. They have to do with the most personal ambitions and goals, and with our dearest possessions. God may not necessarily take anything away from us. But if we are going to be disciples, we must be willing to yield all to him. What if God does take our family, or dash our fondest dreams, or take our prized possessions? How will we react? With bitterness, with anger against God, with rebellion in our heart? Then it is an indication that we love them more than we love him. 
Corrie Ten Boom once commented that she learned to hold everything loosely in her hand, because she knew she would grasp them tightly and the Lord would have to pry her fingers away, and it would hurt. 
If we are going to be true disciples, we must hold things loosely, counting nothing as our own. Everything is a gift given to us by God to be used for him, to be enjoyed, yes, but most of all to be placed under his authority. Only thus can we be a disciple.

Now, having declared the terms (in no uncertain terms), he gives the reason for the stringency for these terms. He uses two parables. One, a man who builds a tower.

"For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation, and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him saying, 'This man began to build, and was not able to finish.'"
And secondly, he uses the parable of a king, going to encounter another king in war.

"Will he not sit down first and take counsel whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends an embassy and asks terms of peace."
In the Old Testament there is the story of Nehemiah, who went back to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls that had been destroyed by the Babylonian invaders. When he got there he discovered that there was a great deal of opposition to the rebuilding, and so it was necessary for Nehemiah to arm his men with a trowel and with a sword. 
The Lord emphasizes this principle again by another analogy in the last two verses in this chapter, when he talks about salt and its properties.

"Salt is good; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltness be restored?"
Jesus had told the disciples earlier that they were the salt of the earth. They understood that he spoke of them. They were of no use to him unless they had the true quality of salt, the bite, the aseptic quality of salt, with its ability to arrest the spread of corruption. Today the Lord is still looking for disciples who have this salty quality that he can spread throughout the world.

Now I sense that each of us has a hunger to be put to use. We want to be a part of this enterprise; we want to be men and women of quality that the Lord can use. I feel that these words are for us. At first sight they do appear harsh, but I think that these are like the words of a surgeon who tells his patient that he is forced to engage in radical surgery to heal his body. The surgeon knows he must cut deeply into the flesh, or the cure will be superficial and the man will never be whole again. The patient's response is to yield himself to the surgeon's hands. The surgeon insists on this right if he is to do his work properly.

God wants to heal, and put to use. An unyielded spirit will keep us from wholeness and excitement of cooperation with God. We will be caught in some eddy and we will watch the mainstream of God's purposes pass us right by. But, as Paul says, if we present our bodies a living sacrifice, if we will make ourselves available to him--our family, our time, our possessions, all that we have-- God will fill and use us.

Finally, in the first two verses of chapter 15, we note the response of the people who were gathered. In chapter 14 he closed with these words, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear." And Luke says,

"Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him."
There is a significant connection here. It was the sinners and publicans who heard him, and wanted to be a part of this operation. They were willing to allow Jesus Christ to move into their lives and correct and to do whatever needed to be done, to qualify them.

"And the Pharisees and the scribes murmured, saying, 'This man receives sinners and eats with them.'"
The Pharisees and scribes were repelled because there was too much to give up. Jesus delights to take sinners and turn them into soldiers, if they will turn to him.



The Making of a Disciple Part 3 - Colossians 1:24-29

There have been some very difficult things to be said, because they are things that the Lord said. But I hope you understand that I am as much the target as you. These are truths that I want God to make real in my own life. I certainly am not standing in judgment on anyone, but I am convinced of the validity of these principles. I am anxious to see them working in my life, and in the Body of Christ at large.

A disciple must say no to all that he is and has if he is to follow Christ. I know we struggle continually with that, but what counts, of course, is the attitude in the struggle. Are we willing to follow and are we willing to be made willing to set everything aside? That is the key question. God never rebukes that attitude, although at times we may fall short in the performance of it.

There is a story having to do with Alexander the Great (I'm not sure about the historical accuracy of it), but the story is told about a young soldier who was called before Alexander for disciplinary action. The soldier appeared in careless, slovenly dress. Alexander asked, "Soldier, what is your name?" He replied, "My name is Alexander." Whereupon Alexander sprang to his feet, struck the soldier in the face, and knocked him down. And as the soldier was rising Alexander said, "Young man, either change your name, or change your profession."

Impressive, I thought, but how unlike the Lord, who never strikes us down because we fail to uphold the name of Christ in our behavior at times. How unlike him. His desire is to move in and to support and to supply the strength, the grace, the resources to conform us to his concept of a disciple. As we saw last week, he will turn a sinner into a soldier, if we are willing to make ourselves available to him.

C. S. Lewis said, "We are all men under construction." There may be bits of unfinished lumber showing here and there, and a few protruding nails and unsightly scaffolding, but you can see that a work is in progress, that the builder has committed himself to bringing the building into conformity with the blueprinter. 
Though we are unfinished, he is at work, and we can rely on that. As the Lord promised, every man who hungers and thirsts after righteousness will be filled. God's heart hungers to put us to use. He just wants us to be available to him.

Now we want to look at the third and fourth aspects of discipleship: the goal of discipleship, and the method by which this goal is to be achieved.

Colossians 1:24-29.

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church, of which I became a minister according to the divine office which was given to me for you [Paul's office was that of an apostle and teacher], to make the word of God fully known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now made manifest to his saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him we proclaim, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom [there is the method: warning and teaching that the word of God may be made fully known], that we may present every man mature in Christ [and that is the goal: to present every man mature in Christ]. For this I toil, striving with all the energy which he mightily inspires within me.
You may question the use of the Apostle Paul as our example, because he did have a unique ministry. Not many of us are called to an apostolic office, that of church planning. It was Paul's ministry to go into unreached, pagan areas to plant the gospel. But even though his ministry was unique, the goal and the method of a man's ministry is the same, no matter what his office may be.

Now let us look first at the goal of our ministry. That is where we should always begin because as someone has said, "If you aim at nothing, that's exactly what you'll hit." We need to ask ourselves the question, "What are we doing to these people?"

What is the goal, what are we after? Paul states the goal in verse 28--to present every saint mature in Christ.

That's it! To produce maturity in every believer. The word that is translated "present" in this verse is the same word that we find in Romans 12:1 where Paul calls upon believers to present their bodies a living sacrifice. He uses it again in Romans 6 where Paul says we are not to yield our members as instruments of unrighteousness, but to yield ourselves to God, and our members as instruments of righteousness. 
It is a military term that means, essentially, to stand at attention. In the army we learned that before you can give or receive orders in close order drill. you must call your men to attention. And so Paul says that his goal is to stand every man before God, ready to take orders, ready to move in whatever direction he desires.

We need also to define what this word " maturity" means. I think the simplest explanation is this: it involves understanding and acting on the principle that Christ is our life. It is discovering that, "I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." 
It is continually walking according to that principle that Jesus Christ is my life: depending, acting, thinking, working, living, responding, to that wonderful truth: Jesus Christ within, the hope of glory. A person who understands that principle and acts upon it is a mature man. The immature man acts and operates on the basis of the Law. He has an external code that coerces him into obedience. He is doing things for Christ, and living for Christ, and obedient to Christ out of a sense of duty. Paul says the Law is for the immature. It is necessary for the person that does not understand that Christ is our life.

But the mature man does not need the Law; he operates on the basis of grace. Not that he is lawless, but that Jesus Christ himself lives out through his life the righteous requirements of the Law. The mature man allows a living Lord to meet the demands of righteousness in his life.

Maturity is described oftentimes in scripture in terms of its effects, or results, as the ability to discern between good and evil, or to understand the deep things of the Scriptures. That is what a mature man does, but basically a mature man is one who understands and acts upon this principle: Jesus Christ, our life. Not dependent upon a law, not dependent upon a church, not dependent upon other Christians (except as we need them for fellowship in the Body), but dependent upon Jesus Christ and on him alone--no other basis for action. That is what maturity is: being independently dependent upon Christ.

Let us look at an illustration out of Paul's experience. Paul established a church in Ephesus, appointed leaders, then left them for a while. On a return trip, in Acts 20, we have recorded the words that he addressed to those elders that constitute his farewell to them. He told them he would not be back but he was leaving them with responsibility for spiritual leadership of the church. He assumed that these were mature men, capable of fulfilling the charge which he had given them.

His final words to them were, "And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified." 
This was all they needed, the Lord of the Word, and the Word of the Lord. They needed nothing else. They did not need Paul; they did not need the apostles; they could move on their own. Now that is what maturity is, and that is what God is after in your life and in mine and in the lives of the people God will put us in contact with.

In Philippians 3 there is another statement that corroborates this principle. Verse 9 indicates his desire to be 

"...found in him [and then, parenthetically, he explains what it means to be found in him], not having a righteousness of my own, based on the law [the law would be for the immature man, who needs it], but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith [activity that grows out of resting upon Jesus Christ]; that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that if possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead."
Three attitudes, he says, that he carries about in his thinking as a result of his being found in Jesus Christ through faith: he wants to know him, intimately; and he wants to know the power of his resurrection life (to be able to face every circumstance with the mighty resurrection power of Jesus Christ); and he wants to share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death. He identified with him in his death on the cross to the extent that he will set aside his rights, his goals, his ambition, his self, in order to allow Christ to live through him. Paul does this (verse 11) "that if possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead."

Notice in verse 12, he says,

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfected, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Brethren, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but one thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature be thus minded.
Do you see what he is saying? If you are a mature man, this will be your mind'; "I want to know Christ. I want him living through me; and I want self to be reckoned dead, on the basis of the cross." This is our goal. Paul says, "My goal, the focus of everything I am doing in my ministry, is to present men as mature in Christ." It is not to build buildings, not to perpetuate programs, but to present people mature in Christ. This, Paul says, determines his message.

In Colossians 1:27 we read:

To them [his saints] God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.
In Ephesians he talks about "Christ in you" in terms of the Church; in Colossians he talks about "Christ in you" in terms of the individual. It is the theme that runs all the way through the book. Christ is our life, the source of every activity. Paul says because his goal is to enable you to see that Christ is your life, his message is, "Christ in you, the hope of glory." The content of our message is Christ. The burden of our teaching is Christ. As the song writer said, "Beyond the sacred page we see thee, Lord." And as the Lord said to the Pharisees, who were perhaps biblically the best-taught people of their time, "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life. But they are they which testify of me." 
We miss the whole point of the Scriptures when we teach them merely to understand the argument of the book, or the geography, or the history, or even just to know the book, as good as that may be. The purpose of all biblical teachings is to present Jesus Christ as the One who is adequate for living, and thus to present men as mature in Christ.

And our goal is not only maturity in terms of the individual, but maturity in community. As Paul points out in Ephesians 4, his goal is not only to see individuals mature, but to see them maturing in relationship to other believers so that they understand their place in the Body. They know what their place is, and they function in their place and altogether, as one Body. Every member functions together with the other members, each one drawing on the strength of the head--interrelated and ministering to one another. That is our goal, to present all men mature in Christ.

Now, the method. In verse 25 Paul says that he became a minister in order to make the word of God fully known. That is the method in general. He wants to declare the whole counsel of God. Going back to the mandate that we discussed during our first study together, the Lord said that we are to teach men all things that he has commanded. We must teach those mighty principles by which God operates. His method is two-pronged.

In verse 28 he says,

Him we proclaim, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom...
Warning and teaching. Teaching--instruction concerning specific biblical principles. Warning means to draw a man's life out to a fine point. You link specific need with specific biblical principle. There is no other way to bring a man into maturity than to teach him the truth of the Word of God, because it is the word of truth that relates men to Christ. Paul says, "All scripture is given by inspiration of God and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness that the man of God may be perfect [mature]; fully equipped for every good work."

The goal: to present every man in Christ. The method: by teaching.

Conclusion

Three military recruiters were to address a high school class to tell them about options in America's armed forces. There was a rigid 45-minute time limit for the assembly, and each recruiter would have no more than fifteen minutes for his pitch. The Army recruiter went first and became so absorbed in his task that he talked for over twenty minutes. Not to be outdone, the Navy recruiter spoke for twenty minutes too. 

The Marine Corps recruiter, realizing that his speaking time had been cut to five minutes, walked up to the podium and spent the first 60 seconds in silence. Wordlessly, he gazed over the group of high school seniors. They knew he was sizing them up. After what seemed to be an eternity, the recruiter said, "I doubt whether there are two or three of you in this room who could cut it as Marines. I want to see those three men as soon as this assembly is dismissed." He then turned on his heel and sat down. Predictably, he was mobbed by a herd of young men when he arrived in the cafeteria.[2]

Jesus hasn't issued a call for "consumers of religion" or "inspiration junkies." Discipleship isn't something to be "talked into"; it is the divine challenge that makes everything about life on Planet Earth meaningful.  Jesus has called for a few devoted men and women who will join him in the difficult task of building his church. They must be willing to be misunderstood by unbelievers always and by fellow-believers at times. They will always be under attack from an invisible-yet-powerful enemy.  They may see no fruit from their labors, and their full reward will never come in this life. It may cost them everything and everybody they once held dear. Crosses aren't "user friendly." They kill people! And until we are ready to die with him, it is sacrilege to claim we are following the Christ of the cross. My Father in Heaven has taught me that there are no free lunches in his kingdom.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#11 Thanksgiving

"Praise the LORD. Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; his love endures forever." Psalm 106:1
Thanksgiving, to be truly thanksgiving, is first thanks, then giving. Anonymous

In my opinion, the single most important thing to an authentically spiritual life is to learn how to praise God. It connects us to the source of all things spiritual. It puts both our triumphs and failures, joys and sorrows into perspective. It sorts out the conflict all of us feel too often between the spiritual and the material, the things of eternity and the things of time. Genuine praise and thanksgiving to God are a soul's orientation to him — comparable to the pull of magnetic North on a compass needle when we get disoriented on life's way.

From Psalms 106, we want to affirm the value and meaning of worship to the Lord and help to direct you in an experience of it.

A God to Praise

Psalm 106 is a microcosm of sorts for this total process of orientation, disorientation, and new orientation before Yahweh, the covenant-keeping God.

It opens with a hymn of praise to the Lord, recounts a variety of disorienting times in Israel's history, and closes with a grand affirmation of faith. It begins with these words:

Praise the LORD.  Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; his love endures forever. 
Who can proclaim the mighty acts of the LORD or fully declare his praise? 
Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right (Psa. 106:1-3).

For everything that eventually will be cited in this psalm, it is a psalm of praise and thanksgiving throughout. God is "good," and his "love" endures forever. These two words are linked in other places in the Psalter — such as in the oft-quoted line "Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever" (23:6). 

In this case, the goodness and love of the One in whom Israel has placed her faith — and with whom she has covenanted! — are so magnificent that the writer despairs of any human's worthiness to praise him appropriately. "Who can proclaim the mighty acts of the Lord or fully declare his praise?" he asks. Here is his answer: "Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right." 

Do you get his point? Right living is the preface to worship. People who do not have their hearts set on Lord the other six days of the week can't "pull off worship" on Sunday. People who live by the world's dog-eat-dog rules until they pull into the church parking lot and who plan to return to those same rules in sixty minutes will never know why others find worship so enthralling, exhilarating, and transporting.


PRAISE


A sacrifice of praise will always cost you something. It will be a difficult thing to do. It requires trading in our pride, our anger, and most valued of all, our human logic. We will be compelled to voice our words of praise firmly and precisely, even as our logic screams that God has no idea what he’s doing. Most of the verses written about praise in God’s Word were penned by men and women who faced crushing heartaches, injustice, treachery, slander, and scores of other intolerable situations. Joni Eareckson Tada

I praise loudly; I blame softly. Catherine ii of Russia (1729–1796)


Praise is more than singing, it’s the saint reflecting the life of Christ.


Praise is the best auxiliary to prayer. He who most bears in mind what has been done for him by God will be most emboldened to ask for fresh gifts from above. Andrew Melville (1545–1622)


You don’t learn to praise in a day, especially since you may have been complaining for years! New habits take time to develop. But you can begin today, and practice tomorrow, and the next day, until it becomes part of you. Erwin W. Lutzer (1941– )
THANKSGIVING

As Jesus made His way to Jerusalem, He continued to teach His disciples and prepare them for what He would suffer there. But He was also preparing them for the time when He would no longer be with them and they would be ministering to others in His place. It was a critical period in their lives.

In this chapter, Luke recorded lessons that Jesus gave His disciples about some of the essentials of the Christian life: forgiveness (Luke 17:1-6), faithfulness (Luke 17:7-10), thankfulness (Luke 17:11-19), and preparedness (Luke 17:20-37). We’ll spend our time looking at faithfulness and thankfulness.

(Luke 17:7-10) Service—Ministry—Faithfulness—Labor—Steadfastness: to obey God is a duty not a service. There is danger that believers will become prideful and puffed up because of the gifts and power God gives, especially if they begin to live victoriously in faith as just described (Luke 17:5-6). 

The introductory word but indicates that Jesus was now going to balance one lesson with another. There was a danger that the Twelve might get so carried away with transplanting trees that they would ignore the everyday responsibilities of life! Faith that does not result in faithfulness will not accomplish God’s work. It is good to have faith to do the difficult (Luke 17:1-3) and the impossible (Luke 17:4-6), but it is essential that we have faith to do even the routine tasks our Master has committed to us. Privileges must always be balanced with responsibilities.

The servant in the story was evidently a “jack-of-all-trades,” for he was responsible for farming, shepherding, and cooking. It was not unusual for people with only modest means to hire at least one servant, but Jesus described a situation which in that day was unthinkable: a master ministering to his servant! In fact, He introduced the story with a phrase that means, “Can any of you imagine. . . ?” Their answer had to be, “No, we cannot imagine such a thing!”

Jesus had already discussed His relationship to His servants and had promised to serve them if they were faithful (Luke 12:35-38). He Himself was among them as a servant (Luke 22:27), even though He was Master of all. This story emphasizes faithfulness to duty no matter what the demands might be, and the argument is from the lesser to the greater. If a common servant is faithful to obey the orders of his master who does not reward (thank) him, how much more ought Christ’s disciples obey their loving Master, who has promised to reward them graciously!

A faithful servant should not expect any special reward, since he did only what he was told to do. The word translated “unprofitable” means “without need”—that is, “nobody owes us anything.” The servant was indeed profitable; after all, he cared for his master’s fields, flocks, and food. The statement means, “My master does not owe me anything extra.” The fact that Jesus will reward His servants is wholly a matter of God’s grace. We do not deserve anything because we have obeyed Him and served Him.

As His servants, we must beware lest we have the wrong attitude toward our duties. There are two extremes to avoid: merely doing our duty in a slavish way because we have to, or doing our duty because we hope to gain a reward. Christian industrialist R.G. LeTourneau used to say, “If you give because it pays, it won’t pay.” This principle also applies to service. Both extremes are seen in the attitudes of the elder brother (Luke 15:25-32) who was miserably obedient, always hoping that his father would let him have a party with his friends.

What then is the proper attitude for Christian service? “Doing the will of God from the heart” (Eph. 6:6). “If you love Me, keep My commandments” (John 14:15, nkjv). To the person who is born again, “His commandments are not grievous” (1 John 5:3). Serving Him is a delight, not just a duty, and we obey Him because we love Him. “I delight to do Thy will, O my God: yea, Thy law is within my heart” (Ps. 40:8).

Jesus used an illustration and made three points to combat this danger.

1.
The believer is a servant, and a servant is a slave who serves his Master. 

2.
The believer is to serve and obey the commandments of God until all the work is done. He is to feed the cattle and plough the fields, then in the evenings he is to serve the household by feeding and waiting on tables. Ploughing and feeding are tough work, requiring a sound and disciplined body and spirit. They require endurance. Note that the servant labors all day and all through the evening until all others have gone to bed. He goes to bed after all others have retired, and he arises before all others arise. The servant serves his Master. (What a lesson Christ lays out for the believer! How few serve the Lord so diligently! How many arise before others in order to spend time alone with the Lord, and then spend the last minutes of a day with the Lord after all others have retired?)

3.
The believer is to be humble in his service for the Lord. No matter what we do for Christ, it is our duty to do it. We are unworthy of the privilege to serve Him. We are to count ourselves “unprofitable servants.” No man can claim he has done all he should; we know this. We all come short, no matter how much we do or how great the work. There is no room for pride or arrogance or boasting. God commands perfection; therefore, He expects humility.

A.
The Lesson on Need and Gratitude, 17:11-19

(17:11-19) Introduction: this passage teaches two powerful lessons, one on how to have needs met and the other on gratitude.

1.
Jesus went toward Jerusalem (v.11).

2.
The lesson on need: ten lepers are healed (v.12-14).

3.
The lesson on gratitude (v.15-19).

(17:12-14) Need—Cleansing—Faith—Perseverance—Prayer, Answer: the lesson on need—ten lepers are healed. 

Between Luke 17:10 and 11, the events of John 11 occurred as the Lord Jesus made His way to Jerusalem. At the border of Samaria and Judea, Jesus healed ten lepers at one time, and the fact that the miracle involved a Samaritan made it even more significant (see Luke 10:30-37). Jesus used this event to teach a lesson about gratitude to God.

The account begins with ten unclean men (Luke 17:11-13), all of whom were lepers (see the comments on Luke 5:12-15). The Jews and Samaritans would not normally live together, but misery loves company and all ten were outcasts. What difference does birth make if you are experiencing a living death? But these men had hope, for Jesus was there, and they cried out for mercy. The word translated “master” is the same one Peter used (Luke 5:5) and means “chief commander.” They knew that Jesus was totally in command of even disease and death, and they trusted Him to help them.

The account continues by referring to nine ungrateful men (Luke 17:17). Jesus commanded the men to go show themselves to the priest, which in itself was an act of faith, for they had not yet been cured. When they turned to obey, they were completely healed, for their obedience was evidence of their faith (see 2 Kings 5:1-14).

You would have expected all ten men to run to Jesus and thank Him for a new start in life, but only one did so—and he was not even a Jew. How grateful the men should have been for the providence of God that brought Jesus into their area, for the love that caused Him to pay attention to them and their need, and for the grace and power of God that brought about their healing. They should have formed an impromptu men’s chorus and sung Psalm 103 together!

But before we judge them too harshly, what is our own “GQ”—“Gratitude Quotient”? How often do we take our blessings for granted and fail to thank the Lord? “Oh that men would praise the Lord for His goodness, and for His wonderful works to the children of men!” (Ps. 107:8, 15, 21, 31) Too often we are content to enjoy the gift but we forget the Giver. We are quick to pray but slow to praise.

The next time you sing “Now Thank We All Our God,” try to remember that Martin Rinkhart wrote it during the Thirty Years’ War when his pastoral duties were most difficult. He conducted as many as forty funerals a day, including that of his own wife; yet he wrote those beautiful words as a table grace for his family. In spite of war and plague around him and sorrow within him, he was able to give thanks to the Lord from a grateful heart.

Luke’s account closes with one unusual man (Luke 17:15-19). The Samaritan shouted “Glory to God!” and fell at Jesus’ feet to praise Him and give thanks. It would have been logical for him to have followed the other men and gone to the temple, but he first came to the Lord Jesus with his sacrifice of praise (Ps. 107:22; Heb. 13:15). This pleased the Lord more than all the sacrifices the other men offered, even though they were obeying the Law (Ps. 51:15-17). Instead of going to the priest, the Samaritan became a priest, and he built his altar at the feet of Jesus (read Ps. 116:12-19).

By coming to Jesus, the man received something greater than physical healing: he was also saved from his sins. Jesus said, “Your faith has saved you” (literal translation), the same words He spoke to the repentant woman who anointed His feet (Luke 7:50). The Samaritan’s nine friends were declared clean by the priest, but he was declared saved by the Son of God! While it is wonderful to experience the miracle of physical healing, it is even more wonderful to experience the miracle of eternal salvation.

Every child of God should cultivate the grace of gratitude. It not only opens the heart to further blessings but glorifies and pleases the Father. An unthankful heart is fertile soil for all kinds of sins (Rom. 1:21ff).

There were five things that led to their need being met.

1.
There was desperation. The men had leprosy, the most feared disease of that day. They met Jesus as He was entering the city, coming in from a long journey. The lepers had no idea where He was going: He could have been heading for an important meeting, or He could have been tired and exhausted, or He could have had no time for interruptions; but the lepers did not care. They were so desperate they would interrupt Him no matter what. One thing is basic to having a need met: a sense of desperation. When we sense a need so desperately that nothing can stop us from reaching Jesus, our needs will be met.

2.
There was humility. Note: they “stood afar off.” They respected the law which demanded they stand at least six feet away from a person. These lepers were, of course, many yards away from Jesus because of the large crowd following Him. They showed a great respect for the law by remaining on the outskirts of the crowd. On other occasions those seeking healing had ignored the law, bursting through crowds and running up to Jesus. Jesus was bound to note their humility and their acknowledgment of being unclean.

3.
There was a cry for mercy. Note two things.

a.
They called Jesus “Master.” The Greek word for “Master” is not Rabbi, the Teacher; but it is epistata, which means the Chief, the Commander, the Overseer, the One who has the power to meet needs. Note: the need is not for instruction (Rabbi), but for healing; and by healing, they meant both the cleansing of their physical bodies and the spiritual sin which had caused their disease. The Jews always connected leprosy with sin, so this is definitely what they meant. They recognized Jesus to be the Master who could cleanse both the body and spirit, who could give them both healing and forgiveness of sins.

b.
They cried out for mercy. They did not ask only for physical healing; they asked for spiritual healing, for the forgiveness of sins as well. They cried out for mercy upon all of their being.

4.
There was perseverance. Jesus did not notice them immediately. He ignored their cry in order to test them. They needed to cry and cry for mercy in order to show their sincerity and to build up their sense of need. These two things are important to note. God does not always answer our prayers immediately. Sometimes we need to learn to trust Him more or to build up a greater sense of need and desperation. Forcing us to seek and knock and persevere does both. Once God answers our prayer, we learn to trust Him more. There is another crucial matter as well. Forcing us to stay on our knees and to persevere in prayer day after day keeps us in His presence. Deep concentrated prayer provides some of the sweetest communion and fellowship ever experienced, and such communion and fellowship is what God is after.

5.
There was believing and obeying. Jesus did not heal the lepers immediately. There were things they had to do, instructions that had to be obeyed to have their needs met. They were to obey the law, go to the priest and report that they had been cleansed. If they obeyed the law and believed the Lord’s Word (promise of cleansing) they would be cleansed. Now note: they were cleansed “as they went.” This was a great legacy of faith to leave for succeeding generations (cp. Hebrews 11:7f). Think about the great belief they had in Jesus’ word and power! They had to strike out for the temple to be inspected and pronounced cleansed—and they were not even healed yet! While they were obeying the Jewish law of cleansing they were to be healed (Leviticus 14:1f).

(17:15-19) Gratitude: there are five points to note on the lesson of gratitude.

1.
All the lepers were blessed and should have been thankful. This was true of the ten lepers, and it should be true of every man. Every one of the ten should have turned back and given thanks. They had all been blessed by Christ. Note they had all...


recognized their need.


shown humility.


cried for mercy.


persevered.


believed and obeyed.

Their need had been met: they had all been healed. They now needed to turn back and give thanks and show appreciation.

2.
One did give thanks. Note what he did.

a.
He glorified God immediately. He shouted at the top of his lungs with the loudest voice possible. He witnessed for God. God had cleansed him and he wanted all to know the great mercy and love of God.

b.
He worshipped Jesus. Note that he fell down on his face at the feet of Jesus. This was both humility and recognition of the power of God in Christ, two essentials for true spiritual cleansing (salvation, Luke 17:19).

c.
He was a Samaritan, the most despised and rejected of the men.

3.
Most did not give thanks. They kept going about their business at hand. They did not stop what they were doing nor return to the Lord to give thanks. But note something: they did return to their former world, the lives they used to live.

4.
The most rejected was the most thankful. Note the word “stranger” (allogenes, Luke 17:18). It means that he was a “stranger from the covenants of promise, having no hope, and without God in the world” (Ephes. 2:12). He had felt his need more keenly and deeply. He knew he needed to be saved, genuinely saved—spiritually as well as physically. Despite the fact that he had never known the real promises of God and that he had been without God in this world, he now knew God. His heart just broke forth to give glory to God. Jesus had saved him from so much.

5.
The thankful man shall be the one truly saved—spiritually. The verb “made whole” (sesoken) is literally “has saved you.” The man was clearly whole in body. This could be easily seen, but one could not see the spiritual and inward cleansing. Jesus was telling the man that his sins were forgiven; He was giving the man the assurance of salvation.

Now note an important question. Had the nine been spiritually cleansed as well as physically cleansed? Or was it lack of being spiritually cleansed that kept them from returning to give thanks? Or was Jesus just giving this man a strong assurance of salvation?

We are not told, but one crucial factor is known. This man, the grateful and thankful leper, was the man who received assurance of being cleansed and of having his sins forgiven. The others did not. They failed in being grateful and thankful.

Another important fact to note is this: gratitude and praise bring assurance to the heart. It stirs Christ to speak to the human heart, giving assurance of acceptance and cleansing.
Great Themes of the Bible Series
#12 Obedience

What radical thinking, both for his own time and for ours! But it is particularly offensive to our time, 

I suspect, in view of the fact that we have created a sort of pick-and-choose Christianity that permits 

would-be disciples alternately to select or to opt out of the demands of discipleship.


"The man who says, ‘I know him,' but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. . . . This is love for God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome . . ."
It’s Not Always Easy

It’s not always easy to smile and be nice, When we are called to sacrifice.

It’s not always easy to put others first, Especially when tired and feeling our worst.

It’s not always easy to do the Father’s will. It wasn’t so easy to climb Calvary’s hill.

But we as His children, should learn to obey; Not seeking our own but seeking His way.

It’s not always easy to fight the good fight. But it is always good and it is always right!

- Glenda Fulton Davis

Before proceeding with today's sermon, I must warn you that it has been given a "rating" for language that will be offensive to some. In this case, I am more worried about adults than children or adolescents. The word that may offend some as it occurs again and again in the lesson is obey, that's o-b-e-y. 

Strange as it may sound to those who are offended by this term, Jesus used both the concept and the very word throughout his teaching career. So that any doubters out there will know that I am not misrepresenting him on this matter, I will quote him only as he is cited by his dear friend John. 

First, the concept from his lips: "My food," said Jesus, "is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work" (John 4:34).  To do the will of someone else is obedience by anyone's definition. It is surrendering oneself to another as a slave in Jesus' culture would have been required to do to his master. 

Second, not merely the ideology of obedience but the very four-letter word in question came from his lips in statements like this one: "If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching" (John 14:23). As if it were not enough that Jesus practiced obedience in his own life, he enjoined it on all who would claim to love and follow him. Because he was able to surrender his will to God, he did not think it unfair to ask those who were going to call themselves his disciples to adopt the same manner of life.

What radical thinking, both for his own time and for ours! But it is particularly offensive to our time, I suspect, in view of the fact that we have created a sort of pick-and-choose Christianity that permits would-be disciples alternately to select or to opt out of the demands of discipleship. The word definitely belongs in the vocabulary of someone who has committed himself to be Jesus' disciple on his terms. I warned you: The language of today's sermon may offend some.


We don't have the experience of slavery to explain how discipleship entails submission, apprenticeship, and obedience. But our culture does have a few relationships left that epitomize how discipleship and obedience go hand in hand. The true devotee of — let's say — some great musician or painter yields his master a wholehearted submission. In practicing scales or mixing colors, he knows it is wisdom simply to watch, do as told, and learn the techniques of his mentor. It is no different with a medical student interning under her professor, a trainee working with the company's best salesman, or an athlete under a great coach. In one's wholehearted surrender to the tutelage of his maestro, professor, or coach, he or she is being discipled to a vocation and career. 

It is fundamentally the same in spiritual things. This much is certain: One does not have the right to call himself a "disciple" so long as he is still charting his own course. A disciple is a pupil, a novice in spiritual things who looks constantly to a tutor and coach. Thus Christ's disciples come to him and ask to learn the lost art of obeying God as he did. And the only way of learning faithfulness from him is to give up your will to him and to make the doing of his will the one passion and delight of your heart.

Did you happen to see the movie City Slickers? Billy Crystal is Mitch, one of several guys who set out to resolve their mid-life crises by going to a dude ranch and helping with a cattle drive. The boss of the drive is a crusty old cowboy named Curly, played by Jack Palance. In a contemplative scene in that otherwise comedic film, Mitch asks Curly to tell him the secret of life. Holding up a single gloved finger, Curly responds, "One thing. Figure out that ‘one thing' and nothing else matters."

Do you know your "one thing"? Have you figured out the meaning of life? For Jesus, the meaning of life — his "food" he called it — was his Father's will. For his disciples, it is to live as he lived and to learn how to obey his Father's will in the fulness of joy. 

Ralph Barton was one of the original cartoonists for The New Yorker magazine. When he was found dead by his own hand on May 20, 1931, he had left a detailed suicide note. He wrote, in part: "I have had few difficulties, many friends, great successes; I have gone from wife to wife, and from house to house, visited great countries of the world, but I am fed up with inventing devices for getting through twenty-four hours a day." Barton never found his "one thing." Many others who don't commit suicide never find theirs either, and they have this awful sense of enduring a pointless existence. They want it to end, but they fear death as much or more as they hate life.

There is only one thing worthy of being the single defining commitment for your life. And it isn't career, fame, or money. It isn't even being a good citizen and having a family to love and by whom to be loved. It is the duplication of Jesus' life of single- minded devotion to God, pouring out your life in obedience to him.

The Barrier to Obedience

The single greatest barrier to such a life is not the frustrating impossibility of pleasing God but the rebellion of our sinful flesh. It is human ego, which Ken Blanchard defines as Edging God Out, that resists the divine will. God is easy to please, in fact, for he counts the genuine intent of a disciple's heart as full obedience. Honest! It doesn't take a lot to please God, but it does take more than most of us can give. It takes whole-hearted surrender, whole-hearted denial of self for his sake.

I can't obey God in every detail of my life, for I am flawed and fallen in my humanity. And when I speak of being Christ's disciple and obeying God, I am not talking about my performance but my commitment. I do not think for one moment that I am saved because of what I have done but solely on account of God's grace to me through the blood of Jesus. On account of my relationship with him through that blood, I am counted holy, obedient, and flawless so long as I continually acknowledge my unholiness, disobedience, and flawedness. Isn't that astounding! Isn't it flabbergasting! Isn't it too staggering for you to believe on my word for it!

Because I wouldn't dare ask you to take my word for this, I'm going to return to the bosom friend of Jesus who wrote extensively both about Jesus' obedience to the Father and ours to Jesus. John wrote the Fourth Gospel, the Book of Revelation, and three short epistles. With the exception of Revelation, a major burden of his writings is to respond to an early form of the heresy called Gnosticism. It was a dangerous false teaching that threatened the church of God for the first two centuries of its life. 

In the form John addressed, Gnosticism held that spirit is wholly good and matter is wholly evil. On a Gnostic view, salvation consisted of the spirit's escape from its material prison. This "escape" was not offered through faith in Christ but via special knowledge — the Greek term for "knowledge" is gnosis, thus the terms Gnostics and Gnosticism. Since matter was hopelessly evil and incapable of redemption, whatever one did with his or her body that otherwise might be considered immoral didn't really matter. The spirit was being saved, and the flesh could indulge itself without harm.

John recoiled from this false doctrine in holy horror. In both his Gospel and epistles, he rejected the Gnostic reinterpretation of Jesus, redemption, and Christian lifestyle. Christians must be obedient to God and pursue holiness with all the passion of their hearts. Yet John did not teach obedience in terms of works righteousness, legalism, or self-righteousness. First John gives this Spirit-led counsel:

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives. 

My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense — Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. 

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, "I know him," but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God's love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did (1 John 1:5-2:6).

Follow his argument closely . . .
1. Is it true that Christians can "walk in the darkness" of immorality and disobedience to the commands of God? Absolutely not, for God himself is "light" and those who are Christ's disciples "walk in the light" with him; walking in the light with him, Jesus' blood keeps us clean from the guilt of sin (1:5-7).

2. Does this mean that Christians claim to be "above" sin or that we no longer fall short of the divine ideal of holiness? To the contrary, we continually acknowledge the failure of our performance (i.e., our disobedience) in the understanding that Christ is our go- between with the Father and keeps us clean on the merit of his atoning death (1:8-2:2).

3. So what is the point of our obedience, if it is not the basis of our salvation and hope? It is the daily proof of your discipleship that allows the love of God to be "truly made complete" in your experience. You must do more than claim to be Jesus' disciple, you must walk the talk in obedience (2:2-6).

Did you follow the development of his thought? We aren't saved because we are initiates with special insights. We're saved because we have a relationship with God through Jesus, and Jesus' blood is our only hope. Yet we do not interpret that "privileged position" arrogantly and presume on grace. 
Because we owe him everything, we obey him. Because he is Master and we are pupils, we model all we do around him and seek to obey him in all things. Yet we are neither self-righteous nor neurotic in our obedience, for we acknowledge our failures and trust wholly and completely in the power of his blood to keep us secure in the Father's loving heart. That very spirit of contrite penitence in our disobedience is itself the act of obedience that best characterizes true faith in him! In such faith we are kept secure by his power.

Conclusion

Now do you understand why John would get near the end of this same epistle and write: "Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who loves the father loves his child as well. This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands. This is love for God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God"? (1 John 5:1-5).

Why, it makes perfectly good sense. Looked at from the outside by unbelievers or false teachers, the commands of God appear "burdensome" (i.e., heavy, oppressive, hard), for they are thinking of those commandments as rungs on a ladder one climbs to heaven. That is how screened-through-human-understanding religions always offer their commandments. 
From the point of view of an insider to orthodox Christianity, though, the commands of the Lord Jesus Christ are anything but oppressive. They are the friendly criteria of living as his disciple. They are not hurdles, barriers, or rungs on a ladder for us to climb. They are his gracious provisions for all those seeking to be mentored as obedient children to the Father in Heaven.

When our children were infants and toddlers, there were no laws on the books about child safety seats. We were fortunate they were not killed in some of the sudden stops or in one of the two or three accidents were had with them in the car. Tragically, many young children did die in those days.

Today there are laws that forbid parents to drive without securing their children in properly installed safety seats in their vehicles. Believe me, we have those safety seats in place when one or more of our grandchildren ride with us today. Even the newest mother has to have a seat installed in whatever vehicle she is riding in to take her baby home from the hospital. We could even say: A parent's love is truly made complete in obeying the safety-restraint law (cf. 1 John 2:5b).

Do you think parents of my generation didn't love our children as much as you young parents love yours now? But love isn't always enough. We weren't doing what was best for our babies and needed a protective law to ensure that parental love did what was best for the children who were at risk. And for all the nuisance and expense involved in car seats, is there anyone here who thinks they are "burdensome" or who wants to repeal the law that requires them?

God knows that even the people who love him and other people need guidance. Our feelings aren't enough. Our desire to do right needs specific education and commandments. Our love for God and others needs direction. God's commandments constitute the healthy boundaries within which we love him and other people authentically and positively. When we obey them, God's love is "truly made complete" in us (1 John 2:5b). How good he has been to give them. And how wise we are to receive them joyously unto our salvation.

The Principle of Nurture (Training Your Child)
Definition of Nurture

Nurture refers to that environment in which children are to be raised and that brings together, like a corral gate, all the sides and ingredients for the training corral. 

In Ephesians 6:4, the words, “bring up,” are from the Greek word ektrefw which means, “to nurture, nourish, provide for with care that nourishes, feeds, or trains.” In other words we are to provide the kind of care that will promote healthy growth and development. Of course, the context is dealing with spiritual and moral development that flows out of a right relationship with God, walking under God’s control, but it is the fruit of the loving care of godly parents. 

Expectations of Nurture

When we provide the right kind of nurture, when we use God’s training corral, we can and should expect both happy and obedient children. Many parents would settle for simply obedience, but happy obedience should be the goal. Happy obedience is not too much to expect. Note the verses above such as Psalm 100:2, “serve the Lord with gladness,” and Colossians, “joyously giving thanks to the Father.” 

In his book, You and Your Child, Charles R. Swindoll has an excellent comment regarding attitudes. He writes,

We deal as severely with attitudes in our home as we do with actions. A sullen, stubborn spirit is dealt with as directly as an act of lying or stealing. The way you deal with your sons will, in great measure, determine how they will respond to the way God deals with them.4 

An illustration: Mother and little Jimmy are in the supermarket and Jimmy sees the inviting candy display (cavity makers) at the checkout stand: 

Jimmy: “I want some candy, Mommy.”
Mother: “No honey, not today.”
Jimmy: “But why? I want some candy. I’m hungry.”
Mother: “It’s too close to supper and you have had enough candy for today.”
Jimmy: “But I want some candy, I WANT some candy . . . ”
Mother: “No Jimmy, now come along. Do you hear me?”

And so goes the battle. Jimmy proceeds to flop on the floor crying and kicking his feet, or he grabs a handful of candy anyway. Finally, in desperation and because people are looking, mother says, “Oh all right, have some candy, but come on, I’m in a hurry.” Jimmy has manipulated his mother. He has not been made to mind, much less with a happy obedience. He has also learned that if he makes a scene in public, he can get his way.

Not every parent will act the same way to such stubbornness, so children quickly learn what it takes to get what they want. Some will pout and whine; others may cuddle up and bat their eye lashes, but if the parent gives in the results are the same. In any case, these children are not learning happy obedience, submission to authority, nor respect or honor for what is right. Instead they are learning to get their own way and to act selfishly and disrespectfully toward their parent’s wishes and wisdom.

Because the disobedience of little children can be cute (at least to their parents and grandparents) the tendency is to laugh and say, “Isn’t she cute?” or “Isn’t he a mess?” But when we do this (and I find this an even greater temptation now that I am eight times a grandparent), we are helping to reinforce disobedience. Parents need to raise their level of expectation to the point they demand and expect obedience but with a happy face.

Roy Lessin tells this story. 

One evening we visited some friends for dinner. After dinner the children ran off to play and we parents visited in the living room. Soon it was time to leave, so I called out and told the children that it was time to go. “Okay daddy,” came the quick reply. And within a few seconds both children were in the living room ready with their coats on. 

“Did you see that,” my friend exclaimed to his wife. “Yes, I did, that’s amazing,” she replied.

“What’s amazing,” he asked. 

“Your kids,” the friend replied. “When you said it was time to go they obeyed without a fuss.”5
What these friends saw as amazing, the other father had come to expect. This was normal behavior because this father used God’s training corral.

God wants children to be happy. Happiness is part of the blessing God wants for our children. God also wants children to be obedient. This is God’s order and plan, and it’s important to realize that disobedient children are never truly happy. These two things go together. Happy obedience includes both happy attitudes and obedient actions.
The Elements of Nurture

Proverbs 22:6 Train up a child in the way he should go, Even when he is old he will not depart from it.

Ephesians 6:4 And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger; but bring them up (nourish them) in the discipline (training, nurture) and instruction of the Lord.

What kind of nurture or training provides those ingredients that, when properly brought together act like a corral to contain, control, and train children so they joyfully obey? Scripture promises and teaches that children can be a blessing. Parents do not have to wait in anxious concern and fear in anticipation of those ‘horrible teenage years.’ But neither can they wait until those teenage years to apply the principles of the training corral. So what are the biblical ingredients that make up God’s training corral? Though each will be discussed in the material that follows, God’s training corral contains five necessary sides: love (the all-important context), instruction (the vital content), dedication (of parent and child), discipline (in words and actions), and example (parental reality). 
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Let’s note a few key verses:

(1) Proverbs 29:17 Correct your son, and he will give you comfort, He will also delight your soul.

“Correct” is the Hebrew yasar, which means “to admonish, discipline, instruct.” It is correction in the form of admonishment, discipline, or instruction that results in education, true understanding. As used in the Old Testament, this word spoke of chastening, correcting, instructing, and providing all that is necessary for the training of children. But all of these ideas are to be expressions of interpersonal relationships of love and caring. This word is used of God’s loving care with Israel and of a father with a son (cf. Deut. 8:1-5).6 The general promise God gives for correcting a child is comfort, rest, and delight. To “correct” is to apply the training corral. 

(2) Proverbs 19:18 Discipline your son while there is hope, And do not desire his death.

A better translation is “because there is hope” or “confident expectation.” Compare Job 11:18 and 14:7 where we have the very same construction, but where it is translated, “because there is hope.”

“There is” in the Hebrew refers to the idea of absolute existence. God is telling us this is an absolute of God’s Word to be believed and applied. This is a promise, not merely a warning.

“And do not desire his death” is literally “but unto his death do not lift up your soul.” With this second clause, we have a slight problem of interpretation. There are two possible views: (a) It provides a warning against improper discipline, such as discipline out of revenge, impatience, or uncontrolled anger. In this case we would translate it, “but do not be carried away (i.e., in your discipline) unto his death.” Or, (b) the second clause provides a warning against the consequences of leniency. Derek Kidner, in his commentary on Proverbs, titles this verse “deadly leniency.”7 By their translations, the ASV, KJV, NIV, NASB, and other versions seem to understand this second clause in this way, though NASB could be taken in the sense of the first interpretation. “To lift up the soul” is a Hebrew idiom that means, “to will or desire something, to set one’s heart or volition on something.” (The NIV “do not be a willing party to his death.” NASB “do not desire his death”.) 

The second clause provides a contrast to the first. To neglect discipline because of a lack of confidence in God’s methods, or because of the pain the child’s crying brings, or because of the parent’s laziness, or sentimentality, or whatever, is in essence to desire the child’s death. Leniency allows attitudes and behavior patterns to grow that could cause a child’s death because of his lack of discipline and spiritual controls. Far better should the child cry under loving and healthy correction than the parents should cry under the bitter fruit of a failure to discipline (cf. Prov. 23:13-14).

(3) Ephesians 6:4 And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger; but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

“Discipline” refers broadly to the whole process of training, but particularly in the form of discipline. “Instruction” is a word which literally means to put sense in the mind. It refers to encouragement by words and assurances if that is needed or to admonishment if that is needed.

(4) Proverbs 22:6 Train up a child in the way he should go, Even when he is old he will not depart from it.

In this one little verse there is a command to obey, “train up,” and a promise to claim, “and when he is old (mature) he will not depart from it.” In this we have both God’s charge and His promise to every parent. Parents need to know what this means and believe and trust in its methods. The issue, of course, is knowing what the verse says and fulfilling the command. May I suggest that this verse means far more than what immediately meets the eye and nothing at all of what most think. The verse is not talking about mere forced parental conformity. It is not saying, send your children to Sunday school or have them memorize the Ten Commandments and everything will work out. It goes much deeper than that. 

The word “train” is the Hebrew chanak which, according to its usage in ancient times, had four important ideas that are instructive for understanding and illustrating God’s training corral. Obviously, the context must determine how chanak is being used in any given context, but the various uses do provide some striking suggestions and illustrations of what is involved in training. 

First, chanak could mean “to dedicate.” It was used four other times in the Old Testament and in each case the primary idea is to inaugurate something through a service of dedication which usually involved sacrifice (Deut. 20:5 [twice], 1 Kings 8:63; and 2 Chron. 7:5). More will be said on this below under the aspect of a parent’s dedication to raising children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.

Second, another idea in chanak is “to throttle, make narrow, or discipline.” In Arabic, a sister language, this word was used of a rope in a horse’s mouth, like a bit in a bridal to make the animal submissive and bring it under control. This certainly illustrates how training includes the use of discipline, the application of external controls, in order to bring a child under control, which ultimately means God’s control. 

Third, another idea in chanak is of that of “instruction.” How does it get this meaning? In its most fundamental meaning it meant “to initiate, start,” or “introduce someone to something or to someone.”8 From that it came to have the idea of “to train” because in instruction, we are introducing our children to God and to His Word and starting them in God’s path or way of life.

Fourth, another idea in chanak is to “initiate, create an appetite.” This source was from outside the Old Testament, but at least by way of illustration it has application to the process of training.9 The word actually meant, “palate, roof of the mouth.” Related to the basic idea of initiation was its later use in Arabic of the action of a midwife who would rub the palate of a newborn with olive oil or the oil of crushed dates in order to give a taste, to create an appetite and get the baby to suckle. Certainly, one of the necessary ingredients in training children is that of giving children a taste of the reality of God by the model or example of the parent. We can’t expect our children to be real with God if we are phonies. They pick up on our attitudes and patterns whether we like it or not. What we are is vital, indeed, even determinative to what they become.



4 Roy Lessin, How to be Parents of Happy and Obedient Children, Omega Publications, Medford, OR, 1978, p. 81, quoting Charles R. Swindoll in, You and Your Child.
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7 Derek Kidner, Proverbs: An Introduction and Commentary, The Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, Tyndale Press, London, 1964, p. 134.

8 Theological Word Book of the Old Testament, Vol. I, p. 301.

9 A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, editors, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1907, p.335.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#13 Satan: The Deceiver
"He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the father of lies." John 8:44

And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world. Revelation 12:9

But I am afraid, lest as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds should be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ. 2 Corinthians 11:3

For many deceivers have gone out into the world. 2 John 7

Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made. And he said to the woman, "Indeed, has God said, ‘You shall not eat from any tree of the garden’!"

And the woman said to the serpent, "From the fruit of the trees of the garden, we may eat; but from the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, ‘You shall not eat from it or touch it, lest you die.’"

And the serpent said to the woman, "You surely shall not die! For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil."

When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate.

Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings. Genesis 3:1-7

SATAN’S TARGET – YOUR MIND 
When Satan wanted to lead the first man and woman into sin, he started by attacking the woman’s mind. This is made clear in 2 Corinthians 11:3.

But I am afraid, lest as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds should be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.

Why would Satan want to attack your mind? Because your mind is the part of the image of God where God communicates with you and reveals His will to you. It is unfortunate that some Christians have minimized the significance of the mind, because the Bible emphasizes its importance.

Do not lie to one another, since you have laid aside the old self with its evil practices, and have put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him. Colosians 3:9-10

This I say therefore, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart; and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality, for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness. But you did not learn Christ in this way, if indeed you have heard Him and been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus, that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit, and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth. Ephesians 4:17-24

And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. Romans 12:2

God renews our lives by renewing our minds, and he renews our minds through his truth. This truth is the Word of God.

Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word is truth. John 17:17

If Satan can get you to believe a lie, then he can begin to work in your life to lead you into sin. This is why he attacks the minds from the attacks of the wicked one.

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things. Philippians 4:8

"If it is not true," Paul writes, "do not let it enter your mind."

In recent years, science has discovered many fascinating things about the human mind. Like a computer, your mind can store facts and impressions—and even emotions—and recall them years later. Your mind can reach into the past through memory, or it can reach into the future through imagination. Your thinking affects your feeling and your willing.

For as he thinks within himself, so he is. Proverbs 23:7

The doctor says, "You are what you eat." The psychologist says, "You are what you think." Satan knows the tremendous power of your mind, and he tries to capture it for himself.

The steadfast of mind Thou wilt keep in perfect peace, because he trusts in Thee. Isaiah 26:3

For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace. Romans 8:6

Your mind affects your whole being. While I do not totally agree with the "success psychology" and "healing psychology" of our day, I must admit that attitudes are important to health and success in life. The exciting new field of "holistic medicine" draws upon the influences of the mind to help the patient cure himself. 

Sales managers "psych up" their salesmen with thoughts of accomplishment and success, just as coaches do their football teams. While thinking alone does not make it so, it certainly helps!

SATAN’S WEAPON – LIES 

Satan came to Eve as the serpent, the subtle deceiver.

… the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world. Revelation 12:9

…there is no truth in him…for he is a liar and the father of lies. John 8:44

It is important that you notice the steps Satan took in getting Eve to believe his lie.

He questioned God’s Word. "Indeed, has God said…?" He did not deny that God had spoken; he simply questioned whether God had really said what Eve thought he had said, "Perhaps you misunderstood what God spoke," is Satan’s suggestion. "You owe it to yourself to rethink what he said." It is worth noting that in this suggestion Satan is also questioning God’s goodness. "If God really loved you, he wouldn’t keep something from you." He tried the same approach with our Lord in the wilderness: "If you are God’s beloved Son, why are you hungry?" 

He denied God’s Word. "You surely shall not die!" It is but a short step from questioning God’s Word to denying it. Of course, neither Adam nor Eve had ever seen death. All they had to go on was the Word of God, but this was all they needed. If Eve had not listened to Satan questioning God’s Word, she would never have questioning God’s Word, she would never have fallen into his trap when he denied God’s Word. 

He substituted his own lie. "You will be like God!" Adam and Eve were already made in the image of God, but Satan tempted them with an even greater privilege: to be like God! This was, of course, Satan’s great ambition when he was Lucifer, God’s angelic servant. 

"How you have fallen from heaven, O star of the morning, son of the dawn! You have been cut down to the earth, you who have  weakened the nations! But you said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit  on the mount of the assembly, in the recesses of the north. I will  ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the  Most High.’" Isaiah 14:12-14

Satan is a created being, a creature; but he wanted to be worshiped and served like the Creator. It was this attitude that led him to rebel against God and seek to establish his own kingdom. "You will be like God" is the one gigantic lie that has controlled civilization since the fall of man.

For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie [literally "the lie"], and Worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. Romans 1:25

Satan desires worship and service, and Jesus Christ would give him neither!

Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory; and he said to Him, "All things will I give You, if You fall down and worship me." Then Jesus said to him, "Begone, Satan! For it is written, ‘ You shall worship the Lord your god, and serve Him only.’" Matthew 4:8-10

Satan’s lie "You will be like God" motivates and controls much of our civilization today. Man is seeking to pull himself up by his own bootstraps. He is working to build a utopia on earth and possibly take it to other space. Through education, psychiatry, religions of one kind or another (most of which ignore Jesus Christ, sin, and salvation), and better environment, men are defying God and deifying themselves. They are playing right into the hands of Satan.

How did Eve respond to Satan’s approach? She responded by making three mistakes that led her into sin.

She took away from God’s word. In verse 2, Eve omitted the word "freely." God’s original word in Genesis 2:16 was, "From any tree of the garden you may eat freely." We get the impression that Eve caught Satan’s subtle suggestion, "God is holding out on you!" When you start to question or forget the grace of God and the goodness of God, you will find it much easier to disobey the will of God. 
She added to God’s Word. We do not find the words "or touch it" in God’s original command. They may have been there, but they are not in the record. Not only did Eve make God’s original word less gracious by omitting the word "freely," but she also made the commandment more grievous by adding "or touch it." "His commandments are not burdensome" (I John 5:3). Satan wants us to believe they are burdensome, and that he has something better to offer. 
She changed God’s Word. God did not say, "Lest you die." He said, "For in the day that you eat from it you shall surely die" (Genesis 2:17). The penalty for disobedience as presented by the enemy did not seem as harsh; therefore, Eve could consider forsaking God’s will and obeying Satan’s will. 

Once you have treated God’s Word in this fashion, you are wide open for the devil’s final trick. He merely permitted Eve to consider the tree apart from God’s Word. "Get a good look at it! See it as it really is!" It was "good for food…a delight to the eyes…desirable to make one wise" (Genesis 3:6). She had to make a choice: God’s Word or Satan’s word! She rejected God’s Word, believed Satan, and sinned. You and I have been suffering from the consequences of her decision, as has the whole human race.

God accomplishes his will on earth through truth; Satan accomplishes his purposes through lies. When the child of God believes God’s truth, then the Spirit of God can work in power; for the Holy Spirit is "the Spirit of truth" (John 16:13). But when a person believes a lie, than Satan goes to work in that life; "for he is a liar, and the father of lies" (John 8:44). Faith in God’s truth leads to victory; faith in Satan’s lies leads to defeat.

However, Satan never advertises, "This is a lie!" He is the serpent, the deceiver, and he always masquerades his lies as God’s truth.

For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 2 Corinthians 11:13, 14

Satan did not approach Eve in his true nature; he masqueraded by using the serpent. Satan is a counterfeiter, an imitator. 

There are counterfeit Christians.
…dangers among false brethren. 2 Corinthians 11:26

"…the tares are the sons of the evil one." Matthew 13:38

"You are of your father the devil." John 8:44

There is a counterfeit gospel.
But even though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we have preached to you, let him be  accursed. Galatians 1:8

There are counterfeit ministers of the gospel.
…for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. Therefore it is not surprising if his servants also disguise themselves as  servants of righteousness. 2 Corinthians 11:14, 15

There is a counterfeit righteousness.
For not knowing about God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish  Their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.   Romans 10:3

There is even a counterfeit "church of Satan."
I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and The blasphemy by those who say they are Jews [i.e., God’s people] and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Revelation 2:9

And this counterfeit church has counterfeit doctrines.
But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons. I Timothy 4:1

All of this will end, of course, in the appearance of a counterfeit Christ—the Antichrist—who will accept for Satan the worship and service of the whole world.

And then that lawless one will be revealed. …the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all powers and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish. 2 Thessalonians 2:8-10

And all who dwell on the earth will worship him. Revelation 13:8

Satan’s target is your mind, and his weapon is lies. What is his purpose?

SATAN’S PURPOSE— TO MAKE YOU IGNORANT OF GOD’S WILL 
Satan attacks God’s Word because God’s Word reveals God’s will.

Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my path. Psalm 119:105

I delight to do Thy will, O my God; Thy Law is within my heart. Psalm 40:8

Apart from the Word of God, we have no sure understanding of the will of God. The will of God is the expression of God’s love for us.

The counsel of the Lord stands forever, the plans of his heart from generation to generation. Psalm 33:11

God’s will comes from God’s heart. It is not an impersonal thing, but a very personal matter with the Lord. He has a personal understanding of each of his children—their natures, their names, their needs—and he tailors his plans accordingly.

God wants us to know his will.

"The God of our fathers has appointed you to know His will." Acts 22:14

He also wants us to understand his will.

So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. Ephesians 5:17

He wants this understanding of his will to fill us and control us. 

We have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding. Colossians 1:9

The result of all this is the believer

Doing the will of God from the heart. Ephesians 6:6

God’s will is not a duty; it is a delight. The Christians delights to discover the will of God and then obey from the heart. The will of God is his nourishment.

"My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to accomplish His work."John 4:34

You and I must pray (as did Epaphras) that we May stand perfect and fully assured in all the will of God. Colossians 4:12

If Satan can make you ignorant of God’s will, he will rob you of all the glorious blessings God has planned for your life. You will make bad decisions, get involved in sinful activities, and build the wrong kind of life. And, sad to say, you will influence others to go wrong! In my ministry of the Word in many places, I have seen the tragic consequences of lives out of the will of God.

Christians who are ignorant of God’s will lose the enjoyment of God’s peace and power. They cannot grow into their full potential, nor can they accomplish what God has planned for them. Instead of traveling first-class, they travel second- or third-class, complaining all the way. They live like paupers because they have cut themselves off from God'’ great wealth. They spend their lives—even worse, they waste their lives—when they could be investing their lives.

But the one who does the will of God abides forever. I John 2:17

YOUR DEFENSE--- THE INSPIRED WORD OF GOD 

Only the inspired Word of God can reveal and defeat the devil’s lies. You cannot reason with Satan, nor (as Eve discovered) can you even safely converse with him. Man’s wisdom is no match for Satan’s cunning. Our only defense is the inspired Word of God.

It was this weapon that our Lord used when he was tempted by Satan in the wilderness.

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He then became hungry. And the tempter came and said to Him, "If You are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread."

But He answered and said, "It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.’"

Then the devil took Him into the holy city; and he stood Him on the pinnacle of the temple, and said to Him, "If You are the Son of God throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will give His angels charge concerning You; and on their hands they will bear You up, lest You strike Your foot against a stone.’"

Jesus said to him, "On the other hand, it is written, ‘You shall not tempt the Lord your God.’"

Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory; and he said To Him, "All these things will I give You, if You fall down and worship me."

Then Jesus said to him, "Begone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.’"

Then the devil left Him; and behold, angels came and began to minister to Him. Matthew 4:1-11

Our Lord did not use his divine power to defeat Satan. He used the same weapon that is available to us today: the Word of God. Jesus was led by the Spirit of God and filled with the Word of God. As we shall see in a later chapter, the Word of God is "the sword of the Spirit" (Ephesians 6:17); and the Holy Spirit can enable us to wield that sword effectively. If you and I are going to defeat Satan’s lies, we must depend on the Word of God. This fact lays several responsibilities upon us.

We must know God’s Word. There is no reason why any believer should be ignorant of his Bible. The Word of God is available to us in many translations. We have the Holy Spirit within us to teach us the truths of the Word (John 16:13-15). There are a multitude of Bible study helps available. We can turn on the radio and listen to excellent preachers and Bible teachers expound God’s Word. In local churches, there are ministers and teachers who minister the Word; and in many areas, there are seminars and Bible study groups for further study. If an intelligent believer today does not know his Bible, it is his or her own fault! 

This mean, of course, taking time to read and study the Bible. No one will master God’s Word in a lifetime of study, but we should learn all we can. We must make time, not "find time," to read and study the Word of God. Just as a machinist studies the shop manual, and the surgeon studies his medical texts, so the Christian must study the Word of God. Bible study is not a luxury; it is a necessity.

We must memorize God’s Word. Our Lord did not have a concordance with him in the wilderness! He reached back into the Books of Moses, selected Deuteronomy, and quoted three verses from that book to silence Satan. Most adults think that Bible memorization is for children in Sunday school, when actually it is for every believer. Adult Christians need the Word far more than the children do, although it is good for children to memorize God’s Word. 
Thy word I have treasured in my heart, that I may not sin against Thee Psalm 119:11

The law of his God is in his heart; his steps do not slip. Psalm 37:31

I delight to do Thy will, O my God; Thy Law is within my heart. Psalm 40:8

If you do not have a systematic Bible memory program, get one started. Your minister can give you counsel and no doubt provide materials for you. Check your local Christian bookstore for Bible memory helps.

We must meditate on God’s Word. Meditation is to the inner man what digestion is to the outer man. If you did not digest your food, you would sicken and die. 
This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success. Joshua 1:8

But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night. Psalm 1:2

Do you sincerely delight in the Word of God, or do you read it only out of duty? Do you rush through your "morning devotions," or take time to feed on God’s truth? Measure yourself by these statements by the psalmist:

How sweet are Thy words to my taste! Yes, sweeter than honey to my mouth! Psalm 119:103

I rise before dawn and cry for help; I wait for Thy words. My eyes Anticipate the night watches, that I may meditate on Thy Word. Psalm 119:147, `48

I have rejoiced in the way of Thy testimonies, as much as in all riches. Psalm 119:114

The law of Thy mouth is better to me than thousands of gold and silver pieces. Psalm 119:72

Therefore I love Thy commandments above gold, yes above fine gold Psalm 119:127

Here is a saint who would rather have God’s Word than food, sleep, or money! Early in the morning and late at night he meditated on the Word of God and enriched his soul. It is this kind of a Christian who is able to use the Word of God to defeat Satan and his lies.

We must use God’s Word. The believer’s mind should become like a "spiritual computer." It should be so saturated with Scripture that when he faces a decision or a temptation, he automatically remembers the Scriptures that relate to that particular situation. It is the ministry of the Holy Spirit to bring God’s Word to our minds when we need it. 

"But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you." John 14:26

But the Spirit of God cannot remind you of something that you have not learned! You must first let him teach you the Word. You must memorize the Scripture that he opens up to you. Then the Spirit of God will be able to remind you of what you have learned, and you can use that truth to battle Satan. Please keep in mind that Satan knows the Bible far better than we do! And he is able to quote it!

 

The Destroyer
Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. 1 Peter 5:8

"Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat." Luke 22:31

They have as king over them, the angel of the abyss; his name in Hebrew is Abaddon [Destruction], and in the Greek he has the name Apollyon [Destroyer]. Revelation 9:11

Then there was brought to Him a demon-possessed man who was blind and dumb, and He healed him, so that the dumb man spoke and saw. Matthew 12:22

So the Lord said to Sata, "Behold, he [Job] is in your power, only spare his life," Job 2:6

SATAN’S TARGETR—YOUR BODY 

If Satan cannot defeat you by deceiving your mind, he will then try to destroy your body. As the serpent, he deceives; as the lion, he devours. If we believe his lies, then we will destroy ourselves. As I write this chapter, authorities are investigating the mass suicide of members of the People’s Temple in Guyana. Over 700 people died because they believed Satan’s lies.

But if we resist his deceit, then he will attack our bodies. Job is the prime illustration of this kind of attack. He lost the fruit of his body—his children. He lost the means to sustain his body—his flocks and herds and wealth. And he lost the health of his body when he contracted a loathsome disease. His friends sat in silence for a week, for they saw that Job was in great agony. Even job’s wife was so overwhelmed by her husband’s trials that she suggested, "Curse God and die!" (Job 2:9). Satan did a thorough job of attacking Job’s body and all that related to it.

When you read the Gospel records you discover that Satan, through his demonic helpers, attacked and sought to destroy the bodies of various people. He caused one man to be dumb (Matthew 9:32,33), and a woman to be bent over and disabled (Luke 13:11-17). He even attacked a child and tried to get him to destroy himself in the water or the fire (Matthew 17:14-18). There is no escaping the awesome fact that Satan wants to attack and destroy your body.

Why does he want to do this? For several reasons. To begin with your body is God’s temple. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own! For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.  1 Corinthians 6:19-20
. . . according to my earnest expectation and hope, that I shall not be put to shame in anything, but that with all boldness, Christ shall even now, as always, be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. Philippians 1:20

God is invisible; the world cannot see him. Jesus Christ has returned to heaven and cannot be seen. But we Christians can be seen, and it is our conduct in the body that glorifies and exalts the Lord.

Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. Matthew 5:16

God wants to use your body as a vehicle for revealing him to a lost world. Unconverted people are not likely to read the Bible to learn about God, nor books of Christian theology; but they will read our lives.

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light. 1 Peter 2:9

This means that when Satan attacks your body, he is attacking the one means God has a revealing his grace and love to a lost world. Creation reveals the power, wisdom, and glory of God; but Christians reveal the grace and love of God.

Not only is your body God’s temple, but it is also God’s tool.

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body that you should obey its Lusts and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as Instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God. Romans 6:12, 13

When God wanted an ark constructed, he used the skill of Noah and his family. When he wanted the tabernacle built, he used the hands and minds of Bezalel and Oholiab and their helpers (Exodus 36:1 ff.). Jesus used the hands of his disciples for the distributing of the bread and fish. He used their lips and tongues for the preaching of the gospel. If God is going to get his work done in this world, he must use the various members of our bodies, empowered by the Spirit of God.

Satan knows that he can hinder God’s work by attacking God’s workers and putting their "tools" out of commission. The Greek word translated "instruments" in Romans 6:13 can be translated "tool" or even "weapon." Just as God the Son had to take on a body to accomplish his work on earth, so the Holy Spirit needs our bodies. The members of your body are tools in the Spirit’s hands to help build the Church here on earth. Never underestimate the importance of your body. Never minimize the care of your body. The Christian who is careless about his health or safety is playing right into the hands of the destroyer.

The third reason Satan attacks your body is because your body is God’s treasury. But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassing greatness Of the power may be of God and not from ourselves. 2 Corinthians 4:7

When God saved you, he put the treasure of eternal life within your body. You have the very life of God within you! God did not give you this great treasure simply to protect it—an earthen vessel is not the safest place for a treasure! He gave you this treasure that he might invest it through you in the lives of others. For example, God deposited this spiritual wealth in the Apostle Paul

"…according to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, with which I have been entrusted. 1 Timothy 1:11

Paul invested this treasure in Timothy. "O Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you." 1 Timothy 6:20

Guard, through the Holy Spirit who dwells in us, the treasure which has been entrusted to you. 2 Timothy 1:14

Timothy, in turn, was to invest this treasure in the lives of others. "And the things which you have heard from me in the presence of many Witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others also. 2 Timothy 2:2

In other words, the safety and success of this spiritual investment is in the hands of weak human beings! The treasure is in an earthen vessel! Satan can rob the world of spiritual wealth by attacking the bodies of believers. 

Finally, Satan attacks your body because it is God’s testing-ground. "But I buffet my body and make it my slave, lest possibly, after I have Preached to others. I myself should be disqualified. 1 Corinthians 9:27

The image here is that of the Greek games. Each participant had to qualify and keep the rules or he was not allowed to compete. If after he won a prize he was found guilty of breaking the rules, his prize was taken from him. Jim Thorpe, one of our greatest American athletes, had to return his Olympic medals because it was discovered he had earlier played sports for money, which is against Olympic rules.

Satan can rob you of your rewards by your body and getting you to break the rules. It is not a matter of salvation, but of rewards for faithful service. The athlete did not lose his citizenship if he broke the rules; he only forfeited his reward, a shameful experience indeed.

And now, little children, abide in Him, so that when He appears, we may Have confidence and not shrink away from Him in shame at His coming. 1 John 2:28

I cannot emphasize too much that your body is important to God. As God’s children, you and I must care for our bodies and use them for God’s glory. Anything in our lives that keeps us from doing our best must be abandoned. Just as the mechanic takes good care of his tools, so the believer takes good care of the "tools" of his body.

I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your  bodies a living sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual   service of worship. Romans 12:1

2. SATAN’S WEAPON--SUFFERING
Satan wants to control the circumstances around the body so that the believer will suffer. He wants to touch the body and create suffering. All of this is illustrated in the story of Job’s body through the circumstances around him, and Job lost his children, his wealth, and the favor of his wife, friends, and neighbors. Then Satan attacked Job’s person with a horrible disease. When Job looked around, his situation was painful. When he looked within, it was even more painful. And when he looked up, it seemed that God had forsaken him, although Job maintained his faith in God and was honored at the end.

It is important to note that God was always in control. Satan could not attack Job’s possessions until God gave him permission. Satan could not attack Job’s person until God allowed it. This reminds us of our Lord’s words to Peter.

"Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission [literally   "obtained by asking"] to sift you like wheat; but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail." Luke 22:31, 32

Satan cannot touch the child of God without the heavenly Father’s permission. This is a great encouragement to us, for we know that whatever suffering may come to our lives, God has ordained it and is in complete control. The one thing God will not control is how we respond to this suffering, and it is here that Satan can gain his purpose.

Note, too, that there is more than one kind of suffering in the life of the Christian. There is natural suffering that we experience simply because we are human. We cannot prevent the gradual breakdown of the body as we grow old, though we can seek to delay it. We are subject to sickness and injury; we lose loved ones and friends as death claims them; we find ourselves slowing down when we wish we could speed things up. The inconvenience, and even the pain, of being a weak human being in a dangerous world cannot be blamed on the devil. All of creation is groaning because of the bondage of sin, and we Christians are groaning with it (Romans 8:18-23)

God sometimes sends (or permits) his children to suffer that he might discipline them. Our heavenly Father loves us too much to permit us to be rebels, so he chastens us that we might conform to his will

My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor faint when You are reproved by Him; for those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, And He scourges every son whom He receives. Hebrews 12:5, 6

The word translated "discipline" in Hebrews 12 simply means "child-training." The purpose of discipline is the maturity of the son. God’s purpose is not to persecute us, but to perfect us. Chastening is not the work of an angry judge as he punishes a criminal. It is the work of a loving Father as he perfects a child.

This chastening is not always because we have sinned. True, God does "spank" his children if they rebel and refuse to repent. David sinned against God and tried to hide his sin for a year or more. Read Psalm 32 and discover what David suffered physically, emotionally, and spiritually because he would not submit to God. But sometimes God permits suffering in our lives simply to build us up and help us mature.

Two storms in the Bible illustrate this truth. Jonah disobeyed God and refused to go to Nineveh. He found a convenient ship to take him to Tarshish, but God interrupted Jonah’s escape by sending a storm. When the mariners threw Jonah into the stormy sea, the prophet was swallowed by a great fish. He describes his "living death" in the stomach of the great fish in Chapter 2 of his book. God had to chasten Jonah and almost take his life before the prophet would confess his sins and surrender to God. This storm came for the purpose of correcting God’s servant who had been disobedient.

But there are storms that come because we are obedient! One such storm is recorded in Matthew 14:22-23. Jesus had fed more than 5,000 people and they wanted to make him king. He sent the crowd away, and also sent the disciples across the Sea of Galilee in their boat. He went up to the mountaintop to pray. When the disciples got away from the land, a fierce storm arose and almost sank the ship. Please not: they were not in the storm because they disobeyed the Lord, but because they obeyed him. He was testing and perfecting their faith. Later he came to them and stilled the storm; but the entire experience revealed to the men how weak their faith really was.

So, we sometimes suffer simply because we are human. We suffer, too, because we disobey the Lord and need to be chastened. We also suffer that God might perfect our faith and help us mature. Not all suffering is Satanic in origin. But there is a kind of suffering that is Satan’s weapon, and that is what Job experienced. It seemed that all of the calamities in his life had perfectly natural explanations: the Sabeans took the oxen and donkeys; fire from heaven (perhaps lightening) burned the sheep; the Chaleans took the camels; and a great wind ( a tornado?0 wrecked his oldest son’s house and killed all of Job’s children. But Satan was behind all of them! When God gives him permission, Satan can use people and the forces of nature to accomplish his purposes.

As believers, we have this confidence: God is always in complete control. When God permits Satan to light the furnace, he always keeps his own hand on the thermostat! Job did not know what was going on behind the scenes. He had no idea that God was permitting him to suffer so that Satan might be silenced. The real battle was ""n the heavenly places""(Ephesians 6:12). Job'’ home and body were only the arena in which the two combatants--God and Satan—were struggling against each other. Satan wanted to use Job’s body to defeat God, and God wanted to use Job’s body to defeat Satan.

When you find yourself in difficult circumstances, seek to discern through the Word and prayer whether your suffering is from nature, from God, or from Satan. Is God perfecting you? Is he disciplining you? Is Satan seeking to hinder your ministry or even destroy you? You cannot control the origin of your suffering, but you can control the outcome. How? This leads us to our next section.

SATAN’S PURPOSE—TO MAKE YOU IMPATIENT WITH GOD’S WILL 
The only place in the New Testament where Job is named is James 5:11: Behold, we count those blessed who endured. You have heard of the Endurance of Job and have seen the outcome of the Lord’s dealings, That the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful.
This verse indicates that Satan’s purpose was to try to get Job to be impatient and give up. Job did become impatient with himself and his critical friends, but he never lost his faith in God. Though he did not understand what God was doing, Job knew that he could trust God and that God would vindicate him in the end.

Patience is an important Christian virtue. Unless we have patience, we can never learn many of the truths that God wants us to learn, truths that will lead us into a deeper life and a more fruitful ministry.

Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. James 1:2-4

Children are usually impatient; they cannot sit still long enough to get the things done that need to be done. "How long do we have to wait?" is the stock question of a child. Impatience is a mark of immaturity.

But impatience is also a mark of unbelief. "He who believes will not be in a hurry" (Isaiah 28:16, literal translation). When you find yourself restless and nervous, anxious to "do something," you can be sure you are not trusting God to work. You and I need to be

Imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises. Hebrews 6:12

Faith and patience go together. If we really trust God, then we will wait on him to accomplish what he has promised.

Impatience is not only a mark of immaturity and unbelief, but it is a mark of fleshly living. The flesh (the old nature) is always impatient, but the fruit of the Spirit is  Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Galatians 5:22, 23

By nature, we are impatient; but the new nature within can produce patience as we yield to the Holy Spirit. Whenever you find an impulsive, impatient believer, you can be reasonably sure that that person is not walking in the Spirit, but is living by the energy of the flesh.

Impatience always leads to costly mistakes. Abraham became impatient with God and "married" Hagar, his wife’s handmaid, in order to bring a son into the world and fulfill God’s promise. A son was born, but he caused nothing but trouble! Abraham had to wait another fourteen years for Isaac to be born, and Isaac brought joy and blessing to the home.

King Saul became impatient and would not wait for the prophet Samuel to come. He rushed ahead of God’s will and offered the sacrifice, and this was the beginning of the end of his kingdom.

Peter became impatient in the Garden of Gethsemane and tried to kill a man with his sword! Instead of cutting the man’s throat, Peter only severed his ear; and Jesus to save Peter’s life, healed the wound. Peter’s. We cannot learn patience by reading a book or hearing a lecture, impatience almost cost him his life.

Satan knows that if he can make up impatient, he can lead us to do something stupid and get ourselves and others into trouble. I recall a friend, who became impatient in his ministry, hastily resigned form the church, and accepted a church that was supposed to be "heaven on earth." It turned out to be just the opposite, and within a year my friend was moving again. I remember another friend who thought he found a "get rich quick" job, jumped into it, and almost lost everything he had. Fortunately his old boss took him back, but my friend had to start on a lower rung of the ladder. Impatience is costly.
But patient endurance is enriching. Satan tempts us that he might bring out the worst in us, but God permits it that he might bring out the best in us. Job knew this; therefore, he said:

But He knows the way I take; when he has tried me, I shall come forth as gold. Job 23:10

God will never permit the enemy to put us through the fire without his having a definite purpose in mind. God wants to make you patient. We cannot learn patience by reading a book or hearing a lecture. The only way we can learn patience is by going through the trials that God assigns to us. The trials of life are the tools God uses to mature us, to build our faith, and to get us to trust the Spirit and not the flesh.

When you find yourself impatient, you can be sure that Satan and the flesh are at work, and that you are in danger of making a wrong decision. When the circumstances of life are irritating, that is the time to beware! When family problems, friends, finances, or feelings are making life uncomfortable, then you can be sure Satan is near, waiting for an opportunity to attack.

But God has given you a defense!

YOUR DEFENSE---THE IMPARTED GRACE OF GOD 

Job is not the only saint who felt Satan’s attack against his body, for the great Apostle Paul had a similar experience.

And because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason,  to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet me---to keep me from exhalting myself!  Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in  weakness." Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my  weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecution, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake, for when I am weak,   then I am strong. 2 Corinthians 12:7-10

We do not know what Paul’s "thorn in the flesh" was, but whatever it was, it buffeted him enough to make him pray three times for healing. (You will recall that our Lord prayed three times in the Garden that the cup might pass from him. When difficulties come, it is not wrong to pray for deliverance.) God did not answer Paul’s prayer, but God did meet Paul’s need. "My grace is sufficient for you." It is the imparted grace of God that gives us victory when Satan attacks the body with suffering. Only by the grace of God can we have the patient endurance that we need as we go through the furnace.

And after you have suffered for a little while; the God of all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will himself perfect, confirm, strengthen and establish you. 1 Peter 5:10

Our God is "the God of all grace." The Holy Spirit who indwells us is "the Spirit of grace" (Hebrews 10:29). God’s throne is a "throne of grace" (Herews 4:16), and his Word is "the word of His grace" (Acts 20:32). It is grace from start to finish!

God’s grace is God’s provision for our every need. Grace is not a "mystical substance" that God pours into us when we have a need. Grace is God’s bountiful supply of our every need. "Law means that I must do something for God, but "grace" means that God does something for me. Grace cannot be deserved. Grace cannot be earned. Grace can only be given.
To begin with, you were saved by God’s grace.

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that on one should boast. Ephesians 2:8, 9

This means that "the riches of His grace" are now available to you (Ephesians 2:7). God can give you grace for serving (1 Corinthians 15:9, 10), for sacrificing (2 Corinthians 8:1-9), for singing (Colossians 3:16, margin), and even for speaking (Colossians 4:6). It also means that God can give you grace for suffering, as he did with Job and Paul.

What steps, then, should you take when Satan attacks your body with suffering and tries to make you impatient with God’s will.

Immediately submit yourself to God. If you rebel, you will give Satan another foothold in your life. Tell God exactly how you feel, but also tell him that you love him and will trust him, come what may. 
Though He slay me, I will hope in him. Job 13:15

Thank God for the trials. 

Always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ To God, even the Father. Ephesians 5:20

In everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 1 Thessalonians 5:18

This does not mean you enjoy the suffering, but only that you rejoice because you are suffering in the will of God and you know that he is in control. Satan hates it when believers thank God in their trials. When Paul and Silas sang and praised God in that Philippians jail, they completely ruined all of Satan’s plans! (Read Acts 16:14ff.)

Spend much time in the Word of God. It is the "word of His grace" (Acts 20:32), and the gracious promises of God will strengthen you. Remember: we do not live on explanations; we live on promises. God did not explain to Abraham everything that he was doing, but he did give Abraham all the promises he needed to keep going. 
Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep they word. . . .It is good  for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn Thy statures. Psalm 119:67, 71

You will discover in God’s Word the promises and encouragements that you need for each day.

For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that  through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have  hope. Romans 15:4

Look for ways to glorify Christ. Remember, God wants to use your body to glorify him: Satan wants to use your body to disgrace the Lord. 

Patience in suffering always glorifies God. Unconverted people cannot understand how Christians can suffer and not complain or rebel.

For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you  endure it with patience! But if when you do what is right and suffer for   it you patiently endure it, this finds favor with God. 1 Peter 4:16

In the midst of shame and suffering, Paul and Silas glorified God by singing and praising his name. While he was being stoned to death, Stephen glorified God by praying for his murderers. Many of David’s psalms record the fact that he could praise God even when persecuted and rejected. Paul’s most joyful letter---Philippians---was written from Roman imprisonment when his life was in the balance.

As you follow these instructions, you will discover the Spirit of grace working in your life and imparting to you the grace of God. You will grow in patient endurance! You will experience God’s love and grace within, and this experience will more than compensate for the inconvenience and suffering without. God may not change the circumstances, but he will change you so that the circumstances will work for you and not against you. As I said before, you and I cannot control the origin or the operation of suffering but we can (with God’s help) control the out come.

Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power Of Christ may dwell in me. 2 Corinthians 12:9

If you live to please yourself, then Satan will win. If you live to glorify God, Satan will lose. The imparted grace of God is the only weapon that can defeat him, and that grace can be found only in "the God of all grace."

The Ruler
"Now is judgment upon this world; not the ruler of this world shall be cast out." John 12:31

"I will not speak much more with you, for the ruler of the world is coming, and he has nothing in Me." John 14:30

…and not a new convert, lest he become conceited and fall into the condemnation incurred by the devil. And he must have a good reputation with those outside the church, so that he may not fall into reproach and the snare of the devil. 1 Timothy 3:6, 7

Pride goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before stumbling. Proverbs 16:18

We know that we are of God, and the whole world lies in the power of [literally "in the lap of"] the evil one. 1 John 5:19

If I were to ask you, "What was David’s great sin?" you would probably reply, "Committing adultery with Bathsheba and then having her husband killed in battle." Certainly the sins of adultery and murder (coupled with deceit) are great sins and must not be treated lightly. But David committed another sin that had even greater consequences. Because of David’s adultery, four persons died: Uriah, the baby that was born, Amnon and Absalom. But because of David’s other sin, 70,000 people died! When David confessed his sins of adultery and murder, he said, "I have sinned." But when he confessed this other sin, he said, "I have sinned greatly."

What was David’s sin? And what part did Satan play in it?

Then Satan stood up against Israel and moved David to number Israel. So David said to Joab and to the princes of the people, "Go number Israel from Berer-sheba even to Dan, and bring me word that I may know their number." And God was displeased with this thing, so He struck Israel. And David said to God, " have sinned greatly, in that I have done this thing. But now, please take away the iniquity of they servant, for I have done very foolishly."

The Lord sent a pestilence on Israel; 70,000 men of Israel fell. And God sent an angel to Jerusalem to destroy it; but as he was about to destroy it, the Lord saw and was sorry over the calamity, and said to the destroying angel, "It is enough; now relax your hand." And the angel of the Lord was standing by the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite.

Then David lifted up his eyes and saw the angel of the Lord standing Between earth and heaven, with his drawn sword in his hand stretched out over Jerusalem. Then David and the elders, covered in sackcloth, fell on their faces. And David said to God, "Is it not I who commanded to count the people? Indeed. I am the one who has sinned and done very wickedly, but these sheep, what have they done? O Lord my God, please let Thy hand be against me and my father’s household, but not against Thy people that they should be plagued."

Then the angel of the Lord commanded God to say to David, that David should go up and build an altar to the Lord on the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite. So David went up at the word of God, which he spoke in the name of the Lord. 1 Chronicles 21:1, 2, 7, 8, 14-19

SATAN’S TARGET --- YOUR WILL 
Satan’s goal is always to get to the will and control it. He may begin by deceiving the mind, as with Eve, or by attacking the body, as with Job; but ultimately he must get to the will. However, in David’s case, Satan bypassed the mind and the body and in a blitzkrieg action attacked his will and won. David’s mind was not deceived; he had his eyes wide open when he rebelled against God. David was not suffering; in fact, his kingdom was in great shape. He had won a number of notable victories and was enjoying a height of popularity and success. Had David been deceived or had he been suffering, we might have had reason to sympathize with his decision; but this was not the case.

We must never underestimate the importance of the will in the Christian life. Too many believers have an intellectual religion that satisfies the mind but never changes the life. They can discuss the Bible and even argue about it; but when it comes to living it, they fail. Other Christians have an emotional religion that is made up of changing feelings. Unless they are on an emotional high, they feel God has forsaken them. God wants the whole of the inner man to be devoted to him: an intelligent mind, a fervent heart, and an obedient will. Our obedience ought to be intelligent, and it ought to be motivated from a warm and loving heart.

The Christian life is basically a matter of the will. We are to love the Lord with all our heart (the emotions) and our mind (the intellect) and our strength (the will). The Holy Spirit wants to instruct the mind through the Word, inspire the heart with true holy emotions, and then strengthen the will to do the will of God. A dedicated Christian prays whether he feels like it or not. He obeys the Word of God regardless of his own feelings. The believer who lives on his emotions is repeatedly up and down; he lives on a religious roller coaster. But the believer who lives on the basis of "spiritual willpower" has a consistent Christian life and a steady ministry that is not threatened by changing circumstances or feelings.

Your will is important because your will helps to determine your character. Decisions mold character, and decisions chart the directions of your life. You may want to blame circumstances or feelings, or even other people; but this is only an excuse. It is the will that must direct the life. You were saved by saying" I will!" as you responded to God’s gracious call; and you grow and serve God by saying "Thy will!"

Many Christians have the idea that Christian love is a feeling. It is not; it is a willing. We are commanded to love one another, and God cannot command your feelings. He has every right to command your will. Christian love simply means that we treat others the way God treats us, and this involves the will. I confess to you that there are believers whom I love as a Christian, but I do not like them, and I would not want to live with them or spend a two-week vacation with them. But with the Spirit’s help, I treat them the way God treats me, and I seek to show them Christian love. It is a matter of the will.

Satan’s original sin was a sin of the will. Five times in Isaiah 14:12-14 Satan says "I will!" He seeks to duplicate this sin in our lives, and he will if we are not careful.

Satan is "the ruler of this world," and you and I are rebellious aliens living in his territory. Because we are citizens of heaven, we obey heaven’s laws and submit to heaven’s Lord. Satan wants us to worship and serve him; he wants our will submitted to his will. What weapon does he use to tempt us?

SATAN’S WEAPON --- PRIDE 
David was feeling important when Satan approached him with the suggestion that he number the people. First Chronicles 20 records a number of great victories, including the capture of a valuable crown that was placed upon David’s head. 

David won many victories, but he lost the war, because Satan used these victories to inflate David’s ego and entice him to rebel against God. David’s adultery with Bathsheba was a sin of the flesh. But when he numbered the nation, he committed a sin of the spirit.

Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. 2 Corinthians 7:1

Believers should not get involved with either sins of the flesh or the spirit, but those who are not guilty of "fleshly sins" (such as adultery, gluttony, etc.) should not condemn others; for they themselves may be guilty of sins of the spirit. The prodigal son in Luke 15 was guilty of sins of the flesh, but his proud, critical, unbending brother was guilty of sins of the spirit.

It is worth noting that David’s sin of numbering the people resulted in 70,000 people dying. His sin of adultery led to the death of four persons. Local churches are quick to judge and condemn those who fall into sins of the flesh, but they are not so quick to judge and discipline church members (especially officers) who are guilty of sins of the spirit: pride, stubbornness (which is passed off as "conviction"), gossip, jealousy, competition, bragging about results, etc.

To some degree, pride enters into all of Satan’s temptations. "You shall be as God!" was part of his offer to Eve. Job had to listen to the criticisms of his friends, and he wondered why God did not appear to vindicate him. When Satan tempted our Lord, he tried to appeal to human pride.

Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory; and he said to Him, "All these things will I give You, if You fall down and worship me." Matthew 4:8-9

This is one of the dangers of great success. Those to whom much is given fight intensive spiritual battles against pride. Pride glorifies man and robs God of the glory that only he deserves. Pride is a weapon that Satan wields with great skill. This explains why Peter writes,

God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time. 1 Peter 5:5-6

What was so wrong about David numbering the people? After all, in Exodus 30:11-16 didn’t Moses command an annual census? Yes, he did, as a reminder to the nation that it had been purchased by God. Each male twenty years of age or older had to give half a shekel for "ransom money." It was his way of acknowledging God’s great redemption from Egypt. Note in verse 12 that Moses added a warning:"…that there may be no plague among them when you number them." 

When David numbered the people, he did it for his own glory and not for the glory of God. There is no record that the "redemption money" was collected. It was "the king’s word" and not the Word of God that directed the census; and even Joab (who was hardly a spiritual man) resisted the king’s commandment. It was pride that motivated David’s actions. Satan got hold of David’s will, inflated David’s ego, and led him into sin. Satan knew that David was feeling victorious and important, and he took advantage of the situation.

This explains why Paul admonished the early church not to put new Christians into places of spiritual leadership.

And not a new convert, lest he become conceited and fall into the condemnation incurred by the devil. 1 Timothy 3:6

In my years of ministeral ministry I have seen young Christians thrust into places of ministry for which they were not prepared, and the consequences have been painful. Satan whispers to the new Christian who is given a place of leadership, "Now you are somebody important!" It is not long before his pride takes over and he becomes a problem to the minister and the church. The Apostle John had this kind of problem with church leaders in his day.

I wrote something to the church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, Does not accept what we say. 3 John 9

Imagine! Refusing to accept the words of an apostle! Paul had something to say about this attitude:

If any one advocates a different doctrine, and does not agree with sound words, those of our Lord Jesus Christ, and wit the doctrine conforming to godliness, he is conceited and understands nothing; but he has a morbid interest in controversial questions and disputes about words, out of which arise envy, strife, abusive language, evil suspicions, and constant friction between men of depraved mind and deprived of the truth. 1 Timothy 6:3-5

Satan’s desire is to work in the local church, to hinder its ministry; and to do this, he must work in and through Christians or professed Christians who are a part of that fellowship. Pride is one of his chief weapons. If he can get a minister proud of his preaching, a Sunday school teacher proud of his class’s growth, or a church officer proud of his experience and leadership, then Satan has a foothold from which to launch his attack. King David brought death and sorrow to Israel simply because he was proud.

SATAN’S PURPOSE--- TO MAKE YOU INDEPENDENT OF GOD’S WILL 
Man is a dependent creature. He must depend on God ("for in Him we live and move and exist," Acts 17:28) and on his fellowman in order to stay alive. The essence of sin is to seek to be independent of God. It is to make ourselves the Creator instead of the creatures (Romans 1:25). It is to believe Satan’s lie, "You will be like God." If Satan can get you to act and think independently of God’s will, he can then control your will and control your life. You will think that you are acting freely, which is part of Satan’s deception; but actually you will be acting under orders from the ruler of this world.

As we have learned in previous chapters, the will of God is the most important thing in the believer’s life. As the deceiver, Satan seeks to make you ignorant of God’s will. As the destroyer, he seeks to make you impatient with God’s will. In both cases, the will of God will not be at work in your life. But even if Satan does not deceive your mind and make you ignorant, or attack your body and make you impatient, he will try to control your will through pride so that you will think and act independently of the holy will of God.

I recall a young lady who consulted me about her wedding. I was her minister, and I had cautioned her against marrying an unbeliever. The young man she was dating was not a Christian; in fact, he was not even much of a gentleman. I had pointed out to her verses such as 2 Corinthians 6:14-18 and 1 Corinthians 7:39, but she was not interested. Finally she shouted to me as she left my office, "I don’t care what you say. I don’t care what the Bible says. I’m going to marry him!" And she did, and the last I heard she was not in fellowship with the church or serving the Lord. She acted independently of God’s will.

Whenever you and I act in direct disobedience to the will of God, we are displaying pride and independence. It may not be in a great matter such as marriage; it might be in connection with something we think is trivial and unimportant. But everything in our lives is important to God. There are in his Word precepts, principles, and promises that guide us as we seek to know his will. Of course, this does not mean that we should become fanatical about the matter and quit making our own decisions on the basis of common sense and the Spirit’s direction. I recall a fellow seminary student who almost lost his mind because he prayed about what breakfast food to eat, what corner to cross at, and what book to study next. There may be situations in our lives when praying about such matters would be vitally important, but not usually. As we walk with the Lord, we learn to discern his will in matters that are not too consequential.

God gave David nearly ten months in which to repent and call of the census, but he persisted in his stubborn way. This subtle sin of pride keeps feeding itself and getting stronger. David was not guilty of "the lust of the eyes" (as when he looked at Bathsheba), or "the lust of the flesh" (as when he committed adultery with her); but he was guilty of "the pride of life" (see 1 John 2:15-17). Pride means that we act independently of God, or worse yet that we try to use God to accomplish our own selfish purposes. God becomes our heavenly slave and we tell him what he must do!

A man phoned me long-distance to share his problem. He had heard me over the radio and thought perhaps I could help him. He had pulled a shady deal on the stock market, had lost a bundle of money, and wanted to know how to get out of the mess he was in. The only thing I could suggest was that he confess his sin to the Lord and to anybody else who was involved, and ask God to give him the grace he would need to start over again. He had acted independently of God’s will, ignored the Bible’s warnings against deceit and stealing, and now had to suffer the painful consequences. When we rebel against God and go it alone, we cannot expect him to run in and rescue us. God in his grace does forgive our sins; but God in his government must permit sin to run its course and produce its natural results. There is no way to escape the fact that we reap what we sow.

David knew this, and that explains why he did not try to sneak out of the mess he had created. Seventy thousand Israelites dies! God’s hand of judgment was against his people! The higher a person is in spiritual position, the more his sins will affect others. David’s adultery affected his family and, to some degree, the nation; but his numbering of the people created a national crisis.

One of the most important lessons the believer must learn is that he cannot be independent of God. He needs God’s provisions to sustain him physically, and he needs God’s will and God’s Word to sustain him spiritually. Success, the praise of men, and even the blessing of God can so inflate the ego that we think we can get along without God. 

Speaking of King Uzziah, the Bible says,

Hence his fame spread afar, for he was marvelously helped until he was strong. But when he became strong, his heart was so proud that he acted corruptly, and he was unfaithful to the Lord his God. 2 Chronicles 26:15, 16

Moses gave this same warning to the people of Israel.

"Then it shall come about when the Lord your God brings you into the land which He swore to your fathers…then watch yourself, lest you forget the Lord who brought you from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery." Deuteronomy 6:10, 12

No wonder the Apostle Paul was glad for his thorn in the flesh.

For when I am weak, then I am strong. 2 Corinthians 12:10

Beware when you feel you have arrived! Beware when you feel you are very important and that God could not get along without you! Beware when you start to rob God of the glory that belongs only to him! What is your defense?

YOUR DEFENSE---THE INDWELLING SPIRIT OF GOD 

Pride is such a strong weapon, and Satan is such a strong adversary, that only a stronger power can give us victory. That power comes from the Holy Spirit of God.

So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure. Philippians 2:12, 13

Only God the Holy Spirit, working in you, can control your will and enable you to please God.

Work out your own salvation" does not mean "work for you own salvation." Salvation is a free gift, purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ. To "work out your own salvation" means to bring your Christian life to completion, to accomplish in character and conduct what God has planned for you. The Greek word mans "to carry out to the goal, to bring to the ultimate conclusion." God has a definite plan for each life, and we must cooperate with him in fulfilling that plan. According to Ephesians 2:8-10, there are three "works" involved in the Christian life:

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.
The first work that Paul names is salvation---the work that God does for you. This work was completed by Jesus Christ on the cross. 

"I have glorified Thee on the earth, having accomplished the work which Thou hast given Me to do." John 17:4

"But He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, sat down at the right hand of God." Hebrews 10:12

Everything else that God does in your life is based on this finished work of Christ.

The second work is sanctification---the work that God does in you. Salvation is but the beginning; it must be followed by spiritual growth and development. But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 2 Peter 3:18

This leads to the third work---service, the work that God does through you. God works in you that he might work through you and accomplish the tasks that he has already prepared for you. It is not necessary for us to manufacture things to do for God; he already has a perfect plan for our lives and special works that he wants us to fulfill for his glory.

How does God work in us? Through his Holy Spirit. But what must we do to enable the Spirit of God to work in us? The answer to that question is found in two of the most familiar verses in the Bible---Romans 12:1, 2:

I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.

The Holy Spirit can work in your life when your body, mind, and will are yielded to him.

But these are the very areas which Satan wants to attack! He wants to attack your will with pride to make you independent of God’s will

If you yield these three areas of your life daily to the Spirit of God, then the Spirit will empower you to defeat the devil. As the Spirit of grace, he will give grace to your body so that you will be able to endure suffering to the glory of God. As the Spirit of wisdom, he will teach you God’s Word and bring it to your mind when Satan attacks with his lies. And as the Spirit of power, he will empower your will to say "No!" to pride. The Holy Spirit will work in you and through you to defeat the wicked one.

Remember: in the battle against Satan, the only way to conquer is to surrender---surrender to God. Therefore it says, "God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble" Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. James 4:7

Let me be very practical about this matter of Christian surrender. The verb "present" in Romans 12:1 carries the meaning of "a once-for-all surrender." It is not necessary for you to keep walking an aisle to be a yielded believer. Make a once-for-all presentation to God of your body, mind and will. But it is good to reaffirm that surrender at the beginning of each day. When you first awaken, immediately give your body to God as an act of faith; and prove that you mean it by getting out of bed. The discipline of getting up in the morning is a part of spiritual victory.

The next step is to reach for your Bible and present your mind to God for spiritual renewal. It is the Word of God that renews the mind and transforms it. If you do not have a system for reading the Bible, get one. Personally, I like to read straight through the Bible regularly, but I do not give myself a time limit. I start in Genesis 1, Psalm 1 and Matthew 1, and I keep reading. There are some days when I read and meditate on only a few verses; on other days, I may read all three chapters. I am not in a hurry; I am not trying to set any records. My purpose is to meditate on the Word of God so that the Spirit of God will be able to transform my mind and make it more spiritual.

After you have given God your body (and gotten out of bed) and your mind (and meditated on the Word), your next step is to give him your will; and this you do in prayer. The Word of God and prayer always go together.

"But we will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word." Acts 6:4

"If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it shall be done for you." John 15:7

If you have only the Word, without prayer, you will have light with heat; but if you have prayer without the Word, you will be in danger of becoming a fanatic---heat without light or "zeal…not in accordance with knowledge" (Rom. 10:20. The important thing in prayer is to yield your will to God’s will in the matters that you pray about.

When you have taken these three steps, you will have surrendered yourself totally to the Lord---body, mind, and will. The Spirit of God will be able to work in you and give you victory. The Holy Spirit uses the Word.

And for this reason we also constantly thank God that when you received from us the word of God’s message, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God, which also performs its work in you who believe. 1 Thessalonians 2:13

Now to Him who is able to do exceeding abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, According to the power that works within us…Ephesians 3:20


When God’s Spirit is at work in us, he produces humility and not pride. Humility is not thinking meanly of yourself ("I’m not worth anything! I can’t do anything1"); humility is simply not thinking of yourself at all! The Christian must be honest with himself and with God. That is why Romans 12:3 is in the Bible.

For though the grace given to me I say to every man among you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of faith.

When God called Moses to go to Egypt to deliver Israel, Moses argued with God. He protested that he was slow of speech and could not do the job. Was this humility on Moses’ part? Of course not! It was pride; in fact, it was the worse kind of pride: false humility. The person who is truly humble has these characteristics: (1) he knows himself; (2) he accepts himself; (3) he yields himself to God; (4) he seeks to better himself that he might serve God better. The humble man realizes that all that he has comes from God and must be given back to God. John the Baptist said:

"A man can receive nothing, unless it have been given him from heaven." John 3:27

And Paul echoed this truth:

For who regards you as superior? And what do you have that you did not receive? But if you receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it? 1 Corinthinians 4:7

To boast of your gifts is a sin, because God gave them to you and you cannot take credit for them. But to deny your gifts is also a sin. We must accept our gifts and affirm our gifts to the glory of God. We must not think more highly of ourselves than we ought, but neither should we think less of ourselves!

So when Satan comes with pride to attack your will, surrender immediately to the Holy Spirit and let him work in you to produce humility and submission before God. Do not attempt to go beyond your gifts or the faith you have to exercise those gifts. Satan can use spiritual things to make you proud: your ability to teach or preach the Word; your prayer life; your success in witnessing and soul-winning.

The story may be apocryphal, but it illustrates the point. A famous Christian businessman was visiting a church and was asked to give a word of greeting. He got carried away telling all that God had done for him. "I have a successful business, a large house, a lovely family, famous name, enough money to do the things I want to do and be able to give to Christian works. I have health and opportunities unnumbered. There are many people who would gladly exchange places with me. What more could God give me?" From the back of the auditorium a voice called, "A good dose of humility!"

Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you. James 4:10

The Accuser
And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, "Now the salvation and the power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, who accuses them before our God day and night." Revelation 12:10

But whom you forgive anything, I forgive also…in order that no advantage be taken of us by Satan; for we are not ignorant of his schemes. 2 Corinthians 2:10, 11

For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation; but the sorrow of the world produces death. 2 Corinthians 7:10

Suppose that the believer does not take advantage of his victorious position in Christ. Suppose he refuses to use the spiritual defenses provided. Suppose the believer sins. What then?

You would think that Satan, having led the person into sin, would then leave him to suffer the consequences; but this is not what happens. Satan has one more stratagem that can make the disobedient Christian doubly defeated. We read about it in Zechariah 3.

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right hand to accuse him. And the Lord said to Satan, "The Lord rebuke you, Satan! Indeed, the Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?"

Now Joshua was clothed with filthy garments and standing before the angel. And he spoke and said to those who were standing before him saying, "Remove the filthy garments from him." Again he said to him, "See, I have taken your iniquity away from you and will clothe you with festal robes." Then I said, "Let them put a clean turban on his head." So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him with garments, while the angel of the Lord was standing by.

And the angel of the Lord admonished Joshua saying, "Thus says the Lord of hosts, ‘If you will walk in My ways, and if you will perform My service, then you will also govern My house and also have charge of My courts, and I will grant you free access among these who are standing here…’"

SATAN’S TARGET---YOUR HEART AND CONSCIENCE 
This scene, unlike the other three we have examined, is in heaven. The setting is that of a courtroom: God is the Judge, Joshua the high priest is the defendant, and Satan is the prosecutor trying to prove Joshua guilty. Satan appears to have a case, because Joshua is wearing filthy garments and the high priest was always to wear clean clothes. The prophet Zechariah had this vision at a time when the nation of Israel had sinned against the Lord. The people had returned to Palestine after their Babylonian captivity, and there was hope that the nation would obey God and serve him. But sad to say, they had not learned their lesson. When you read the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, and the prophecies of Zechariah, Haggai, and Malachi, you discover that the Jewish men were divorcing their wives and marrying heathen women; that Jewish merchants were charging their brethren exorbitant interest rates; and that even the priests were robbing god and keeping the best of the sacrifices for themselves.

This explains why Joshua’s priestly garments were dirty. He represented the people before God, and the people were sinful. Satan knew that they were sinful, and he protested to God that Israel should be judged. You can imagine Satan’s arguments:

"Have you considered your servants in Israel, that they are a rebellious and disobedient people? You chastened them in Babylon, hoping to teach them obedience. Now they have returned to their land by your goodness---and they are disobeying you again! You are a holy God, and Israel is supposed to be a holy people. If you are as holy and just as you claim, then you mist judge Israel. If you do not judge them, then you are not true to your own nature or your own law. Israel is guilty!"

How do you think Joshua felt during all of this trial? Certainly his heart was broken, his conscience was smitten. What defense did he have?

When you and I have disobeyed God, Satan moves in for that finishing stroke. He attacks us in our heart and conscience. "So you are a Christian! You go to church, you read your Bible, you even seek to serve the Lord. And look what you have done! If your friends at church knew what kind of a person you really were, they would throw you out!"

See how subtle and merciless Satan really is. Before we sin---while he is tempting us---he whispers, "You can get away with this!" Then after we sin, he shouts at us, "You will never get away with this!"

Have you ever heard his hateful voice in your heart and conscience? It is enough to make a Christian give up in despair!

2. SATAN’S WEAPON---ACCUSATION

When Satan talks to you about God, he lies. But when he talks to God about you, he sometimes tells the truth! He is "the accuser of our brethren." He has access to heaven, to the very throne of God’ and there he reminds God of the condition of his saints. You and I know about this accusation because we feel it in our own heart and conscience.

"See what Abraham just did! He lied about his wife!" "Did you see what David did! He committed adultery with his neighbor’s wife, and then killed her husband! Judge him! Judge him!"

"Were you listening God? Did you just hear Peter curse and swear and deny your Son three times? Are you going to let him get away with that?"

It is important that we learn to distinguish between Satan’s accusations and the Spirit’s conviction. A feeling of guilt and shame is a good thing if it comes from the Spirit of God. If we listen to the devil, it will only lead to regret and remorse and defeat.

When the Spirit of God convicts you, he uses the Word of God in love and seeks to bring you back into fellowship with your Father. When Satan accuses you, he uses your own sins in a hateful way, and he seeks to make you feel helpless and hopeless. Judas listened to the devil and went out and hanged himself. Peter looked at the face of Jesus and wept bitterly, but later came back into fellowship with Christ.

When you listen to the devil’s accusations (all of which may be true), you open yourself up to despair and spiritual paralysis. "My situation is hopeless!" I have heard more than one Christian exclaim, "I’m too far gone---the Lord could never take me back." When you have that helpless, hopeless feeling, you can be sure Satan is accusing you.

SATAN’S PURPOSE--- TO BRING AN INDICTMENT BY GOD’S WILL 
Satan wants you to feel guilty. He wants you to experience regret and remorse, but not repentance. He wants to keep accusing you so that you focus your attention on yourself and your sins. If once you look away by faith to Jesus Christ, you will repent, confess your sins, and find cleansing and restoration of fellowship. As long as you are feeling guilty, you are under indictment and you are moving farther and farther from the Lord. True conviction from the Spirit will move you closer to the Lord.

I recall a phone conversation I had with a Christian lady who had lived for several years under the indictment of guilt. She had heard me over the radio and had phoned for help. I do not know her name, but I do know that her case is typical of many Christians.

"When I was a teenager," she told me, "I got into some pretty terrible sin. A few years later, I was saved. Now I’m married and have a family. The other day the minister asked me to teach a Sunday school class, and I’d really like to, but my past keeps bothering me. I’ve been asked to teach before, and I’ve always made some kind of excuse. Do I have to keep doing this for the rest of my life?"

I asked her to get her Bible, and together (over the phone) we read the verses that I will share with you in the next section of this study. It did not take long before she was rejoicing in God’s provision for her feelings of guilt. I trust that today she is still serving the Lord.

Satan wants you to feel guilty. Your heavenly Father wants you to know that you are forgiven. Satan knows that if you live under a dark cloud of guilt, you will not be able to witness effectively or serve the Lord with power and blessing. Sad to say, there are some churches that major in guilt. They seem to feel that unless a Christian goes home from service feeling like a failure, the services have not been a blessing. "Every time we go to church," a lady wrote me, "the minister spanks us. What should we do?" To be sure, there is a place for proper spiritual conviction; but we must not major on guilt. To do so is to play right into the devil’s hands.

Paul had a situation like that in the church at Corinth. One of the members had fallen into sin and had refused to repent and make things right with God and the church. In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul told the church to discipline that man; and apparently they did, for Paul wrote,

Sufficient for such a one is this punishment which was inflicted by the majority. 2 Corinthians 2:6

At first, when this sin was detected, the Corinthian believers were very complacent and refused to act. Paul’s letter shocked them into their senses; but then they went to the other extreme and made it so hard on the offender that they would not forgive him! So Paul had to counsel them,

So that on the contrary you should rather forgive and comfort him, lest somehow such a one be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. Wherefore I urge you to reaffirm your love for him…in order that no advantage be taken of us by Satan; for we are not ignorant of his schemes. 2 Corinthians 2:7, 8, 11

Excessive guilt and sorrow can only lead to depression, despair, and defeat. Sometimes it leads to destruction; even Christians have been known to attempt suicide in order to escape satanic accusation. 

What, then, is your defense against Satan’s accusations?

YOUR DEFENSE -- THE INTERCEDING SON OF GOD 
It is true that Satan stands at our right hand to resist us and accuse us. But it is also true that Jesus Christ stands at God’s right hand to intercede for us!

My little children, I am writing these things to you that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 1 John 2:1

Our Lord finished his work on earth and returned to heaven to take up his unfinished work. What is that work? Perfecting his children and preparing them for glory.

Now the God of peace, who brought up from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep through the blood of the eternal covenant, even Jesus our Lord, equip you in every good thing to do His will, working in us that which is pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. Hebrews 13:20, 21

This perfecting ministry has two aspects to it. As our High Priest, Jesus Christ intercedes for us and provides the grace that we need when we are tested and tempted. If by faith we turn to him and come to the throne of grace, he will see us through to victory. But if we yield to temptation and sin, then he ministers as our Advocate to forgive us and restore us to fellowship once again.

If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:9

Picture once again the courtroom scene in heaven. God the Judge is on his throne. Joshua the high priest stands before God and is dressed in filthy robes. He is guilty. Satan stands at Joshua’s right hand to resist him and accuse him. Before Jesus Christ is at God’s right hand to represent Joshua and to restore him! This explains why Jesus returned to heaven with wounds (not scars) in his body. Those wounds are the everlasting evidence that he died for us. God was merciful and gracious to save us when we first trusted Christ, but he is "faithful and righteous" to forgive us when we confess our sins to him. He is faithful to keep his promise, and he is righteous or just because Christ died for our sins and paid the price of our forgiveness. As sinners, we are saved from wrath by God’s grace and mercy. As children of God who have disobeyed him, we are forgiven by God’s faithfulness and justice.

Did God close his eyes to the reality of Joshua’s sins? Of course not! God will never defend his children’s sins---but he will defend his children. When Abraham disobeyed and went down to Egypt, and there lied about his wife, God did not defend Abraham’s sins; but he did defend Abraham. He kept the ruler from defiling Sarah, and he helped Abraham get out of the land safely. Abraham suffered the consequences of that adventure; for Egypt gave Lot a taste of the world, and this led to Lot’s backsliding and down fall. The Egyptian maid, Hagar, that Sarah brought along cause problems in the home and eventually had to be cast out. But God still ruled and overruled to accomplish his purposes with Abraham and Sarah.

When you listen to Satan’s accusation, you will focus your attention on yourself and your sins; and this will only lead to defeat and despair. But when you listen to the Holy Spirit’s conviction, you will look by faith to Jesus Christ in heaven, your Advocate at the throne of God. You will remember that he died for you and that God cannot reject you, because you belong to Christ. It is because of the heavenly intercession of the Son of God that you and I can defeat Satan’s accusations.

Note the stages in the experience of Joshua the high priest. First, there is Satan’s resistance. The accuser names Joshua’s sins at the throne of God and calls for a holy God to judge Joshua. Stage two is God’s rebuke of Satan. 

And the Lord said to Satan, "The Lord rebuke you, Satan! Indeed, the Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?" Zechariah 3:2

Note that God’s rebuke of Satan is based on his grace toward his people. You and I have been saved by grace. God’s grace does not depend on human merit. Jesus Christ went through the fires of judgment that he might pluck us from the burning. Our relationship to God is not based on law or merit; it is based wholly on grace. Grace means that God accepts us in Jesus Christ, not in ourselves.

The third stage of Joshua’s restoration. God ordered them to remove the filthy clothes and put holy garments upon the high priest. He even put that "holy turban" on his head, the one with the gold plate at the front that read "Holy unto the Lord" (see Exodus 28:26). God did not even put Joshua on probation! He told him to return to the Temple and carry on his service for the Lord!

Resistance---rebuke---restoration: these are the stages in the experience of confessing sin and returning to fellowship with God. Satan will accuse you, but do not listen to him. Turn by faith to Jesus Christ your Advocate, and confess your sins to him. Depend on what God’s Word says, not on how you feel. Rest on the grace of God---he has chosen you, and he will not forsake you. Charles Wesley has put all of this into a beautiful hymn.

Depth of mercy! Can there be Mercy still reserved for me! Can my God His wrath forbear,

Me, the chief of sinners spare! I have long withstood His grace, Long provoked Him to His face,

Would not hearken to His calls. Grieved Him by a thousand falls. Lord, incline me to repent;

Let me now my sins lament; Now my foul revolt deplore, Weep, believe, and sin no more.

Still for me the Savior stands, Holding forth His wounded hands;

God is love! I know, I feel, Jesus weeps and loves me still.

Unconfessed sin in our lives is a foothold for Satan. He can use that sin as the basis for accusation. The longer he accuses, the greater that sin becomes in our own eyes. It becomes so big that it covers the face of God and hides his grace and his love. We do not experience feelings of conviction that bring us back to God, but feelings of condemnation that convince us that we cannot go back. Guilt becomes in Sata’s hands a terrible weapon that destroys our joy, our peace, and our fellowship with God. Our hope fades. We are swallowed up by despair. Then Satan’s voice says to us, "Curse God and die!"

Do not listen to the voice of the devil! Instead, listen to the voice of God. Turn to the Word and believe what God says. Rest assure that your Advocate in heaven is waiting to forgive you and restore you. To delay admitting and confessing sin is only to give Satan a greater opportunity to damage your life and ministry.

He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion. Proverbs 28:13

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#14 The Overwhelming Victory! Romans 8:31-39
About the only time I play golf these days is when I play with one of my two sons, Eric or Gregory. On one occasion, we were walking to the club house just before we were to tee off. Knowing I had not played for some time, Eric offered me a word of advice: “Dad, until you build up your confidence, why don’t you drive with an iron at first?” “Eric,” I responded, “I have all the confidence in the world. What I lack is ability.”

Confidence can be a very good thing. It can also be a mill stone around one’s neck. Being confident simply is not enough. The crucial issue is in whom, or in what, is our confidence. Ill-founded confidence is deadly. Well-founded confidence is proper and good.

Some Christians have no confidence at all, believing that with one slip, one sin, they are out of the faith. Agonizing their way through life, they hope no sin has gone unnoticed and unconfessed; if so, they fear they will not get to heaven. 
These Christians desperately need the confidence of which Paul speaks in Romans 8:31-39: “What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us? {32} He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things? {33} Who will bring a charge against God's elect? God is the one who justifies; {34} who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us. {35} Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? {36} Just as it is written, "FOR THY SAKE WE ARE BEING PUT TO DEATH ALL DAY LONG; WE WERE CONSIDERED AS SHEEP TO BE SLAUGHTERED." {37} But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us. {38} For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, {39} nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Other Christians have great confidence but in the wrong thing. The lyrics of a popular “Christian” song say something like: “I have determined … to be invincible …” This song writer has far too much confidence—in himself. 

The writer should spend some time in Romans 7 and 8 where the fallibility of the Christian is in view. When the reality of Romans 7:24 settles in on the believer, self-confidence is seen to be both foolish and sinful.

In our text, Paul gives us every reason to be confident, not in ourselves but in our salvation and in the sovereign God who is accomplishing it. Heed well Paul’s words here. They offer hope and confidence in the midst of a fallen world. To everyone who is in Christ by faith, they are words of comfort and reassurance.

Paul makes two main points in our text which provide us with the key to the structure of his argument. In verses 31-34, the emphasis is on “no condemnation.” In verses 35-39, Paul stresses “no separation” from the love of Christ our Lord. The structure can be outlined in this way:

(1) No condemnation (verses 31-34)

(2) No separation (verses 35-39)

Beginning with some general observations of our passage as a whole will provide additional insight to our study. 

(1) This passage is a conclusion. These verses are the final verses of Paul’s argument in Romans 5-8 dealing with the present and future outworkings of justification by faith. In Romans 9-11 Paul will deal with Israel and the Gentiles in God’s eternal plan of salvation. These final words of chapter 8 are thus the conclusion, not only to chapter 8 but to the first 8 chapters.

(2) The closing verses return to the theme with which Paul began chapter 8—“no condemnation.” Verse 1 began by assuring the Christian that there is “no condemnation.” Verses 31-39 close with that same assurance.

(3) The mood of the passage is that of confident praise.
(4) This passage is God-centered. Paul speaks of a confidence and assurance based in God.

(5) The confidence and assurance is for Christians, for those who are in Christ. “We” and “us” refer to Christians. Paul is writing to Christians concerning the confidence they have in Christ. No confidence or assurance is offered to the non-believer here or elsewhere in the Bible.

(6) Those things which are dreaded, and from which the Christian is delivered, are all the consequences of sin. Accusation, condemnation, and separation from God are all divine judgments for sin. Our text thus offers the Christian assurance that he is delivered from the consequences of sin.

(7) The cross of Jesus Christ is the basis for our deliverance and confidence. God’s love for us is evidenced at the cross. Our justification was achieved at the cross. Our confidence is in God and in the cross of Christ.

(8) Paul uses a question and answer format. Verses 31-35 all contain one or more questions. The questions are personal, “Who?” rather than impersonal, “What?” The confidence and comfort Paul wishes his Christian reader to experience results from the fact that there is no answer. The question, “Who will bring a charge against God’s elect?” (verse 33), gives great comfort because there is no answer. No one will bring a charge against us. This is true also of his other questions.217
What Then Shall We Say to These Things? (8:31)

What things is Paul referring to by the expression, “these things”? Since verses 31-39 serve as the conclusion to all of chapters 1-8, we could rightly think of “these things” as Paul’s teaching on the sinfulness of man, the salvation of God, and the hope of the Christian. In the more immediate context of Romans 8, we could include the promise of no condemnation (8:1), the provision of the Holy Spirit (8:4-27), and the sovereignty of God in salvation (8:28-30). I personally believe Paul is referring primarily to the sovereignty of God in our salvation which he has just taught in Romans 8:28-30.

The question Paul asks here explores the implications of what he has been teaching to this point. It also conveys a very important inference: REVELATION REQUIRES MAN’S RESPONSE. Paul does not ask, “Shall we say something?” Instead, he asks, “What shall we say …?” In Paul’s mind, it is necessary for us to say something in response to what God has revealed through him. God’s Word is not information to be filed away. It is not given to us as an academic exercise. The Word of God is given to us to act upon and to obey. Romans 8:31-39 is the bottom line of the doctrines taught thus far. 

If God Is for Us, Who Is Against Us? (8:31)

The “if” here is not “iffy.”218 It could just as well be translated “since.” The New Jerusalem Bible renders Paul’s question this way: “With God on our side, who can be against us?”

The first part of the question is therefore the premise. The second part of the question is the conclusion. 
Let us consider the premise first.

God is for us. In the context, the “us” must mean, “those of us who are in Christ.” God is “for” His children. He is “for us” in the sense that He has chosen us, predestined us to be conformed to the image of His Son, Jesus Christ, and He has called and justified us (Romans 8:28-30). He is at work, causing all things to work together for our good. Our “good” includes our present process of sanctification and our ultimate destiny in our adoption as sons of God. God is bringing about the good which He has purposed for us.

This statement, “God is for us,” cannot be interpreted or applied apart from His purpose (8:28). God is not “for us” in some nebulous, undefined way. We do not have the promise that God will deal with us in any way that we ask or desire. The prosperity gospelizers promise a God who is a kind of magic genie, as though we need but inform Him how He can serve us. God is “for us” in a way that produces the “good” He has purposed and prepared for us in eternity past. It is God’s prerogative to define “good,” not ours.

Based upon the premise that God is “for us,” Paul presses us to consider the implications. “If God is for us [as He most certainly is], who is against us?” Paul is not suggesting that we have no opposition. We all know that the Christian will have many adversaries. Paul’s question is designed to point out the puniness of any opponent in light of the fact that God is our proponent.

One of my favorite movies, “The Bear,” has in the final scenes a little grizzly cub being attacked by a mountain lion. The life of the little cub seems to be in great danger as the mountain lion moves in for the kill. Suddenly, the baby bear rears up on its hind legs letting out the fiercest growl it can muster. Amazingly, the mountain lion shrinks back! The camera then slowly draws back to reveal just behind the cub a massive grizzly, reared on his hind legs, delivering a fierce warning to the mountain lion. The cub’s enemy was great. But in the protective shadow of the great grizzly, that mountain lion was nothing. With the giant grizzly as its protection, who was this mere mountain lion? With God on our side, who could possibly be an opponent who would cause us to shrink back in fear? The sovereignty of a God who is “for us” provides a new perspective on anyone or anything which threatens to oppose or destroy us.

He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things? (Romans 8:32).

The certainty of God’s faithful provision for all of our needs is in view in this question. It is an argument based on the greater and the lesser: if God did not hesitate to give us the greatest gift of all, certainly He can be counted on to freely give us lesser gifts. The New Jerusalem Bible renders Paul’s words this way:

Since God did not spare his own Son, but gave him up to benefit us all, we may be certain, after such a gift, that he will not refuse anything he can give.

Mortal minds will never fathom the sacrifice which the Father made to bring about the redemption of His chosen ones. For the Son, it meant the rejection of the nation Israel, the physical agony of the cross, and the ultimate pain, the separation from His Father which was the penalty He paid for our sins. For the Father, it meant giving up His Son, allowing sinful men to nail Him to a cross, and having to pour out His wrath on His beloved One. 

The Son willingly endured the agony of the cross in order to do the will of His Father and to bring glory to Him. The Father willingly gave up His Son so that by means of His sacrifice the Son might be glorified (see John 17:1-5; Philippians 2:5-11). Imagine the heart of the Father as He heard the plea of His Son in the Garden of Gethsemene. Amazing love, how can it be, that Thou, My God, should die for me? 

Contemporary theology, using the term loosely, tries to make the cross of Christ the measure of our worth to God: “We were worth so much to God that He sent His Son to die for us.” This misses the point altogether. It turns the spotlight, the focus, from God to man. The cross of Calvary is not the measure of our worth; it is the measure of God’s love. That is what Paul wants us to see here. The cross imputes worth to sinners who receive the gift of salvation. The cross is not the evidence of our worth but the source of our worth. We are worthy because Christ died for us. Christ did not die for us because we were worthy.
Having gone this far, allow me to question another popular, but erroneous, theme in contemporary Christian thinking. How many times have you heard someone say something like: “If I were the only one in the world to believe in Him, Christ would have died for me.” This is man-centered thinking. This is sentimental foolishness! It is not biblical truth. 

We know from Romans 8:28-30 and other biblical texts that it was a sovereign God who purposed to save men. It was this God who chose some for salvation. Those whom He foreknew, these He called, justified, and glorified. Christ did not die to save an unknown group of people. Christ died to save those whom He chose. Thus, Paul writes here in verse 32 that God “delivered Him up for us all.” 
He died to save “all” those whom He purposed to save. For any Christian to think that God sent His Son to save only one is to give oneself far too much credit. God knew whom He would save, and when He gave up His Son, it was to procure the salvation of “all” those whom He chose. Let us realign our thinking with the Scriptures, and cease to rearrange the Scriptures to suit our self-centered preferences.

If God gave up His beloved Son, His precious Son, then it is not difficult to believe that He will “freely” give us “all things.” The “all things” must, however, be limited to all those things which are essential to bring about the “good” He has purposed for us. And these things are freely given “with Him.” 

In a cafeteria, you may take any item of food you like and pay for each one. In a restaurant, various main dishes are listed, usually under a meat dish. Whether you order fish, pork chops, or a T-bone steak certain foods come with it. With your meat order, there is the choice of a salad or soup, some form of potato or rice, a vegetable, rolls or bread. You pay for the meat, as it were, and the rest is given freely.

That is the way it is with the blessings of God. The “meat” is justification by faith, through the shed blood of Jesus Christ. Along with Christ’s provision, God supplies every other need, “all things.” This He does freely. We dare not ask for the extras if we have not ordered the meat. We dare not expect God to bless us and provide for our needs unless we have received His gift of salvation in Christ. There are some who like their religion “cafeteria style.” They would like to pass up the meat, Jesus Christ, and take those blessings of God which fulfill their desires. It cannot be done. God will not allow it. We must, as our Lord said, seek first God’s kingdom and His righteousness, in Christ, and then all these things will be added (see Matthew 6:33).

Who will bring a charge against God’s elect? God is the one who justifies. Who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? Just as it is written, FOR THY SAKE WE ARE BEING PUT TO DEATH ALL DAY LONG; WE WERE CONSIDERED AS SHEEP TO BE SLAUGHTERED.” But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:33-39).

These verses have a distinctly judicial flavor. We are being taken into a court of law so that we may be shown that there is no condemnation for those who are “in Christ Jesus” (see 8:1). Imagine that we are in the courtroom as we attempt to grasp the message Paul conveys in these verses. 

Most of us know what the courtroom is like from watching Perry Mason on television. At the front of the courtroom, the judge is seated. He will be the one who hears the testimony, views the evidence, and pronounces the verdict.219 To the left of the judge, the prosecution is seated. The task of the prosecutor is to make accusations against the accused and to prove that they are legitimate charges. To the right of the judge sits the defendant—the one who is to be accused. And at the side of the accused is seated the counsel for the defense, whose job it is to argue on behalf of the accused in his defense.

Before considering the courtroom scene Paul describes here, we must first be reminded of a fundamental truth without which Paul’s words fail to make their point. Just as God has ordained that there is no other Savior than Jesus Christ, so there is no other Judge than Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ has two roles. The first is that as Savior. The second is that of Judge. All who receive Him as Savior need never fear facing His sentence of condemnation as the Judge of all the earth. Those who reject Him as Savior most certainly will be condemned by Him as their Judge. These two roles of our Lord—Savior and Judge—are both claimed by our Lord:

“For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world; but that the world should be saved through Him” (John 3:17).

“For not even the Father judges anyone, but He has given all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22).

“And He gave Him authority to execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man” (John 5:27). 

And straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?” And she said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go your way; from now on sin no more” (John 8:10-11).

“And if anyone hears My sayings, and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world. He who rejects Me, and does not receive My sayings, has one who judges him; the word I spoke is what will judge him at the last day” (John 12:47-48). 

At first it seems that our Lord’s words are contradictory. He did not come to judge, and yet He will judge. This difficulty is easily explained in the light of our Lord’s two comings. The purpose of our Lord’s first coming was not to come as the Judge to condemn sinners. The purpose of His first coming was to make an atonement for the sins of men. When He came the first time, He came to save. This is why He would not condemn the sinful woman caught in the act of adultery. But when He comes again, He comes to judge the earth and to condemn all who have rejected God’s salvation through His shed blood. The Lord is either one’s Savior or one’s Judge. If He is your Savior, He will not be your Judge, who will pronounce God’s condemnation upon you. If you reject Him as Savior, He will most certainly be your Judge. In fact, you are already condemned according to our Lord.

It is this truth—that God has made Jesus either one’s Savior or his Judge—that Paul builds upon in verses 33 and 34. Ponder this courtroom scene for a moment. Outside of faith in Jesus Christ, every man is a guilty sinner. When judgment day comes, he must sit in the defendant’s seat, the seat of the accused. The Lord Jesus Christ is the Judge, the One whom the sinner has scorned and rejected. The Lord Jesus is also the prosecutor. The accused sinner has no defense. He is, as Paul has said earlier in Romans, “without excuse” (1:20; 2:1).

But salvation changes all this. The courtroom scene becomes vastly different. The forgiven sinner need not sit in the defendant’s chair. This is because the prosecutor cannot press any charges. The Father, the Judge, has already pronounced us to be righteous, justified by faith. How could the Judge condemn us? Jesus Christ has already been condemned in our place. He was raised from the dead, and He now is at the right hand of the Father interceding for us. 

The picture is something like this. The Father’s beloved Son, who would have been our prosecutor, has taken our place and has paid the penalty for our sin. More than this, having been raised from the dead, the prosecutor has left His seat and has seated Himself beside us, committed to our defense and pleading with the Father on our behalf. 

The force of Paul’s argument now begins to emerge. The only One who could have accused us has resigned His post. The only One who could have condemned us as a righteous Judge has brought about our salvation. Our dreaded foe, viewed from the perspective of the unbeliever, has now become our beloved Defender. The only one who can mete out divine punishment has meted it out on His own Son so that we might be saved. Who, then, can accuse us? Who, then, can condemn us? No one can legitimately accuse us. No one can rightfully condemn us. The One who was our Judge has become our Justifier.

C. K. Barrett, in his commentary on Romans, has caught the force of Paul’s argument. It is reflected in his translation of these verses:

Who can bring a charge against God’s elect? God—who justifies us? Who condemns us? Christ Jesus—who died, or rather was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who actually is interceding on our behalf?220
Paul’s theology and terminology are hardly new and not exclusively New Testament. Note the similarity in thought of these words, found in the Old Testament prophecy of Isaiah:

The Lord God has given Me the tongue of disciples, That I may know how to sustain the weary one with a word. He awakens Me morning by morning, He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple. The Lord GOD has opened My ear; And I was not disobedient, Nor did I turn back. I gave My back to those who strike Me, And My cheeks to those who pluck out the beard; I did not cover My face from humiliation and spitting. For the Lord God helps Me, Therefore, I am not disgraced; Therefore, I have set My face like flint, And I know that I shall not be ashamed. He who vindicates Me is near; Who will contend with Me? Let us stand up to each other; Who has a case against Me? Let him draw near to Me. Behold, the Lord God helps Me; Who is he who condemns Me? Behold, they will all wear out like a garment; The moth will eat them. Who is among you that fears the Lord, That obeys the voice of His servant, That walks in darkness and has no light? Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God (Isaiah 50:4-10). 

The important thing to notice in this passage is that the One who is the “disciple” is none other than Israel’s Messiah. His confidence in God is the basis for His boldness in enduring the rejection of men. Because God is on His side, he does not fear ill-treatment from men. He is willing to commit His life to the God who is His Defender. With God on His side, the Messiah was both willing and able to face a world that would reject and persecute Him. This confidence, which sustained our Lord, is that same confidence which is also able to sustain every saint.

In Deuteronomy 28, God tells Israel that the very things Paul has named are those which God has promised to bring upon His people, if they do not obey His Word:

“Because you did not serve the Lord your God with joy and a glad heart, for the abundance of all things; therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the Lord shall send against you, in hunger, in thirst, in nakedness, and in the lack of all things; and He will put an iron yoke on your neck until He has destroyed you (Deuteronomy 28:47-48). 

Adversity in the life of the believer should stimulate him to some introspection, to give thought as to whether God might be disciplining him for some known sin. 
This, I believe, is implied in the New Testament as well:

Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; and the prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him (James 5:14-15).

Even when God does bring adversity into our lives because of sin, it should not result in doubts concerning the love of God. Discipline is an evidence of God’s love as the writer to the Hebrews makes clear (see Hebrews 12:1-13). 

But besides correction for specific sins, God has yet another purpose for affliction and calamity. It is a constructive purpose. It is a purpose designed to produce our good, just as Romans 8:28 says. God has not only purposed adversity for correction but also for the advancement of the gospel. Paul’s quotation from Psalm 44 in verse 36 emphasizes the role of the suffering of the righteous in the accomplishment of God’s purposes. Note the broader context of the verse which Paul has cited:

Psalm 44 (For the choir director. A Maskil of the sons of Korah.) O God, we have heard with our ears, Our fathers have told us, The work that Thou didst in their days, In the days of old. Thou with Thine own hand didst drive out the nations; Then Thou didst plant them; Thou didst afflict the peoples, Then Thou didst spread them abroad. For by their own sword they did not possess the land; And their own arm did not save them; But Thy right hand, and Thine arm, and the light of Thy presence, For Thou didst favor them. Thou art my King, O God; Command victories for Jacob. Through Thee we will push back our adversaries; Through Thy name we will trample down those who rise up against us. For I will not trust in my bow, Nor will my sword save me. But Thou hast saved us from our adversaries, And Thou hast put to shame those who hate us. In God we have boasted all day long, And we will give thanks to Thy name forever. Selah. 

Yet Thou hast rejected us and brought us to dishonor, And dost not go out with our armies. Thou dost cause us to turn back from the adversary; And those who hate us have taken spoil for themselves. Thou dost give us as sheep to be eaten, And hast scattered us among the nations. Thou dost sell Thy people cheaply, And hast not profited by their sale. Thou dost make us a reproach to our neighbors, A scoffing and a derision to those around us. Thou dost make us a byword among the nations, A laughingstock among the peoples. All day long my dishonor is before me, And my humiliation has overwhelmed me, Because of the voice of him who reproaches and reviles, Because of the presence of the enemy and the avenger. All this has come upon us, but we have not forgotten Thee, And we have not dealt falsely with Thy covenant. Our heart has not turned back, And our steps have not deviated from Thy way, Yet Thou hast crushed us in a place of jackals, And covered us with the shadow of death. If we had forgotten the name of our God, Or extended our hands to a strange god; Would not God find this out? For He knows the secrets of the heart. But for Thy sake we are killed all day long; We are considered as sheep to be slaughtered. Arouse Thyself, why dost Thou sleep, O Lord? Awake, do not reject us forever. Why dost Thou hide Thy face, And forget our affliction and our oppression? For our soul has sunk down into the dust; Our body cleaves to the earth. Rise up, be our help, And redeem us for the sake of Thy lovingkindness.

In verses 1-3, the psalmist expresses confidence in God based upon His past deliverances. It was God who brought Israel into the land, drove out their enemies, and planted His people in their place. In verses 4-8, the psalmist expresses confidence in God to do the same in his own time. Verses 9-16 introduce the dilemma. The psalmist’s experience has not been that of his forefathers as described in verses 1-3. God has not delivered His people as expected (verses 4-8). Instead, Israel has been defeated and oppressed. Many of the calamities listed by Paul in Romans 8:35 have come upon Israel.

The psalmist’s great problem is now laid before God in verses 17-22. If Israel had sinned, then these calamities would be understandable. If Israel had rejected God and rebelled against His law, then the defeat of Israel at the hand of her enemies would be understandable. But Israel had not rebelled, for once. Israel was trusting in God and obeying His law. In spite of their trust in God, the psalmist described their condition:

But for Thy sake we are killed all day long; We are considered as sheep to be slaughtered (Psalm 44:22).

The solution to the psalmist’s agony is to be found in the words “for Thy sake.” Suffering is not always for sin’s sake (discipline). Suffering is also for God’s sake. Suffering is one of the means through which God achieves His purposes. It must be so if God causes “all things” to work together for good. It was true for the Messiah. He must suffer much at the hands of His people in order to make an atonement for sin. The experience of our Lord was not an exception, but rather a pattern, an example:

Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and gentle, but also to those who are unreasonable. For this finds favor, if for the sake of conscience toward God a man bears up under sorrows when suffering unjustly. For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you endure it with patience? But if when you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, this finds favor with God. For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, (1 Peter 2:18-21).

Paul’s words in verse 37 of our text spell out the principle which underlies Psalm 44: “But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.”

It is a paradox, but it is true. It is consistent with the way God works. We save our lives by giving them up. We lead by serving others. We conquer by being conquered. Our Lord’s death at Calvary seemed to be a defeat, but in God’s wisdom it was the defeat of Satan, sin, and death.

Christians want to think of victory in terms of winning. We like to think that Christ’s power and purposes are most evident when we win, when we overcome our opponents. Paul simply underscores a principle which has always governed God’s work: God uses apparent defeat to produce ultimate victory. God uses the suffering of His saints to make them conquerors—more than conquerors.

We overwhelmingly conquer “in all these things”; we conquer through these things. We are victorious when we suffer the calamities of life, in faith, trusting in God, knowing that He is accomplishing His purposes through our affliction. If suffering was God’s will for His sinless, beloved Son, is it not also His will for His sons, the sons of God? And the very One who is giving us the victory is the one “who loved us,” who loved us through the suffering and death of His Son. Our confidence must not end when the going gets tough. The testing of our faith really begins here.

The expression “overwhelmingly conquer” needs to be pondered. The Bible does not promise to make “copers” of us, but conquerors. It is not enough to muddle through life merely enduring our adversity. God does not promise to take us out of our afflictions, but He does promise that we will emerge from them victorious. We will be victorious in the sense that we will grow in our faith, hope and love. We will conquer in that we will become more like Christ due to our sufferings. We will conquer in that God’s purposes will be achieved through us and others will see the grace of God at work in our lives. 

But we do not just conquer; Paul says that we will “overwhelmingly” conquer. How does one overwhelmingly conquer? I think I have a small grasp of what this means. I believe we overwhelmingly conquer as the sons of God. When God created man, Adam and Eve, and put him on the earth, he was created to reflect God’s image. The fall greatly marred this image of God in man. God has purposed our salvation to restore this image. 
Paul has written in verse 29 that we are predestined to become conformed to the image of Christ. Man was originally to reflect the image of God by subduing the earth and ruling over it, in God’s name. We, as the sons of God, with Christ, will have a part in the conquest and restoration of the earth. This is that for which all of creation eagerly awaits (8:20-23). 

Paul now tells us that no created thing will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ (8:30). Creation will not overcome us, Paul is saying; we shall overcome it. Not only will we safely endure and grow in the midst of any opposition or suffering which part of this fallen creation imposes on us, we will eventually overcome it and have a part in ruling over it, with Christ. That is what I believe Paul means when he says “we overwhelmingly conquer.”

Verses 38 and 39 list some of the dimensions of created things which will not overcome us. The list is intended to be all-inclusive, and so it is. Neither “death” nor “life” shall overcome us.221 For some, death is the dreaded enemy. Christ came to deliver us from the “fear of death” which holds men in bondage (Hebrews 2:15). For others, life is the dreaded enemy, and death seems to be a door of escape. Those who think this way are tempted by suicidal thoughts.

The next category of created things is that of “angels and principalities.” If Paul is following the pattern he established above with death and life, then he is attempting to encompass the entire spectrum of celestial beings. He would especially be referring to those angelic beings which are fallen and which seek to destroy us. Satan would be included in this category.222
The next category of created things is that of events, whether “present” or future (“things to come”).223 It is interesting to think of events as something created, but in a very real sense they are. If God is sovereign, as He surely is, and He has mapped out history from eternity past then we must say that God created history. Prophecy is based upon this fact. Thus, in light of Romans 8:28, we must say that the events we presently face, along with those we shall face in the future, have been created by God for our good. And so it is that these things cannot separate us from the love of God in Christ.

The list of created things ends with “powers, height, depth, nor any other created thing.” There is considerable question as to what Paul meant by the term “powers.” It may refer to mighty works of power, miraculous works, or it may refer to powers. I am presently inclined to understand Paul’s words as Barrett does when he renders Paul’s words here,

For I am confident that neither death nor life, neither angels nor their princes, neither things present nor things to come, nor spiritual powers, whether above or below the level of the earth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.224
God is the Creator. He is also the sovereign ruler over all creation. Nothing happens but that which He has ordained to bring about His purpose. Nothing in all creation falls outside of His control, and thus we can be assured that His purposes will be achieved. We can have absolute confidence that we will be more than conquerors regardless of what may come our way. 

This confidence is the possession of every Christian, of every one who is the object of God’s love. And this love of God is manifested only in and through Jesus Christ. We cannot be assured of His love apart from faith in His Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus is the evidence of God’s love. He is the sole expression of God’s love with regard to salvation. To reject Jesus Christ is to spurn the love of God. To receive Jesus Christ as Savior is to be confident that nothing in all the world can separate us from His love in Christ.

Conclusion

Having studied our text of Romans 8:31-39, let me leave you with some avenues for future thought, study, prayer, and application.

First, the sovereignty of God is the basis for our security. We dare not be confident in ourselves. This would be folly. We dare not doubt that we shall be more than conquerors. This would be to deny His Word and to distrust God. We, like Paul, should be absolutely convinced concerning these things, based upon the Word of God. Our security is rooted in God, in His sovereignty, and in His unfailing love.

Today self-confidence is looked upon as a virtue and lack of self-assurance as a vice. Even in Christian circles we are being told how we can raise our children so that they feel good about themselves, are self-assured, and confident. The Bible calls for humility, not pride; for dependence on God, not self-sufficiency. Let us beware of seeking that which God’s Word condemns. Let us look to God, to God alone. He is our refuge and strength. In Him, and Him alone, is our confidence.
Second, our security and confidence in God is the basis for our service. It is not doubt, nor fear, nor guilt which should motivate our service, but a confidence in God mixed with deep and abiding gratitude. Because we are secure in Christ, we may serve. We need not focus on ourselves but on Him. Since He is the “author and finisher of our faith,” we must “fix our eyes on Him” (Hebrews 12:1-2).

Third, our security is never an excuse for sloppiness. Some would abuse the doctrine of God’s sovereignty and the believer’s security. They would sinfully suggest that since God is in control, it matters not what we do. This is just the opposite of the truth. God’s sovereignty is the basis for our diligence and obedience. If we trust in ourselves, this would be folly, because we will fail. But when we trust in God, we know that we ultimately cannot fail and that our efforts are not in vain.

Fourth, the Scriptures never raise any doubt that God will finish what He started at salvation (see Philippians 1:6). The question raised in Scripture is not, “Will the saints endure to the end?” The question is rather, “Are we sure that we are in Christ?” The security of the believer is never brought into question in the Scriptures. Whether or not we are a believer is a question which is raised, and rightly so. 

Fifth, the basis for our salvation and our security is found in the work of Christ on the cross of Calvary. Did you notice that every fear, every dread, in this text is the result of sin? And did you notice as well that every cure goes back to the cross of Calvary? Here is God’s means of redemption. Here is the measure of His love. Here is the assurance and confidence that God’s purposes and promises will never fail. No wonder we must continually go back to the cross. We should never grow weary of going back to the cross. Here is where our salvation began. Here is where it was finished. That God sent Jesus to the cross is the measure of His love for us. That God would raise Jesus from the dead is the measure of His power. When such love and power meet, we, as sons of God, have every reason to be confident.
Finally, the security of the believer requires a response. Paul’s conclusion reminds us that biblical revelation requires a response. The security of the believer in the sovereign love of God should produce humility, gratitude, dependence, confidence, and praise. Let us ponder these closing words of Romans 8, especially in contrast to the agonizing cry at the end of chapter 7. Let us savor our security, and let us stand fast, knowing that our labor in the Lord is not in vain.



(8:31-33) God, Work of—Assurance—Jesus Christ, Death: God has acted for the believer, not against him. This is the fourth assurance of deliverance. This is the greatest truth in all the world. God did not have to act for man, but He did. God loves every man, no matter his condition or sin and shame. Therefore, believers can rest assured that nothing, absolutely nothing shall ever separate them from the plan and purpose of God. God’s love is absolute. It is perfect. And God shall have His perfect love expressed by completing His perfect plan and purpose for each life. The believer can have absolute assurance that God will work all things out for his good, even things that fail and are painful to the heart. God shall deliver the believer from the struggling and suffering of this world. The true believer shall be conformed to the image of Christ and glorified with Him (Romans 8:29-30).


The point is this: God Himself is the believer’s assurance. God Himself has acted for the believer; He has done everything necessary and then more: “If God be for us, who can be against us?”


1.
God is our Savior. It was God who “spared not His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all” (Romans 8:32). The words “spared not” (ouk epheisato) mean that God did not hold back or refrain from giving His Son; He did not refuse or even hesitate to give His Son. The picture is that of God weighing man’s eternal separation from Him against the sacrifice of His Son. He had a choice to make and He made it; He deliberately chose to sacrifice His Son for us. God knew exactly what He was doing. He wanted man delivered from this struggling and suffering world, and there was only one way for man to be saved:


Someone had to bear man’s penalty for transgression and sin, which was the judgment of death.


Therefore, God handed His own Son over to die for us—in our behalf, in our stead, in our place, as our substitute. God spared not His own Son; He delivered Christ Jesus up for us all. What a glorious, marvelous, wonderful love! And just how wonderful His love is can be clearly seen in this: it was while we were sinners, acting and rebelling against God, that He gave His Son to die for us.


2.
God is our Provider. Since God has done such a great and glorious thing, how shall He not also give us all things? Giving His own Son for us was the greatest gift in all the world; therefore, He is bound to give us everything else. Nothing could ever cost God anything close to the price He has paid in giving up His Son; therefore, God shall give us everything else. Note three points.

a.
God’s provision includes spiritual, eternal, and material gifts.


The spiritual provision is the fruit of the Spirit.


The eternal provision is deliverance from the struggling and suffering of this sinful world. It is the gift of eternal life, of living gloriously conformed to the image of His dear Son, Jesus Christ (see note, pt.2— Romans 8:29 for just what this means).


The material gifts are the necessities of life (see outline— Matthew 6:25-34, and notes— Matthew 6:25-34).

b.
The provision is freely given. God’s gift of His Son was freely given; therefore, all that God provides for man is freely given. No man can merit or earn God’s provision. God provides and meets the need of the believer because He loves the believer.

c.
The provision of God comes through Christ and through Him alone. Note the words “with Him.” It is with Christ that God gives us all things. If we are with Christ, then all things are given to us. We shall be delivered from struggling and suffering. Believers can rest assured of this. No matter how much we struggle and suffer through the sin and shame of this world, God will see us through it all. He is is going to conform us to the glorious image of His Son.


3.
God is our Justifier. This is the most glorious truth: God does not charge us with sin. In fact, He does not lay anything to our charge; He justifies us.


Note the question: Who shall lay anything to the charge of God’s elect? It is God; only God can charge us with sin and shame. But note: if we have truly trusted Jesus Christ as our Savior, if we are one of God’s elect, he does not charge us with sin. He justifies us. He forgives our sin and counts us righteous in Christ Jesus. If we are God’s child, no one can charge us with anything. We are God’s; we belong to God. No one can charge, count, or doom us to be...

	
a failure


a detriment


a shame


a sinner


lost


unusable
	
an embarrassment


hopeless


helpless


defeated


unworthy


of no value



Man is not our judge; therefore, man cannot judge these things to be true of us—only God can. God is our Judge, and this is the glorious truth: God does not judge His elect. He does not lay sin and shame against His children; He justifies His children. No matter how much we have struggled and suffered through the sin and shame of this world, God delivers us. No matter how far we have fallen, no matter how discouraged we have become, if we are truly God’s child, He picks us up and justifies us in Christ Jesus and continues to conform us to the image of His dear Son. God does not leave us down and defeated, nor does He go around charging us with sin and shame. God justifies us and continues His work of forgiveness and grace in our lives. 

(8:34) Jesus Christ, Work of—Salvation: Christ does not condemn the believer. This is the fifth assurance of deliverance. Note how direct and forceful the question is: “Who is he that condemneth?” It is Christ; only Christ can condemn us for our sin and shame. But the glorious news is that Christ does not condemn us. On the contrary, the very opposite is true. Christ does four wonderful things for us.


1.
Christ has died for us. Christ is our glorious Savior. When we honestly come to Him, He does not condemn us for our sin and shame; He forgives us. He is able to forgive us because He died for us.

Our sins are a shame, for sin is rebellion against God. Sin acts against God, fights and struggles against God. Sin goes against all that God stands for. Sin is insurrection against God; it is the crime of high treason against God. Sin is the most terrible act that can be done against God.


Therefore, we deserve to be condemned by God and put to death for sin. But we do not have to face condemnation. Christ has already paid the penalty for sin. Christ has already been condemned and executed for our transgression against God. This is the glorious love of Christ. He has already died for us: in our place, in our stead, as our substitute. Therefore when we sincerely come to Christ, He does not condemn us; He loves us and forgives our sin and shame. This is the very purpose of His death—to free us from sin, from its penalty and condemnation.


2.
Christ has risen from the dead for us. Christ is our risen Lord. His resurrection does two marvelous things for the believer.


a. The resurrection of the Lord proves that God was perfectly satisfied with the death of Jesus Christ. What Christ did—His dying for our sins—was acceptable to God; therefore, God has accepted Jesus’ death for us. God has approved His dying for us. God’s divine justice was perfectly satisfied with Christ dying for us. This is clearly seen in the resurrection of Jesus Christ: if God had not been satisfied, He would have left Jesus in the grave. But thank God, God was satisfied, so He raised up Jesus to live forever as the Sovereign Savior of the world.


b. The resurrection of the Lord gives the believer a new life, making the believer a new creature and a new man.


3.
Christ has been exalted for us. He is our exalted Lord. He sits face to face with God at His right hand. This gives two assurances to the believer.


a. The believer shall also be exalted into the presence of God. Just as Christ lives face to face with God, the believer shall also live face to face with God throughout all eternity.


b. The Lord Jesus Christ is exalted as the Sovereign and majestic Lord of the universe. He is the Ruler who reigns and rules over all, who possesses all might and power and is full of all wisdom and truth. He is the One who is going to destroy and utterly eliminate sin and evil in the world. He is the One who is going to establish a kingdom of righteousness and justice, love and truth in the new heavens and earth.


Note: it is Jesus Christ (and not another) who rules and reigns over the universe. This stirs enormous assurance in the hearts of genuine believers. Why? Because Jesus Christ has demonstrated His glorious love and care for the world. He not only can, but He will look after us and work all things out for good until He returns (Romans 8:28). The control of evil in the world and our lives are under His care. He is working all things out for good to those of us who truly love Him and are called according to His purpose (Romans 8:28).


4.
Christ makes intercession for us before the throne of God. He is our great Intercessor, our Mediator and Advocate who stands between God and man. It is Christ Jesus who brings us to God and who makes redemption, even the forgiveness of our sins, possible (Ephes. 1:7).

It is His advocacy, the advocacy of His death and resurrection for us, that forgives our sins.

It is His intercession, the intercession of His death and resurrection for us, that saves us.

It is His presence in heaven and His plea, the plea of His death and resurrection for us, that opens the door of heaven to us.


The point is this. The believer has the greatest assurance imaginable: he shall be delivered from the struggling and suffering of this world. No matter the sin and shame of his life, if he truly comes to Christ, he is not condemned. He is not judged for sin, no matter how terrible or how far he has fallen. If he will only come to Christ, Christ will deliver him. Christ will not leave him down and discouraged and defeated. Christ will not even scold or reproach him. Christ will receive His dear child with open arms.

	(8:35-37) Trials, Deliverance from—Salvation—God, Love of: Christ protects the believer from the severest circum-stances. This is the sixth assurance of deliverance, and it is the most wonderful assurance imaginable. “Who [or what] can separate us from the love of God?” Too many people, even believers, feel that God does not love them, that He just could not love them. They feel unworthy of His love, for they come too short, are too disobedient, and fail too often. How could God possibly love them when they go against His will so much? The results of such feelings are...


a sense of unworthiness


a downing of oneself


a sense of discouragement
	
an accusing of oneself


a low self-esteem


a defeated life



Note a crucial point: such feelings totally contradict Scripture. Look at the verse: “Who [or what] can separate us from the love of Christ?” There is no circumstance, no situation, no event that can cause Christ to turn away from us. No matter how terrible or severe the situation, it cannot separate the true believer from the love of Christ. Christ loves the believer regardless of the circumstance, and He longs to be reconciled to the believer. No more severe circumstance can be imagined than the ones given:

Tribulation: to undergo struggle, trials, temptation, suffering, or affliction.

Distress: to suffer anguish, trouble, strain, agony; not knowing which way to turn or what to do.

Persecution: to be abused, mocked, ridiculed, shamed, mistreated, ignored, neglected, harrassed, attacked, or injured.

Famine: to have no food, to be starving and have no way to secure food.

Nakedness: to be stripped of all clothes and earthly comforts; to be bare, having all earthly possessions taken away.

Peril: to be exposed to the most severe risks; to be confronted with the most terrible dangers to one’s body, mind, soul, property, family, and loved ones.

Sword: to be killed; to suffer martyrdom.


Just imagine a person experiencing all this. What would his thoughts be? Would he feel that he had been forsaken by God? In the midst of so much dark trouble, would he believe that God loved him?


Scripture declares loudly and clearly that God does love him. There is absolutely nothing—no matter how dark and depressing, no matter how severe—that can separate the believer from the love of Christ. Circumstances are not evidence that God does not love us. God loves us no matter what the circumstances may be.


But believers must always remember: they are going to suffer while they are in this world. In fact, the world is going to count them as sheep for the slaughter, rejecting and persecuting them (Psalm 44:22). The world is going to persecute believers as long as believers continue to live for Christ. Their lives of godliness convict the world, and the world rejects godliness. (See note, Persecution— Matthew 5:10-12 for why believers are persecuted.)


However, note what is said. No matter the circumstances, we are more than conquerors through Christ who has loved us (Romans 8:37). No matter the circumstances and their severity, Christ will carry us through all, strengthening and encouraging us. We cannot lose, no matter the severity of the situation. Christ loves us and is going to look after and take care of us. The believer can rest assured, Christ protects him from the severest circumstances:

Christ meets all the material necessities of life.

Christ gives us rest.

Christ gives us peace.

Christ provides an escape from temptation.

Christ comforts us through all trials.

Christ supplies all our needs.

Christ delivers us through persecution.

Christ delivers us into His very presence, giving us eternal life if we are martyred.

Christ cares for us no matter the situation.

Christ enables us to overcome the world.

Christ shows Himself strong in our behalf.

Christ delivers us from fear.

Christ sustains and supports the aged believer.

(8:38-39) Trials, Deliverance from—Salvation—God, Love of: Christ protects believers from the most extreme experiences and forces. This is the seventh assurance of deliverance. There is nothing in the universe that can separate the believer from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. The believer can be fully persuaded of this glorious fact. Just consider the experiences and forces mentioned by Scripture:


Not death: confronting death and leaving this world cannot separate us from Christ and His love (John 5:24).


Not life: no trial or pleasure or comfort of life, not any person nor any thing in this life can separate us from Christ and His love.


Not angels, principalities, or powers: no heavenly or spiritual creature, no being from any other dimension can separate us from Christ and His love.


Not any thing present or any thing to come: neither present events, beings or things, nor future events, beings, or things—absolutely nothing in existence or any thing in future existence—can cut us off from Christ and His love.


Not height or depth: nothing from outer space or from the depths of the earth can separate us from Christ and His love.


Note the grand finale: if there be any other creature than the ones named, that creature cannot separate us from “the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

How They Became "Winners"

The central truth of the gospel is that Jesus fought a battle that was not rightly his so we could share in a victory that is not rightly ours. What is that chorus we sing?

He paid a debt he did not owe; I owed a debt I could not pay.
I needed Someone To wash my sins away.
And now I sing a brand-new song "Amazing Grace";
Christ Jesus paid the debt That I could never pay.


Christians are often chided as "losers" in this world. In the first century, believers were reminded that not many of them were wise, influential, or of noble birth. The point of that reminder was not to humiliate but to affirm! God has deliberately chosen to take the despised and weak things of this world and to transform them into beautiful and mighty things. But it is God who does this mighty work and who receives the glory for it. Thus any beauty, honor, and power they have do not corrupt their human possessors but become the very basis for their winsome humility. It's the Pauline paradox again.

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things — and the things that are not — to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.' (1 Cor. 1:26-31).


Self-Image Is Important

We've learned in the past few decades how important self-image is. And we've done some pretty silly things to try to enhance the self-image of children and adults — in the hope that a sense of enhanced self-worth will lead to better educational performance or social function. But it doesn't make children better students to give everyone an A or make anyone behave better to affirm questionable-to-rotten behavior. What does enhance one's sense of self-esteem and worth is progress. What does improve character is transformation and empowerment. And that is God's specialty!

Paul's claim for himself and us is that we walk toward ultimate triumph over all our adversaries "in Christ." This little prepositional phrase may be taken as the key to everything that is Paul's theology. It occurs more than fifty times in his letters. If a straw blowing in the wind tells you something about the source and direction of the wind, the expression "in Christ," "in our Lord," or "in Jesus" exposes the heart of everything Paul held dear.

Need some authentic boost to your self-esteem? On the basis of the Word of God, I am able to tell anyone who is in Christ Jesus that . . .

- you are not under the judgment and condemnation of sin (Rom. 8:1).
- you are blessed with every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3).
- you have been predestined to be adopted as God's child (Eph. 1:5).
- you may approach God with freedom and confidence (Eph. 3:12).
- you have been redeemed and forgiven of all your sins (Col. 1:14).
- you are a new creation in God's sight (2 Cor. 5:17).
- you cannot be separated from the love of God (Rom. 8:39).


"Like a victorious locker room," says Philip Yancey, "church is a place to exult, to give thanks, to celebrate the good news that all is forgiven, that God is love, that victory is certain." 

If you are in Christ, you are a member of the winning team! And have you ever noticed how the rejoicing is after a World Series, Super Bowl, or Pee-Wee Soccer Match? The players who made errors, missed assignments, and dropped passes are just as excited and happy as the ones who hit home runs or kicked winning goals! Because we are on Christ's team, because we belong to God's family, because we are slaves in Jesus' victory parade, we all have reason to rejoice.

That's no exaggeration of your status in Christ. Listen to Paul one more time on this point: "Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus" (1 Thess. 5:16-18). 

"But my health isn't good!" protests someone. "I'm on the verge of losing my job, and I don't know how I'm going to keep from losing my house!" cries another. "My divorce will be final in just nine more days!" says someone else, "and I never meant to be alone at this point in my life!" 

Hey, you're not a "loser" — not if you are in Christ. Even if you are distressed and humiliated, cast down and forsaken, experiencing sleepless nights and facing the loss of everything, you are still a child of God, an joint-heir with Christ to all heaven holds, and the possessor of eternal life. 

Do you know anything about sports memorabilia? A baseball that otherwise would be worth a few dollars is worth several thousand — if Babe Ruth once held it in his hands and put his signature on it. A football that might sell for $20 is worth $350 — if Troy Aikman has held and signed it. It depends on whose hands it's in.

Most baseball cards are worth the paper on which they're printed. Because of the number printed and his degree of success to date, a Brian Hunter card isn't that valuable. But a signed Ted Williams card is worth more than $300 because the legendary player once held that card and signed his name on it. It all depends on whose hands it's been held.

You're just another high school student or mom of a pre-schooler, right? You're just another sales rep, computer programmer, or secretary, did you say? You aren't wealthy and don't make headlines? You're embarrassed about something in your past? You're scared of something in your future? 

You're selling yourself short! If you are in Christ's hands and have the signature mark of the Holy Spirit on you, you are part of God's eternal purpose to bring many men and women to glory. You are spreading the aroma of Jesus everywhere you go by living the faith you believe. And you are saved.

If you aren't already in Christ, it's time for you to accept God's free gift in him (Rom. 6:23b), be baptized into him (Gal. 3:26-27), and begin living in him (Col. 2:7).

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#15 God’s Forgiveness


A truly remarkable story came out of Western Kentucky a few years ago. A young man, Ted Morris, was killed by a drunk driver, Tommy Pigage. Ted’s parents were understandably crushed by their loss and outraged at theinjustice of it all. But as time passed, the Morrises overcame their bitterness. They actually befriended Pigageand taught him the good news of Jesus. Pigage was eventually baptized into Christ and was able to start his life over again. 

The Morrises were able to start over also because they had overcome the hurt and anger that had consumed their lives. What a happy ending to such a tragic story! And this happy ending was no fairy tale. It did not come by wishing the bad news away. It was not resolved by the people involved giving themselves over to despair and defeat. The power that enabled them to rise up from tragedy and go on with their lives was forgiveness. They were able to forgive each other, and they received and trusted the Lord’s forgiveness.

They could never change the wrongs that had been done, but they could forgive and be forgiven. Three of the most beautiful words in the English language are the words “I forgive you.” These words, spoken honestly, can end a spat between spouses, conclusively deal with a mistake someone has made, or restore a relationship that has been broken by someone’s misdeeds. Forgiveness is indeed a precious gift that one can give to another. 

What makes forgiveness so priceless? Why do we long to hear these words? It is valuable to us because we  know we need it. Tommy Pigage needed forgiveness. As remarkable as it may seem, Mr. and Mrs. Morris needed forgiveness for their bitterness and hatred. So do you and I. We have hurt others and not lived up to

what we know to be right. Forgiveness meets a need that we know we have. 

Forgiveness is also precious because it heals a relationship and removes the barrier that wrongs had erected. It is a beautiful thing when two people are reconciled by one forgiving the other of an offense. The same is true with reference to God. We need His forgiveness because our wrongs damage our relationship with Him. Our sins separate us from God (Isaiah 59:2), and in that state we cannot enjoy fellowship with Him either in this life or in heaven. But God’s  forgiveness will heal that broken relationship—broken because of our sins—and will enable us to have  fellowship with God both now and forever. God’s offer of forgiveness in Jesus is good news!

1. Good News: We Don’t Have to be Ashamed
(Romans 1:16-17) "I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. {17} For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith.""

Paul wasn’t ashamed of his message about Christ because it was from God and no Christian should ever be ashamed of anything related to the Creator of the universe!

Two reasons have been suggested why we might be ashamed:
a. The fear of intellectual shame
Some think the gospel doesn’t measure up to the scholar and philosopher. It comes down to our understanding of God’s ways compared to man’s ways (note, this is not a new problem…Paul dealt with it long ago, too):

(1 Cor 1:25) "Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men."

(1 Cor 3:18-20) "Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become foolish that he may become wise. {19} For the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God. For it is written, "He is THE ONE WHO CATCHES THE WISE IN THEIR CRAFTINESS"; {20} and again, "THE LORD KNOWS THE REASONINGS of the wise, THAT THEY ARE USELESS.""

b. The fear of social shame
We’re afraid of what people will think and how people will act when they hear that we believe in Jesus. 

(2 Tim 1:7-9) "For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline. {8} Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, or of me His prisoner; but join with me in suffering for the gospel according to the power of God, {9} who has saved
us, and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in Christ Jesus from all eternity."

Being all-powerful, God could wipe mankind off the face of the earth, but instead He has chosen to give men the good news of salvation. He is full of compassion and grace. God saves all nationalities…He shows no favoritism!

Salvation means:
a. deliverance from being lost in our sins
b. deliverance from enemies and danger ("salvation does not mean that God delivers man from experiencing difficulty and danger in this present world but it does deliver us through the difficulties and dangers of this life")

2. Good News: We’re Offered Forgiveness of our sins Luke 7:36-50!
"Forgiveness is man’s deepest need and God’s highest achievement." 

We hurt others around us and don’t live up to what we want to be…forgiveness meets a need we know we have!

"In events following the tragic bombing in Oklahoma City, anger often was met with love, even among Christians grappling with both. Callers swamped Oklahoma City radio talk shows. Those callers who insisted that the perpetrators be shot on sight were followed by others who pleaded for prayers for the bombers' salvation. The desire to forgive rather than seek revenge, which was expressed by many people in the Bible-Belt city, impressed reporters. An atheist told a local minister he had never experienced such love." 

It’s similar in our relationship with God: our willful sins separate us from God (Isaiah 59:2) and in that state we cannot be in fellowship with God. 

Some years ago, after a vigorous brotherly and sisterly disagreement, three children retired only to be aroused at two o'clock in the morning by a terrific thunderstorm. Hearing an unusual noise upstairs I called in to find out what was going on. A little voice answered, "We are all in the closet forgiving each other." 

3. Good News: Chance to be "in Christ"
(1 Cor 1:4) "I thank my God always concerning you, for the grace of God which was given you in Christ Jesus…"

(2 Cor. 5:17) "Therefore if any man is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come "

No study of Christ and the church can omit this unique phrase and its implications for the meaning and blessings of the church.

In Scriptures, being "in Christ" and being "in the church" are equivalent phrases which have essentially the same meaning. The church is called "the body" in Ephesians 1:22-23 and to be "in Christ" is to be in His church, His body.

A Place of Privilege
(Eph 1:4-6) "…just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before Him. In love {5} He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, {6} to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved."

Before the creation of the world, God chose that the body of Christ would be the place of privilege. This divine choice does not conflict with man’s freedom of choice. In fact, it gives man the freedom to choose to be among the chosen.

Whether or not we’re God’s children is not a matter of luck, but of choice.

A Place of Provision
(Eph. 1:3) "Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,"

A Place of Promise
(1 John 5:11-12) "And the witness is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. {12} He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the Father."

How does one get "in Christ?"
(Rom. 6:1-6) "What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace might increase? {2} May it never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it? {3} Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death? {4} Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. {5} For if we have become united with Him in the likeness of His death, certainly we shall be also in the likeness of His resurrection, {6} knowing this, that our old self was crucified with Him, that our body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin;"

(Gal. 3:27) "For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ."

Steps in Receiving God's Forgiveness

The first step in receiving God’s forgiveness is believing that God is and that He has authority over our lives. Unfortunately, these truths are not automatically or widely believed. Many today do not accept (or at least do not admit) the existence of God. Even if they were to accept the existence of a cosmic intelligence or creative being, they may not accept the idea of that being having any authority over their lives.

But the clear message of Scripture, announced in the creation account in Genesis, is that God exists, that He created man in His image, and that we owe Him obedience. In addition, Paul in Acts 17 described “the God

who made the world and all things in it” (v. 24) and explained that this one true God created humans and arranged man’s world in such a way “that they should seek God, if perhaps they might grope for Him and find

Him, though He is not far from each one of us” (v. 27). If you do not have a conviction about the existence of God and about God’s authority over your life, then talk of God’s forgiveness will only be an intellectual exercise for you.

A second step is believing that you have done something wrong which God needs to forgive. I might believe God exists, but if I do not believe I have wronged Him, I will not have any motivation to want or seek His forgiveness. Some say that a sin is merely an occasion when we disappoint ourselves, others, or society.

They say it is when we fail to meet society’s accepted norms. If you believe that, then you will not be interested in God’s forgiveness. Actually, sin is above all else a matter of failing God (Psalms 51:4), not failing self, friends, or society, even though those may be involved. As a result, we need forgiveness from Him. 

The people to whom Peter was preaching on Pentecost did not realize that what they had done in crucifying Jesus was a sin against God that needed to be forgiven. They had thought that executing Jesus had simply gotten out of their way a troublemaker and a disappointing Messiah. To offer God’s forgiveness for that would not have made sense. 

They had thought that they were pleasing God. But Peter convicted them that this Jesus whom they had crucified was the One whom God had raised from the dead and had made both Lord and Christ (Acts 2:32, 36). Then they realized that what they had done was a sin that needed to be forgiven by God. Peter’s call for them to repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins (Acts 2:38) was good news to them because they had come to be convicted that their actions were sins. 

A third step is believing that Jesus is the source of forgiveness. It is good to know that God is, and it is good to realize that you have failed God, but you also need to know what to do about it. What is the source of  forgiveness? How does one obtain it? Ephesians 1:7 says that “in Him [Christ] we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses.” It is in Christ, and specifically in His death, that we will find forgiveness. How exactly does this happen? Let us work through this important concept. 

Paul wrote, “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). In other words, the penalty for sin is death. This is true in two ways. First, physical death has come upon all as the consequence of Adam’s sin (Genesis 3:19, 22). Then

spiritual death—separation from God—faces each accountable person because of his or her own sin (Isaiah 59:2; Romans 3:23). God has made people aware of their sins for centuries. The old covenant called for many animal (blood-shedding) sacrifices as the response of repentance for one’s sins. This was an elementary lesson on the connection between the giving of a life and making things right with God. 

In fact, Hebrews 9:22 says that “without shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” In establishing the new covenant, Jesus’ blood was shed on the cross as the supreme sacrifice for sin. He died because of sin, not His own but others’ sin. In addition, even though God did not abandon His obedient Son in the moment of His greatest need, God had to let Jesus experience the separation that sin causes between God and man (2 Corinthians 5:21). Jesus paid the debt of sin on the cross. Paul wrote that, “God displayed [Jesus] publicly as a propitiation in His blood . . . .” (Romans 3:25). Jesus’ death on the cross pays the penalty for our sins, the penalty that we deserved and which had to be  paid in order for God to continue to be just (Romans 3:26). 

When you trust Jesus' death on the cross as the source of God’s forgiveness, demonstrating that trust as you participate in Jesus’ death in baptism (Romans 6:3-7), you receive God’s forgiveness for your sins in Jesus’ name. A final step is believing that trusting Jesus brings forgiveness to you. Not only must you believe that God is, that you have failed God, that Jesus is the source of forgiveness, but you must also believe that God’s forgiveness can apply even to you. When someone accepts God’s forgiveness personally, the effect in that person’s life is obvious. The sinful woman who anointed Jesus’ feet (as described in Luke 7:36-50) did

not believe that God’s forgiveness was just a theoretical idea or something that was given only to others. 

She believed that it had been given to her. She demonstrated her belief in that forgiveness by her love. The Ethiopian eunuch whom Philip taught and baptized (Acts 8:26-40) was also convinced that he had been forgiven. He demonstrated his belief in God’s forgiveness by his joy. Believing that God’s forgiveness can apply to you may be the hardest of the four concepts to accept. It is often hard for a person to believe, “God will forgive even me!” The apostle John knew some Christians who evidently struggled with accepting God’s forgiveness. They had been caused to wonder about their relationship with God and the certainty of their forgiveness. 

John wrote to them, “If we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:7-9). John’s intention was to help them see that Christians who set their life-course to follow God’s way can be certain that their sins are being continually forgiven. 

But How Can I Know?

“That may well be,” you say, “but how can I know for sure? After all, I am conscious of my sins, both previous and current. How can God actually forgive someone as bad as I am? Besides, I don’t feel very forgiven much of the time. How can I know?” The way that you know God’s forgiveness is by faith, by trusting His Word on it. You trust that it is true and you live on the basis of your trust because of what God has promised. The truth of His forgiveness should outweigh any changeable feelings and nagging questions you might have about it. 

A person trusts that a rope bridge will allow him to cross a chasm not by “feeling” that it will, but by stepping out on it. And what gets him across is not the quality of his faith but the quality of the bridge, the object of his faith.

Forgiveness is more than just “feeling forgiven.” You must begin to see yourself as a  forgiven person (Romans 6:11; 8:1). Your life can have as its foundation the fact of God’s forgiveness. Your feelings about being forgiven

are something that you must work out within yourself. How you feel about your sins and your forgiveness is important, but it is not paramount. The fact of your forgiveness is of first importance. Knowing God’s forgiveness is also more than dissecting the definition of forgiveness to try to cover every possible aspect of the subject. Forgiveness is something you accept on faith. 

Many discussions about forgiveness have run aground when people have tried to define it completely. The woman caught in adultery, told by Jesus to leave her life of sin (with the clear implication that if she did she would be forgiven), did not ask Jesus, “Really? But now, what is the Greek word for ‘forgive’?” Can you imagine such dry, intellectual reaction to the reality of God’s forgiveness? No! When you know you need it, and when you have done what you need to do to get it, you can know that you have it. People who get married may not “feel” married sometimes, and they probably do not have every angle of marriage figured, but if they have said their “I do’s” before the preacher, they are married!

In the same way, those who know they need forgiveness and have received it can live with the assurance that God knows what the full definition of forgiveness is. People who know forgiveness can accept that.

You Can Be Free!

Finally, the sureness of God’s forgiveness is greater than our doubts about it. Think about the paralytic on the mat who was brought to Jesus to be healed (Mark 2:1-12). He was brought to Jesus to have the Lord help him with one aspect of his life, but Jesus bore home to the real problem in his life: his sins. “My son,” Jesus said, “your sins are forgiven.” The man did not argue with Jesus. He did not question what Jesus meant. He realized that Jesus had dealt with his real need for forgiveness. We can only hope that when it finally dawned on the man what had happened, he exclaimed, “Hallelujah! Praise God! I’m forgiven!” But he had to trust Jesus’  forgiveness in order to enjoy it. 

Suppose your bank sends you a monthly notice on your home mortgage and you regularly go to the bank to make your payment. Then one day the loan officer at the bank calls you into his  office  and says, “We’re going to have called your debt even. Your mortgage is considered paid.” You are flabbergasted! “What?” you reply. “There must be some mistake!” They say, “No, there’s no mistake. We’re forgiving your debt. It’s canceled.” What would your response be? Would you ask, “Are you sure?” Would you say, “Does this mean fully canceled, or what?” Would you say, “I still feel in debt. How do you explain that?” Would you go back to the bank on the first of every month with a check in your hand just in case you might need to continue making payments? 

The bank people would say, “Don’t hang around here and act as though you are still in debt. You’re free of that—go and enjoy life!” When it finally dawned on you what had happened and you accepted it, you would shout, “Whoopee!” After saying the appropriate thank-you’s, you could walk away debtfree —and sure of it. That is the good news o forgiveness! 
Conclusion

Remember Paul's words: “Let it be known to you, brethren, that through [Jesus] forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and through Him everyone who believes is freed from all things, from which you could not be freed through the Law of Moses” (Acts 13:38, 39). 

Those are powerful, precious words. Believe it! Act on it! Live in the assurance of it! The truth of the forgiveness of your sins  through Jesus is good news!

Loving the People You Are Stuck With--A Forgiving Heart
My first pet came in the form of a childhood Christmas Eve gift. Somewhere I have a snapshot of a brown-and-white Chinese pug, small enough to fit in my father’s hand, cute enough to steal my eight-year-old heart. We named her Liz.

I carried her all day. Her floppy ears fascinated me, and her flat nose intrigued me. I even took her to bed. So what if she smelled like a dog? I thought the odor was cute. So what if she whined and whimpered? I thought the noise was cute. So what if she did her business on my pillow? Can’t say I thought that was cute, but I didn’t mind.

Mom and Dad had made it clear in our prenuptial agreement that I was to be Liz’s caretaker, and I was happy to oblige. I cleaned her little eating dish and opened her can of puppy food. The minute she lapped up some water, I replenished it. I kept her hair combed and her tail wagging.

Within a few days, however, my feelings changed a bit. Liz was still my dog, and I was still her friend, but I grew weary with her barking, and she seemed hungry an awful lot. More than once my folks had to remind me, “Take care of her. She is your dog.”

I didn’t like hearing those words— your dog. I wouldn’t have minded the phrase “your dog to play with” or “your dog when you want her” or even “your dog when she is behaving.” But those weren’t my parents’ words. They said, “Liz is your dog. ” Period. In sickness and in health. For richer, for poorer. In dryness and in wetness.

That’s when it occurred to me. I am stuck with Liz. The courtship was over, and the honeymoon had ended. We were mutually leashed. Liz went from an option to an obligation, from a pet to a chore, from someone to play with to someone to care for.

Perhaps you can relate. Chances are you know the claustrophobia that comes with commitment. Only instead of being reminded, “She is your dog,” you’re told, “He is your husband.” Or, “She is your wife.” Or, “He is your child, parent, employee or boss or roommate” or any other relationship that requires loyalty for survival.

Such permanence can lead to panic—at least it did in me. I had to answer some tough questions. Can I tolerate the same flat-nosed, hairy, hungry face every morning? (You wives know the feeling?) Am I going to be barked at until the day I die? (Any kids connecting here?) Will she ever learn to clean up her own mess? (Did I hear an “amen” from some parents?)

STUCKITITIS

Such are the questions we ask when we feel stuck with someone. There is a word for this condition. Upon consulting the one-word medical dictionary (which I wrote the day before I crafted this chapter), I discovered that this condition is a common malady known as stuckititis. ( Stuck meaning “trapped.” Ititis being the six letters you tag on to any word you want to sound impressive. Read it out loud: stuckititis. ) Gary’s Manual of Medical Terms has this to say about the condition:

Attacks of stuckititis are limited to people who breathe and typically occur somewhere between birth and death. Stuckititis manifests itself in irritability, short fuses, and a mountain range of molehills. The common symptom of stuckititis victims is the repetition of questions beginning with who, what, and why. Who is this person? What was I thinking? Why didn’t I listen to my mother?﻿ 1 ﻿

This prestigious manual identifies three ways to cope with stuckititis: flee, fight, or forgive. Some opt to flee: to get out of the relationship and start again elsewhere, though they are often surprised when the condition surfaces on the other side of the fence as well. Others fight. Houses become combat zones, and offices become boxing rings, and tension becomes a way of life. A few, however, discover another treatment: forgiveness. My manual has no model for how forgiveness occurs, but the Bible does.

Jesus himself knew the feeling of being stuck with someone. For three years he ran with the same crew. By and large, he saw the same dozen or so faces around the table, around the campfire, around the clock. They rode in the same boats and walked the same roads and visited the same houses, and I wonder, how did Jesus stay so devoted to his men? Not only did he have to put up with their visible oddities, he had to endure their invisible foibles. Think about it. He could hear their unspoken thoughts. He knew their private doubts. Not only that, he knew their future doubts. What if you knew every mistake your loved ones had ever made and every mistake they would ever make? What if you knew every thought they would have about you, every irritation, every dislike, every betrayal?

Was it hard for Jesus to love Peter, knowing Peter would someday curse him? Was it tough to trust Thomas, knowing Thomas would one day question Jesus’ resurrection? How did Jesus resist the urge to recruit a new batch of followers? John wanted to destroy one enemy. Peter sliced off the ear of another. Just days before Jesus’ death, his disciples were arguing about which of them was the best! How was he able to love people who were hard to like?

Few situations stir panic like being trapped in a relationship. It’s one thing to be stuck with a puppy but something else entirely to be stuck in a marriage. We may chuckle over goofy terms like stuckititis, but for many, this is no laughing matter. For that reason I think it wise that we begin our study of what it means to be just like Jesus by pondering his heart of forgiveness. How was Jesus able to love his disciples? The answer is found in the thirteenth chapter of John.

WITH TOWEL AND BASIN

Of all the times we see the bowing knees of Jesus, none is so precious as when he kneels before his disciples and washes their feet.

It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.

The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, … and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. (vv. 1–5 niv )

It has been a long day. Jerusalem is packed with Passover guests, most of whom clamor for a glimpse of the Teacher. The spring sun is warm. The streets are dry. And the disciples are a long way from home. A splash of cool water would be refreshing.

The disciples enter, one by one, and take their places around the table. On the wall hangs a towel, and on the floor sits a pitcher and a basin. Any one of the disciples could volunteer for the job, but not one does.

After a few moments, Jesus stands and removes his outer garment. He wraps a servant’s girdle around his waist, takes up the basin, and kneels before one of the disciples. He unlaces a sandal and gently lifts the foot and places it in the basin, covers it with water, and begins to bathe it. One by one, one grimy foot after another, Jesus works his way down the row.

In Jesus’ day the washing of feet was a task reserved not just for servants but for the lowest of servants. Every circle has its pecking order, and the circle of household workers was no exception. The servant at the bottom of the totem pole was expected to be the one on his knees with the towel and basin.

In this case the one with the towel and basin is the king of the universe. Hands that shaped the stars now wash away filth. Fingers that formed mountains now massage toes. And the one before whom all nations will one day kneel now kneels before his disciples. Hours before his own death, Jesus’ concern is singular. He wants his disciples to know how much he loves them. More than removing dirt, Jesus is removing doubt.

Jesus knows what will happen to his hands at the crucifixion. Within twenty-four hours they will be pierced and lifeless. Of all the times we’d expect him to ask for the disciples’ attention, this would be one. But he doesn’t.

You can be sure Jesus knows the future of these feet he is washing. These twenty-four feet will not spend the next day following their master, defending his cause. These feet will dash for cover at the flash of a Roman sword. Only one pair of feet won’t abandon him in the garden. One disciple won’t desert him at Gethsemane—Judas won’t even make it that far! He will abandon Jesus that very night at the table.

I looked for a Bible translation that reads, “Jesus washed all the disciples’ feet except the feet of Judas,” but I couldn’t find one. What a passionate moment when Jesus silently lifts the feet of his betrayer and washes them in the basin! Within hours the feet of Judas, cleansed by the kindness of the one he will betray, will stand in Caiaphas’s court.

Behold the gift Jesus gives his followers! He knows what these men are about to do. He knows they are about to perform the vilest act of their lives. By morning they will bury their heads in shame and look down at their feet in disgust. And when they do, he wants them to remember how his knees knelt before them and he washed their feet. He wants them to realize those feet are still clean. “You don’t understand now what I am doing, but you will understand later” ( John 13:7 ).

Remarkable. He forgave their sin before they even committed it. He offered mercy before they even sought it.

FROM THE BASIN OF HIS GRACE

Oh, I could never do that, you object. The hurt is so deep. The wounds are so numerous. Just seeing the person causes me to cringe. Perhaps that is your problem. Perhaps you are seeing the wrong person or at least too much of the wrong person. Remember, the secret of being just like Jesus is “fixing our eyes” on him. Try shifting your glance away from the one who hurt you and setting your eyes on the one who has saved you.

Note the promise of John, “But if we live in the light, as God is in the light, we can share fellowship with each other. Then the blood of Jesus, God’s Son, cleanses us from every sin” ( 1 John 1:7 ).

Aside from geography and chronology, our story is the same as the disciples’. We weren’t in Jerusalem, and we weren’t alive that night. But what Jesus did for them he has done for us. He has cleansed us. He has cleansed our hearts from sin.

Even more, he is still cleansing us! John tells us, “We are being cleansed from every sin by the blood of Jesus.” In other words, we are always being cleansed. The cleansing is not a promise for the future but a reality in the present. Let a speck of dust fall on the soul of a saint, and it is washed away. Let a spot of filth land on the heart of God’s child, and the filth is wiped away. Jesus still cleans his disciples’ feet. Jesus still washes away stains. Jesus still purifies his people.

Our Savior kneels down and gazes upon the darkest acts of our lives. But rather than recoil in horror, he reaches out in kindness and says, “I can clean that if you want.” And from the basin of his grace, he scoops a palm full of mercy and washes away our sin.

But that’s not all he does. Because he lives in us, you and I can do the same. Because he has forgiven us, we can forgive others. Because he has a forgiving heart, we can have a forgiving heart. We can have a heart like his.

“If I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash each other’s feet. I did this as an example so that you should do as I have done for you” ( John 13:14–15 ).

Jesus washes our feet for two reasons. The first is to give us mercy; the second is to give us a message, and that message is simply this: Jesus offers unconditional grace; we are to offer unconditional grace. The mercy of Christ preceded our mistakes; our mercy must precede the mistakes of others. Those in the circle of Christ had no doubt of his love; those in our circles should have no doubts about ours.

What does it mean to have a heart like his? It means to kneel as Jesus knelt, touching the grimy parts of the people we are stuck with and washing away their unkindnesses with kindness. Or as Paul wrote, “Be kind and loving to each other, and forgive each other just as God forgave you in Christ” ( Eph. 4:32 ).

“But, Gary,” you are saying, “I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m not the one who cheated. I’m not the one who lied. I’m not the guilty party here.” Perhaps you aren’t. But neither was Jesus. Of all the men in that room, only one was worthy of having his feet washed. And he was the one who washed the feet. The one worthy of being served, served others. The genius of Jesus’ example is that the burden of bridge-building falls on the strong one, not on the weak one. The one who is innocent is the one who makes the gesture.

And you know what happens? More often than not, if the one in the right volunteers to wash the feet of the one in the wrong, both parties get on their knees. Don’t we all think we are right? Hence we wash each other’s feet.

Please understand. Relationships don’t thrive because the guilty are punished but because the innocent are merciful.
THE POWER OF FORGIVENESS

Recently I shared a meal with some friends. A husband and wife wanted to tell me about a storm they were weathering. Through a series of events, she learned of an act of infidelity that had occurred over a decade ago. He had made the mistake of thinking it’d be better not to tell her, so he didn’t. But she found out. And as you can imagine, she was deeply hurt.

Through the advice of a counselor, the couple dropped everything and went away for several days. A decision had to be made. Would they flee, fight, or forgive? So they prayed. They talked. They walked. They reflected. In this case the wife was clearly in the right. She could have left. Women have done so for lesser reasons. Or she could have stayed and made his life a living hell. Other women have done that. But she chose a different response.

On the tenth night of their trip, my friend found a card on his pillow. On the card was a printed verse: “I’d rather do nothing with you than something without you.” Beneath the verse she had written these words:

I forgive you. I love you. Let’s move on.
The card might as well have been a basin. And the pen might as well have been a pitcher of water, for out of it poured pure mercy, and with it she washed her husband’s feet.

Certain conflicts can be resolved only with a basin of water. Are any relationships in your world thirsty for mercy? Are there any sitting around your table who need to be assured of your grace? Jesus made sure his disciples had no reason to doubt his love. Why don’t you do the same?
 



Psychosomatic disorders are not uncommon phenomena. From two Greek words meaning "spirit" (psyche) and "body" (soma), a psychosomatic disturbance is one in which an individual's state of mind generates a physical problem. Such a problem is not imaginary, but very real. Throwing up, hives, sweating, headaches, fainting — all these are very real physical phenomena. And while all these symptoms may occur in connection with infections or injuries, they may also be produced by one's mental or spiritual state.

Have you ever suffered from stage fright? Most of us have. Symptoms ranging from dry mouth to clammy hands to cold feet — a symptom so common that "a bad case of cold feet" is a synonym for stage fright — are some of its milder manifestations. Some people literally black out and others simply go blank. 
Severe childhood trauma such as sexual abuse or witnessing a gruesome murder or accidental death can generate psychosomatic problems not only in its immediate aftermath but well into that person's adult life. They can be debilitating and destructive, if the person doesn't get competent professional help. 

Unresolved guilt and shame are the most destructive of all the root causes of psychosomatic disturbance. And while it would certainly be misguided to link every case of mind-body illness or debilitation to unresolved guilt, many are. Sin is real. It is a wedge driven between the self and God. I'm not talking about "guilt feelings," mind you, but real and authentic transgression of the divine will that has interrupted life with God. 
Until the sin is dealt with, the obstacle remains. The pain continues. A life is thrown into chaos and confusion, and that one life most often touches and spoils other lives linked to it — parents, mates, children, co-workers, roommates, other members of his church.

Unaddressed, unresolved, unforgiven sin is a monster that tracks down its adversaries and takes them by the throat. It shows no mercy. It destroys. The Bible talks about this phenomenon. It has case studies. It tells us how to deal with the problem.

Blessed Is the Person . . .

Psalm 32 begins with two Old Testament beatitudes. 

Blessed is he  whose transgressions are forgiven,  whose sins are covered. 
Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit (Psa. 32:1-2).

David uses three different words to names the dimensions of evil that are possible in a human life. The word "transgressions" often signifies those positive steps of rebellion against God we humans commit when we knowingly step across or knock down a boundary he has erected; we know God has said "You shall not do x," but doing this or that forbidden thing is enticing enough at a given moment that we are willing to defy his commandment. The word "sins" in the very next line is the most general of the three terms in these two verses and signifies one's failures to attain heaven's ideal or a turning aside from the true path God has marked for us; we know God has said "You shall do x," but doing that thing seems too demanding or unnecessary to us. The third word in the original text is obscured to us by the use again in verse 2 of the word "sin" for a word the New Revised Standard Version renders "iniquity." This word points to moral perversity and perhaps even criminal behavior; these are things so evil that they are not only offensive to a holy God but are considered outrageous even to fallen men with their otherwise warped sense of values.

Now I admit to pressing these three words a bit harder than the text requires. David may simply be using poetic license in linking essentially synonymous words together for effect. But I suspect there is a point here about the pervasiveness of sin and thus the completeness of forgiveness. Just how extensive is sin? It ranges from failing to attain the ideal to knowingly stepping over a line God has drawn to forcing evil on some innocent party. Trace it through with me on a couple or three items.

The divine ideal is that you should forgive those who do you wrong, but some of us not only defy the explicit command against harboring hatred and grudges in our hearts but go so far as to take revenge or to murder the person who did us wrong. 
The divine ideal is that all men and women live sexually chaste lives, but some people not only sin by committing fornication but even act out their sexual iniquity by raping innocent victims. 
The divine ideal is that every married person live in unshared devotion with his or her mate, but some sinners not only fall prey to adultery in moments of weakness but are so treacherous as to violate their fidelity vows again and again with flagrant affairs. 
The divine ideal is that you live in contentment with such things as you have, but there are people who not only envy or sabotage the good fortune of others but actually steal from them. 

Sin is not only our common failure to achieve the ideal in our lives (i.e., sins of omission) but also our self-willed rebellion against God (i.e., sins of commission). In its vilest form, sin is both deliberate and incessant. 
This third class of sin is the worst of all. It quickly leads to what the Bible terms a "hardening of the heart" that makes repentance impossible. It is willful and high-handed disregard for all that is holy such that it destroys one's conscience and makes forgiveness impossible. Until one reaches that point, forgiveness is always a "blessed" possibility. 

The Beauty of Guilt

Guilt, you see, is really a beautiful thing. It is a gift from God. It is the warning signal that moves us to own our wrong behaviors, seek him out, and receive his pardon. Guilt has gotten a bad name of late, and the notion that it is a bad thing ever to feel guilty is simply wrong-headed and deluded.

When someone sins against God or treats another human being with disrespect, feelings of remorse are the natural result. Children do something they have been taught is wrong, and they typically run hide or sometimes put their hands over their eyes — as if their inability to see Mommy hid them from her gaze. It reminds me of what Adam and Eve did in the beginning. It reminds me of my own behavior. These days we often call it "denial" — one's refusal to face up to and own what he has done. In the final line of Psalm 32:2, David calls it "deceit."

The man or woman who can sin without feeling bad about it is in serious trouble. What the Bible calls "godly sorrow" at 2 Corinthians 7:10 is what most of us call regret or embarrassment. It is the red flag a guilty conscience has raised to signal that we are off-course in our behaviors and need to make a change in direction. It is a jet's automatic warning system screaming "Pull up! Pull up!" because we've gone into a moral or spiritual dive. At the very least, we are failing to live up to the divine ideal and know it. We may have already stepped over one of the moral boundaries he put in place for our protection.

At that point, not only the guilt pangs of conscience but even some psychosomatic symptoms begin to appear — especially if the warnings of a guilty conscience are not heeded quickly. 

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. 
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer (Psa. 32:3-4).

Those were some of David's "symptoms" after his sin against Bathsheba and Urriah. Do you realize that it was nearly a year after his sin before he acknowledged the terrible wrongs he had committed? As that year went by, he first lived in denial and resisted an accusing conscience. No joy, no sleep, no zest for life — it was the lament of a tormented soul. And if he had kept fighting his conscience, he would have crossed the line between a pardonable and an unpardonable offense. He was at the point where he either had to confess his sin or go insane, acknowledge his transgression or completely harden his heart, go to God for pardon or abandon himself to Satan.

The critical turn in David's experience came when he moved from denial to ownership, from defensiveness to confession.

Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. 
I said, "I will confess my transgressions to the LORD" — and you forgave the guilt of my sin (Psa. 32:5).

The sins we hide, deny, and keep to ourselves remain ours to atone for. They remain ours to undo or resolve. Since these are impossible tasks for humans, those sins will rise up to condemn us in the Final Day. All those we admit, confess to God, and surrender to Christ will be atoned for by his blood. They will be expunged from the record, washed away, erased.

Go back to the first two verses of Psalm 32 and notice the three words that describe pardon — words that balance the three already noticed that describe the treachery of evil. Happy people are those whose sins are "forgiven," "covered," and "not count[ed] against" them. The blessed and happy people of this psalm are not those whose lives are free of sin but those who have been able to move beyond it by God's grace.

Therefore let everyone who is godly pray to you while you may be found; 
surely when the mighty waters rise, they will not reach him. 
You are my hiding place; you will protect me from trouble 
and surround me with songs of deliverance. . . .Rejoice in the LORD and be glad, you righteous; 
sing, all you who are upright in heart! (Psa. 32:6-7, 11).

David's sins were forgiven with the death of Christ in anticipation. The animals whose blood was shed on his behalf at the hands of a priest signified something far greater than themselves. Those countless lambs anticipated the one Lamb Without Spot or Blemish who would take away the sins of the whole world forever.

God could not overlook our transgressions, sins, and iniquities. So he mercifully dealt with our sin problem by the all-important method of substituting someone in our place. The wages of sin is death, and heaven arranged for Jesus to substitute himself in order to bear the penalty we were rightly due to suffer. He substituted himself for us at the cross. 
"God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them," wrote Paul. "God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God" (2 Cor. 5:19,21).

Terrible fires have been raging out west this summer. Thousands of square miles of land have been destroyed by their devastating power. The professional firefighters battling those awesome blazes have a technique for survival that parallels the one God has given us in Christ. If surrounded by a fire that changes direction on them and cuts off their escape route, the firefighters set a fire right where they stand. Letting it burn outward from their location, they dig a shallow grave and cover themselves with a reflector shield carried in their backpacks. Their salvation is in that burned-over place.

Our salvation is in a burned-over place called Golgotha. The death-dealing wrath that was due against sin was meted out to Christ on the cross, and now we join him in the shallow baptismal grave that signifies our covering over by the blood of Christ. We rise to new life. On the assurance of God's own word in the matter, our sins are forgiven, covered, and never counted against us again!

The Ugliness of Guilt

There is another form of guilt, however, that is anything but beautiful. It is the guilt some of us struggle with long after our salvation. It is the ongoing regret some of us carry in our hearts after God has actually taken away our sins. It is the crippling, paralyzing remorse that keeps people from healthy relationships, joyous worship, and spiritual assurance. It is the lingering shame of a lie or an abortion, an offense against parental love or a criminal record, the havoc wrought by drunkenness or the shambles of a family destroyed by an affair.

If you wrestle with the assurance of your salvation, let me begin by telling you that your salvation does not depend on your psychological state but on God's faithfulness. Even in your doubt and insecurity, even in the face of the "ugly guilt" Satan is using to deprive you of you, you are secure. 
"This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything" (1 John 3:19-20). 
The God who is "greater than our hearts" keeps us secure in spite of whatever apprehensions we struggle with in our Christian experience.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#15 Prayer

One writer said: "Today many Christians spend a great deal of time and effort vainly looking for blessings already available to them. 
· They pray for God's light, although He has already supplied light in abundance through His Word. Their need is to follow the light they already have.  

· "They pray for strength, although His Word tells them they can do all things through Christ who strengthens them (Phil. 4:13). 
· "They pray for more love, although Paul says that God's own love is already poured out within their hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5). 

· "They pray for more grace, although the Lord says the grace He has already given is sufficient (2 Cor. 12:9). 

· "They pray for peace, although the Lord has given them His own peace.” "which surpasses all comprehension" (Phil. 4:7). 

"It is expected that we pray for such blessings if the tone of the prayer is one of seeking the grace to appropriate what is already given, rather than one of pleading for something we think is scarcely available or is reluctantly shared by God."

"God is still on His throne and man is still on his footstool.  There's only a knee's distance in between."

Church at Rome
Most of us know what it is to feel overwhelmed in our efforts to pray, either from having too many people to pray for or because of not knowing how to pray for a specific situation or simply from being too upset to
pray. 

In all of these circumstances knowing the Holy Spirit is helping us can give us courage to go ahead and pray in whatever way we are able, trusting God in all things.

Have you ever felt like the believers in Rome might have felt, not really knowing how you ought to pray? 

Romans 8:26-27: "In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. {27} And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will."

Rom. 15:30-31: "I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me. {31} Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there…"

Church at Corinth
2 Cor. 13:7, 9: "Now we pray to God that you will not do anything wrong. Not that people will see that we have stood the test but that you will do what is right even though we may seem to have failed….(9) "We are glad whenever we are weak but you are strong; and our prayer is for your perfection."

To the church at Corinth which was languishing in spiritual immaturity, he thanked them for assisting him through a life-threatening situation by their prayers (2 Cor. 1:11) and later prayed that they would do nothing wrong and continue on to maturity (2 Cor.13:7,9).

Can you identify with the Corinthians, frustrated in your efforts to become more spiritually mature? 
· Prayer helps to discover and overcome sin in our lives 
· It helps to put our feelings into words which then we can better present before God 
· It solicits God's power to assist us in maturing our feelings and actions 
· It moves us to study the Scriptures more diligently to answer questions created in prayer
· It reminds us of our need to rely upon God and of His great power available to us

Church at Philippi
In the opening verses of Philippians 4, Paul mentions a series of things all of us want:
· We all want to stand firm in our faith (vs. 1)
· We all want to have a joyful attitude through the day (vs. 4)
· We all want to have minds that dwell on beneficial things (vs. 8)
· We all want to apply God’s principles that we are flooded with His peace (vs. 9)
· We all want contentment and satisfaction (vs. 9)

And what is the answer….in many circumstances we grow anxious and we worry and we’re irritated that we don’t have this kind of life and we grow to be resentful and confused.

Paul told the Philippians (4:6-7) that they should "not be anxious about anything, but in everything.., present their requests to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, shall guard your hearts
and your minds in Christ Jesus." 

Prayer results in peace…it alleviates anxiety.

Another set of lessons:
· ANYTHING is appropriate for prayer, no matter how insignificant it may seem to others. 
· God is able and willing to attend to both great and small requests. 
· None of our cares are too trivial for God to care about.

Church at Colossae
Col. 4:12 "Epaphras, who is one of you and a servant of Christ Jesus, sends greetings. He is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured. 

Epaphras "wrestled in prayer" for the Colossians. What do you think is meant by that? 
· His words were not magical 
· nor did he possess a supernatural ability to spiritually wrestle with Satan
· Literally, he was "agonizing" or 'fighting in prayer" on behalf of the Colossian believers
· All Christians are encouraged to fight in the spiritual warfare of which we are a part. 
· Maybe Epaphras was being continually diligent, day after day, in praying specifically and intensely for the believers there.

What have we seen in this brief look?
Looking back over Paul's prayers, his words and themes help us see what prayer accomplishes and for what we can pray? 
· Power - to rescue/protect others, to spread the gospel, for others to grow more like Christ through knowing His love and through becoming more obedient. 
· Participating in the struggles of other believers. 
· Praying continually, knowing God's peace

Paul's prayers are similar because we often pray for the same things as Paul prayed:
· such as the welfare and growth of other believers
· the spread of the gospel
· a more intimate knowing of God, etc.

They are different in that today:
· we often lack the conviction that God is really hearing and answering our prayers
· we often lack a sense of urgency and expectation 
· we are often less bold
· we often become more self-centered in our prayers
· do not spend much time praying for believers in other places  · or for those who are in need of salvation.

"Tell God all that is in your heart, as one unloads one's heart, its pleasures and its pains, to a dear friend. Tell Him your troubles, that He may comfort you; tell Him your joys, that He may sober them; tell Him
your longings, that He may purify them; tell Him your dislikes, that He may help you to conquer them; talk to Him of your temptations, that He may shield you from them; show Him the wounds of your heart, that He may heal them; lay bare your indifference to good, your depraved tastes for evil, your instability. Tell Him how self-love makes you unjust to others, how vanity tempts you to be insincere, how pride disguises you to
yourself and to others.

"If you thus pour out all your weaknesses, needs, troubles, there will be no lack of what to say. You will never exhaust the subject. It is continually being renewed. People who have no secrets from each other
never want for subjects of conversation. They do not weigh their words, for there is nothing to be held back; neither do they seek for something to say. They talk out of the abundance of the heart, without
consideration they say just what they think. Blessed are they who attain to such familiar, unreserved intercourse with God."

Prayer was never intended to make us feel guilty. It was never intended to be a verbal marathon for special people with good vocabularies. Real prayer—the kind of prayer Jesus mentioned and modeled—is realistic,
spontaneous, down-to-earth communication with a living Lord that results in a relief of personal anxiety and a calm assurance that our God is in full control of our circumstances.

That’s what God wants WITH us and FOR us!



"You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures."

Do you think of yourself as a worldly person? I fear I am. I confess it to you with embarrassment. And I ask you to be God's agents in helping me deal with this ever- present temptation in my life.

Now before you leave with a totally wrong impression and the rumor begins circulating that Rubel confessed to a secret life of carousing, drunkenness, and immorality, let me both deny that emphatically and give you a correct definition of the adjective "worldly." The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language says the fundamental meaning of the term is this: "1. Of, pertaining to, or devoted to the temporal world; not spiritual or religious; secular."

With genuine regret and sorrow, I confess that I too often read the circumstances of my life and make important decisions with too much of this world and too little of that world in view, with too much dictated to me by my immediate culture and too little defined by my Christian commitments. Do you ever have that problem? Do you think it could invalidate or weaken your prayers?

Contradictory World-Views

The Book of James is my favorite New Testament epistle. Every line in it is practical counsel I need to hear over and over. The difficulty of James is not comprehension — as perhaps with Revelation, Hebrews, or Romans — but application. And one of the most significant parts of James for me is found at the end of the third chapter.

Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such "wisdom" does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.

But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness (James 3:13-18).

Two very different kinds of wisdom — perhaps we would say two very different world- views — offer themselves to us every day. One is ordained and championed by the world that is still alienated from God; it promotes success defined in terms of money and power, beauty demonstrated as sex appeal, and self-interest displayed as the willingness to do anything necessary to get what it wants. 
The other comes from heaven to those who will receive it; it is more interested in purity than pleasure, puts peace above ambition, and is willing to forfeit its rights and turn the other cheek than push for having its way.

When I confessed my vulnerability to worldliness, it was this biblical definition I had in mind. I am human enough to be tempted to judge our success as a church by numbers, nickels, and nails; we are "successful" when we are single-minded about obeying and honoring our Lord Jesus Christ. 

What about the larger arena of our lives at school, at work, and in our families? Is it more important to be "cool" or to be holy, to be popular or to be righteous? Is it more important to make money or to do what's right, to get ahead or to treat people fairly and with respect? Is it more important to make the right friends or to be the right kind of friend, to give your children everything they want or to give them what they really need? These choices sound overblown and crazy to many people. Anyone who takes God seriously in this culture knows that they represent very basic choices between competing world-views.

Christians are subversive to the world's cultural ideals. The prevailing norms in music and entertainment, personal and corporate morality, or family and social ideals run counter to the interests of the kingdom of God. Thus it follows that the only way for Christians to live is in deliberate opposition to the world-view that James labels "earthly, unspiritual, of the devil." If that language sounds too harsh to my ears, it is only because I am too influenced by the world. If it shocks me, it may be that I have compromised heavenly values for the sake of worldly conquests.

Deliverance Through Prayer

The single best way to stay focused on heavenly wisdom rather than to be deceived by this world is prayer. James has already affirmed as much back in the opening lines of his epistle: "If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him" (Jas. 1:5). Which type of wisdom do you think God would give in response to prayer?

The fact remains, though, that many of us aren't as prayerful as we should be. And we blame it on God! We say we don't pray because our prayers don't do anything. God doesn't hear us and give us the things we've asked for. If our prayers aren't getting us anywhere, there's just no point to praying.

I'm forced to be a bit suspicious of this all-too-common defense of prayerlessness among Christians. Someone wrote: "Heaven is full of answers to prayers for which no one ever bothered to ask." Ouch! Could it really be true? 
When we do pray, are we praying for the wrong things or with a wrong spirit? Could it be the case that we are even worldly in our prayers — praying for things that would vindicate us within a system that is fundamentally hostile to God rather than praying within the divine world- view for things he would never refuse to grant? My own (spiritual) sense of the matter is that God will always give one of his children what he or she requests within his will — or something far better than we even thought to request.

The reason I am so confident in saying this is that it is nothing more than a paraphrase of what James, the half-brother of the Lord Jesus Christ, says in today's larger text. 


You wouldn't think of just asking God for it, would you? And why not? Because you know you'd be asking for what you have no right to. You're spoiled children, each wanting your own way.

You're cheating on God. If all you want is your own way, flirting with the world every chance you get, you end up enemies of God and his way. And do you suppose God doesn't care? The proverb has it that "he's a fiercely jealous lover." And what he gives in love is far better than anything else you'll find. It's common knowledge that "God goes against the willful proud; God gives grace to the willing humble."

You may have as much of God's heart, favor, and blessing as you are willing to receive in this life. Christ has opened the way to his treasure-chamber by his own blood, and he invites us to take all we want. When we pray in his name, we are assured that we will be heard — and answered. Yet our spiritual poverty is often comparable to that of a man who has been invited into the vaults of Fort Knox and given permission to carry out as much bullion from our nation's gold reserves as he needs. 
He would not be a thief to fill his hands, his pockets, a bag. He has been invited inside and given carte blanche to everything in the vault. So whose fault will it be if he walks out empty- handed or having picked up only a gum wrapper and cigarette butt somebody dropped on the vault floor? 

In the same way, it is nobody's fault but mine if I live in spiritual poverty. If I choose to use (actually waste) my prayers asking for a successful career, huge amounts of money, fabulous notoriety, and good health, I'm asking for gum wrappers and cigarette butts when I could be asking for and getting valuable things. 
Even to say such a thing shocks and offends us, for we think so much like the world. Those are the valuable things. Aren't they? What does Scripture say? Can you think of a single line in the Word of God that would support such a claim?

The Trauma of Unanswered Prayers

When someone thinks he is being neglected or overlooked, worldly wisdom tells him to invest his prayers in asking for a promotion, a raise, or a wife who will appreciate him. When someone fears that age or diminished beauty will let life pass her by, worldly wisdom tells her to act like a girl again and to prove she can still turn heads. 
When someone has been living above his means and saddled himself with unmanageable debts, worldly wisdom instructs him to pray for a lightning strike at the casino or to land a big account for the sake of the bonus it would bring. When someone is seriously ill, worldly wisdom tells her to pray to be healed and spared from suffering and death.

Heavenly wisdom might lead the overlooked soul to pray for an unselfish spirit and to be pleased with the certainty of God's love in Christ. 
· Heavenly wisdom would move the aging beauty queen to care less about her figure and to pray for the "unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God's sight" (1 Pet. 3:4). 
· Heavenly wisdom might cause the saddled-with-debt soul to simplify life, refocus priorities, and pray henceforth to be kept "free from the love and money and be content with what you have" (Heb. 13:5a). 
· Heavenly wisdom will cause the sick woman to pray for faith, courage, and dignity in the midst of her ordeal.

Don't misunderstand. Don't miss my point. Please don't misrepresent my meaning. Of course we may pray for the distressing aspects of this temporal life, but we must neither center nor exhaust our visits to heaven's treasure vault on such things. Otherwise, like the Prodigal Son, we have taken our access to the Father's wealth and squandered its power. 
It is only people "of corrupt mind," maintains Spirit-guided Paul, "who think that godliness is a means to financial gain" (1 Tim. 6:5) — or perpetual health, youth, or press coverage.

At the end of his epistle, James will say that the prayer of a righteous person is "powerful and effective" both for the seeking of forgiveness at God's throne and for weather conditions! (Jas. 5:16-17). But which is more important: pardon for sin or compliant weather? And what made Elijah's prayers about withholding and sending rain effective: righteous submission in seeking God's will or selfish concern to have a bumper crop and pay off his note at the bank?

Our Primary Hindrance

Most of the sermons I have heard and preached on unanswered prayer haven't been terribly helpful. They tended to focus on hidden or unconfessed sin. They have sometimes exhorted that more time or attention be given to form in prayer. I have even gotten the idea from a few lessons I've heard that "fervency of spirit" — understood as loud and exuberant praying — was somehow the key to power in prayer.

But I've come to believe that the primary hindrance to prayer is the confusion of world- views. Prayer is not a means for manipulating God to my ends. Prayer is not my free pass that exempts me from problems. Prayer is not the means to my end of selfish ambition — even if that selfish ambition is masked under appropriate religious language. 
Yes, I pray from the world of my temporal experience and limited understanding. But I am aware of praying to the God of Heaven and Earth whose promise to hear my prayers takes into account more things than I will ever know. And I must trust him to do what he has promised — to hear, to answer, to do more than I would even know to request.

Jesus is our perfect example again on this point. As Philip Yancey put it: "When Jesus prayed to the one who could save him from death, he did not get that salvation; he got instead the salvation of the world."

Pray. Pray by the guidance of heavenly wisdom rather than earthly wisdom. And pray with the assurance that God's failure to respond to your prayers is only apparent rather than real, for even when you don't have answers you still have him.

Conclusion

Many a young mother and father have had to break a young child's habit of sleeping in their room or in their bed. They try to make it as painless as possible. They pick a night when things have been pleasant and end it with a favorite bedtime story. Then they take her to her own bed in her own room, say her prayers with her, and give her a goodnight kiss. With everything safe and secure, they turn out the light and go to their own room.

The little girl cries, and the crying turns to pitiful sobbing. She calls for her Mommy. And the mother and father are standing just outside the room shedding their own tears and fearing that their baby thinks they no longer hear her or love her. Their hearts are aching for her, and the easy thing for them to do is to rush in and take her back to the big bed in their room.

As much as Daddy would like to stop his child's tears, he knows he must not do so that night — and perhaps for several agonizing nights yet to come. He restrains himself for his baby's sake. She must learn to sleep in her own bed. She must begin to grow up emotionally. She must take one of the early steps to becoming an adult herself someday.

We may rest assured that God hears all our prayers. He is sympathetic and compassionate. His own heart aches beyond our ability to fathom. Yet he may appear to withdraw himself from us so that we might begin to grow up spiritually — by altering our world-view and beginning to see that the things that tend to concern us most are dictated by an earthly wisdom that must be shed for heaven's sake.

God's failure to answer all your questions, desires, and prayers is not his slamming the door of heaven in your face. You may not have all the desires of your heart as yet, but you do still have him. And he is always enough. More than enough.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#16 God’s Guidance

"Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight."

There are times in life when we look back at things as they have been. They often come when we walk through “that” house one last time…you know the one I’m talking about…the one where you grew up and now it’s been sold and you want to walk through it one last time.

We often want to walk through that house one more time — to see what smells were still there, what pieces of furniture might stir a memory, what pictures we might want to take before someone altered its appearance. 

Life is not lived well from backward glances! The movement of life is inexorably, blessedly forward. Thus the great need any one of us has is less for "precious memories" that linger than for guidance into a future we cannot see. Hindsight on history is easier than insight for today or guidance for tomorrow.

Some Fundamental Insights

Do you remember this verse from the Old Testament: " ‘For I know the plans I have for you,' declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future' "? (Jeremiah 29:11). 
It is taken from a letter the prophet Jeremiah wrote to exiles of 597 B.C. who had been taken into Babylonian Captivity. We like to read that verse to a specific group of people in an identifiable historical situation and believe it represents God's will for all his people in whatever circumstances we must endure at awkward times of life. I have no objection to that, for I believe God is the same yesterday, today, and forever — and therefore is always determined to bring his people to holy outcomes. 
But we must be certain that we look for God's guidance into those prosperous and hopeful times. We must be cautious about trying to chart our own course, lest we wind up defeating his will for our lives. It is so easy to do, for "there is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death" (Prov. 14:12).

According to the biblical perspective, we all need divine guidance for our lives. "We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way," said the prophet (Isa. 53:6a). 
This statement about humankind being like straying sheep is spoken in the context of the great Suffering Servant text that the earliest Christians used so constantly in explaining the work of Jesus of Nazareth.

If indeed we have all gone astray and if the paths we pick in our confusion are most frequently the ones that lead to death rather than life, isn't it obvious that we need guidance? Isn't it transparent that we need a guide, mentor, and rescuer?

Among the best-known and most often-quoted verses from the Book of Proverbs are these two that reflect the tenor of the entire collection: "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight."

Human wisdom isn't enough. We humans are not smart enough to find our own way. So, rather than take pride in our own understanding, we will be wiser to follow the Lord with wholehearted abandon; God himself will justify our faith in him by clearing away the obstacles that otherwise would derail our lives from their holy calling and heavenly destination. 
But how does someone who is confused and bewildered, so far off the path that leads to God that she is an alcoholic or that he is addicted to homosexual relationships ever find him again? How does somebody so wounded by abuse and religious judgment that God himself seems remote and unavailable find guidance back home?

Discerning Divine Direction

Bob Mumford tells about a harbor in Italy that can be reached only by sailing up a narrow channel made terribly dangerous by rocks and shoals. Over the years, many ships have wrecked in that stretch of water. Navigating it is truly hazardous.

To guide the ships safely into port, three lights have been mounted on huge poles in the harbor. When the three lights are perfectly lined up and seen as one, the ship can proceed safely up the narrow, treacherous channel. If the pilot sees the light separating into two or three distinct beacons, he knows he's off course and in danger. 

God has provided three means of guidance for us, and they need to "line up" before it is safe for us to proceed. If they don't match or if they give off competing signals, stop dead in your tracks until they are in coherent and unified alignment. The three beacons are sensitivity, reality, and community.

Spiritual Sensitivity. The first and most important light to guide us to the Lord is spiritual sensitivity. It is important for each of us to stay in the Word of God and prayer for the sake of keeping our hearts tender to the Lord. Do you really think it was coincidental that Jesus responded to Satan's temptations, his disciples' questions, or his own anguish on the cross by quoting the words of Scripture? He was deeply rooted in the Word of God. He spent incredible amounts of time in prayer.

David wrote these words: "I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands" (Psa. 119:10). Because of the importance of seeking, knowing, and doing the divine will, the Book of Psalms is introduced by the challenge to "delight in" and to "meditate on" the instructions of the Lord day and night (Psa. 1:2). And although not every psalm is written by David, many of his psalms preserved to us in the collection are beautiful prayers to Yahweh. 

David sought the Lord through meditating on his instruction and communing with him in prayer. That is why his life had a spirituality about it that most of ours lack. What is that you said? He was guilty of murder and adultery? Exactly! And what do you think kept sins that serious from destroying him? His time with Scripture and prayer had created a sensitivity toward God that drew him back there at the lowest and worst time of his life for pardon, renewal, and healing.

Reality. The desire for God isn't enough in and of itself to fix, heal, and restore us from the things that have thrown us off-course in life. And this is a point that needs to be made clearly and emphatically. The gospel is sometimes presented to people in a tone of such naivete that they are left with the impression that anyone who is baptized for remission of sins and teaches Sunday School, or prays to be released from painful memories and past rebellion will be healed instantly and given victory over cancer or depression, alcoholism or sexual addiction.

In the real-life circumstances of your experience, the gospel is always on-target but so may be therapy for childhood sexual abuse or medication for depression, Alcoholics Anonymous or a twelve-step program for sex addicts. The cross is not your means for escaping reality but the heart of your courage to face it. You need forgiveness from the heavy load of guilt you have been carrying that would eventually crush and destroy you. But you also need understanding and insight for dealing with what happened, how it affected you, and what it made you do. 

Community. Since most of our hurts come from relationships, so will most healing come in relationship….spiritual rehabilitation from life's brokenness doesn't happen in isolation. In fact, isolation from others can both create and exacerbate our problems. The God who exists in the companionship of the Holy Trinity has created us to live in healthy relationships with one another. In these relationships we learn how to value, nurture, and love one another — the actions above all others that count as "godliness." You do not know how to love God until you learn how to love other human beings.

"God sets the lonely in families, he leads forth the prisoners with singing; but the rebellious live in a sun-scorched land" (Psa. 68:6). This line is from a processional psalm that praises God for his ability to meet the needs of his people. Whether viewed as a psalm for Israel to use in bring the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem or for the church to celebrate the redemptive work of Christ, it celebrates the fact that God gives his people relationships with one another. In the context of those relationships, we find the true purpose and meaning of our individual lives. If the family isn't a nuclear one, it is the family of God — the larger church community — where we find encouragement and accountability.

With a trusted small group of family members, we can share the things that are most challenging in our spiritual lives. We can pray for one another. We can hold one another responsible to the high calling we have accepted as Christ's disciples. "He who conceals his sins [or heartaches, trauma, addictions, RS] does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy" (Prov. 28:13; cf. Jas. 5:16). 

Go back now to the metaphor I gave you earlier that told of a treacherous Italian channel. How do sailors find their way? They get the three beacon lights in alignment with each other. In the same way, when the Word of God, our life circumstances, and a supportive community of fellow-believers affirm a course of action, we can proceed with boldness and confidence. While we are not infallible in our judgments, these three beacons in alignment with one another constitute good reason to proceed with a course of action. 

Conclusion

"Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding . . ." To trust in God and to put his will above our own understanding is the essence of humility. This all-too-rare Christian virtue empties one of egotistical arrogance in favor of childlike faith. Humility allows one to acknowledge that it is not her life to do with as she pleases but that her life has been surrendered to Christ for pardon, hope, and daily guidance.

"In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight." The operative word here is "all." God is to be sovereign over every aspect of a believer's life. Not just in special seasons or in holy places but always and everywhere, his will is to be sought in all things. In church assemblies and at work, in public view and in the privacy found behind closed doors, in your business ethics and at play — the acknowledgment of God carries a promised reward. He will move the obstacles out of the way that otherwise could have broken your fellowship and kept you apart.

Yes, there are times when such trust appears to be misguided. "He trusts in God," mocked the people watching Jesus die. "Let God rescue him now if he wants him!" (Matt. 27:43). Was that bitter for the Son of God to hear and to bear? Why, he even cried aloud in his anguish about his sense of God-forsakenness on the cross, did he not? (cf. Matt. 27:46). Yet he died with these words on his lips: "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit" (Luke 23:46). On Sunday morning, the obstacles were removed and his path home was clear!

In your present or coming ordeal, cry out. Confess your own sense of pain or God-forsakenness. But keep the beacons in line, and trust God to guide you. He won't fail you.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#17 Handling Adversity
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"We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. . . . Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all."  2 Cor. 4:7-10, 14-16

One of the most arresting photographs I’ve ever seen came about when Julie and Alex Armas agreed to permit a photographer for USA Today into an operating room at Vanderbilt University Medical Center in Nashville. The date was August 19, 1999, and Mr. and Mrs. Armas had agreed to allow surgery on their 21-week-old son. And you should understand that the 21 weeks were from the time of their son's conception, not his birth.

The surgery was to be performed in utero. Infant Armas had been found to have spina bifida, which had left part of his spinal cord exposed after the backbone had failed to develop properly. The surgery was designed to close the gap and protect the baby's fragile spinal cord.

The operation was performed through a tiny slit made in the wall of Mrs. Armas' womb. The thing that proved so amazing about the photography sequence that emerged from that operating room is that Samuel Alexander Armas — still not viable outside his mother's womb — surprised everyone with a reflex movement that not only extended his arm from the cramped quarters hosting his imperfect body but grasped the finger of Dr. Joseph Bruner. I suppose we could say that Samuel was "hanging on for dear life" to the surgeon's hand.

That photo forces me to think of our situation with the Creator God of Heaven and Earth. From our fragile environment and with all the defects of our faith, you and I reach out for God and try to hang on for dear life by means of a grasp called faith. 

Paul's Statement

Although you and I think of Paul in terms of his apostleship and centuries of honor for his role in the early church, the words of our text today were spoken in a defensive tone. Paul's mission at Corinth had been under fire from some harsh critics. The criticism was severe enough that he had been tempted to "lose heart" (2 Cor. 4:1). He was determined, however, to fulfill his ministry and not to dishonor the trust God had given him. By means of a faith-grasp on God's hand, he had resolved that nothing would make him relinquish that hold. 

The key theme of this section is repeated in 1 Corinthians 4:1 and 16: “We faint not!” Literally, Paul said, “We do not lose heart!” There were certainly plenty of reasons for discouragement in Paul’s situation, yet the great apostle did not quit. What was it that kept him from fainting in the conflicts of life? He knew what he possessed in Jesus Christ! Instead of complaining about what he did not have, Paul rejoiced in what he did have; and you and I can do the same thing.

One thing is undeniable about Jesus: He was brutally honest about his call to discipleship. He drew people with the warning that their eventual triumph and joy in following him would come through hardship, danger, and perhaps even death. "Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven," he told them. "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me" (Matt. 5:10-11).

Maybe Jesus understood one of the things about human nature that we occasionally discover for ourselves: Few people are motivated to do their best in a cushy, unchallenging job. There are people every year who quit jobs with good salaries because of the lack of challenge. Few things in life are more insulting to some of us than to be offered an easy job, a job just anybody could perform. Work without challenge offers no sense of joy in accomplishment.

But forget ordinary work and careers for a minute. Does anyone seriously think he/she could join God Almighty in doing something and not be stretched to his/her limits? How can we participate with God in anything and not be challenged? How could we participate in his holiness within a cosmos in rebellion against him and not be put at risk?

Paul's Experience

Paul's personal experience in following Christ had certainly lived up to its advance billing. He had indeed been "persecuted because of righteousness," endured repeated vile "insult," and had people "falsely say all kinds of evil" about him because of his commitment to Jesus of Nazareth.

Later in this same epistle, Paul — with an obvious sense of embarrassment for having to cite such things in order to answer the slander of his opponents — gave a list of things he had been forced to endure over the course of his ministry:

Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn? (2 Cor. 11:25-29).

"The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience," said Martin Luther King Jr., "but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy." 
If that sentiment is correct, Paul comes off well. He was a mature Christian. He understood that his faith would not exempt him from adversity. Or, to quote Augustine: "God had one son on Earth without sin, but he has never had one without suffering."

But you and I live at a different time and with a different mind set. The sentiment most of us carry is that adversity in our experience somehow contradicts the doctrine of the love of God. But it is shallow thinking and flawed faith that would measure the degree of God's love by the comfort of our earthly situation.

Why God Allows Adversity

Don't get me wrong. I'm not saying that I don't whine when things are less than easy for me. I'm not claiming that I've reached the point that I can always be mature about the little difficulty or occasional harassment I face. But I know God well enough that I know he will never allow anything to happen to me that is greater than I can bear (cf. 1 Cor. 10:13) or that he cannot turn into a blessing and victory (cf. Rom. 8:28). So my goal is not to whine, not to question his love, not to set a poor example before anyone who is watching.

Someone as mature as Dietrich Bonhoeffer could write this in a letter to his twin sister, Sabine:

It is good to learn early enough that suffering and God are not a contradiction but rather a unity, for the idea that God himself is suffering is one that has always been one of the most convincing teachings of Christianity. I think God is nearer to suffering than to happiness, and to find God in this way gives peace and rest and a strong and courageous heart.

Someone still struggling as I am to figure out why good people suffer while wicked ones prosper or why our environment in the natural world includes not only beautiful sunsets but cancer and grinding accidents has to go at it in smaller bites. Even so, I think I have seen enough to know that we would all be pretty calloused to one another without such things. If faith gave a free pass from suffering, I know how healthy people would look at sick ones. They'd be just as self-righteous and insensitive as Job's three healthy friends were when he was writhing in pain from his sickness.

I think I understand enough about how the universe operates under divine control to know that God allows adversity into our experience to get our attention and to deliver us from our pride and self-centeredness. Suffering can teach us how much we need God and enable us to feel his strength in our weakness. It can teach us compassion toward others and enable us to comfort others when their time of testing shows up. 

We are, after all, living in a sin-cursed environment rather than heaven. How dare we expect this to be that, here to be there! How dare we think we can create the environment of reward on the field of testing!

Here is a translation I appreciate of a text that is critical to this matter of adversity:

In this all-out match against sin, others have suffered far worse than you, to say nothing of what Jesus went through — all that bloodshed! So don't feel sorry for yourselves. Or have you forgotten how good parents treat children, and that God regards you as his children?

"My dear child, don't shrug off God's discipline, 
but don't be crushed by it either.
It's the child he loves that he disciplines;
the child he embraces, he also corrects."

God is educating you; that's why you must never drop out. He's treating you as dear children. This trouble you're in isn't punishment; it's training, the normal experience of children. Only irresponsible parents leave children to fend for themselves. Would you prefer an irresponsible God? We respect our own parents for training and not spoiling us, so why not embrace God's training so we can truly live? While we were children, our parents did what seemed best to them. But God is doing what is best for us, training us to live God's holy best. At the time, discipline isn't much fun. It always feels like it's going against the grain. Later, of course, it pays off handsomely, for it's the well-trained who find themselves mature in their relationship with God (Heb. 12:4-11, The Message).

Conclusion

Did you read the reports of what happened in the experimental environment of Biosphere 2? It's that giant greenhouse outside Tucson, Arizona, where various ecosystems were duplicated for intense scientific study. Such things as a rain forest, a desert, and even an ocean were synthesized. Almost every atmospheric condition but one could be created. There was no significant wind.

The lack of wind inside Biosphere 2 meant that the layers of strong fiber trees grow in a natural environment never developed. Without that stress, the trees were so weak they could not support their weight for long. Without the winds that blew them almost to the breaking-point, they didn't develop the strength necessary to support their own branches and leaves. Just like us, they needed challenge to grow strong. 

"That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong," said Paul (2 Cor. 12:10).

Oh, by the way. Remember tiny Samuel Alexander Armas whom I mentioned in the introduction to this lesson? He was born at 6:25 p.m. on December 2, 1999, and is doing well. It's too early to know for sure that he will walk, but he is moving his legs very well and is being monitored regularly. 

He'll have the normal challenges every kid faces growing up, and some of those challenges will relate to the spina bifida for which he underwent dramatic in-utero surgery. But the Armases — who had suffered through two miscarriages before little Samuel's conception, surgery, and birth — are thrilled with their son. "The details of his limitations become insignificant," said his father, "and that's the understatement of the year."

Your father loves you that way too. And whatever scars or defects your life exhibits now will be insignificant someday. "That's why I don't think there's any comparison between the present hard times and the coming good times" (Rom. 8:18, The Message). Looking back from heaven with him, you'll be glad you grasped and held onto your Father's strong hand.

Some additional notes on the 2 Corinthians text

We Have a Valuable Treasure (2 Cor. 4:7-12)

From the glory of the new creation, Paul moved to the humility of the clay vessel. The believer is simply a “jar of clay”; it is the treasure within the vessel that gives the vessel its value. The image of the vessel is a recurring one in Scripture, and from it we can learn many lessons.

To begin with, God has made us the way we are so that we can do the work He wants us to do. God said of Paul, “He is a chosen vessel unto Me, to bear My name before the Gentiles” (Acts 9:15). No Christian should ever complain to God because of his lack of gifts or abilities, or because of his limitations or handicaps. Psalm 139:13-16 indicates that our very genetic structure is in the hands of God. Each of us must accept himself and be himself.

The important thing about a vessel is that it be clean, empty, and available for service. Each of us must seek to become “a vessel unto honor, sanctified [set apart], and meet for the master’s use, and prepared unto every good work” (2 Tim. 2:21). We are vessels so that God might use us. We are earthen vessels so that we might depend on God’s power and not our own.

We must focus on the treasure and not on the vessel. Paul was not afraid of suffering or trial, because he knew that God would guard the vessel so long as Paul was guarding the treasure (see 1 Tim. 1:11; 6:20). God permits trials, God controls trials, and God uses trials for His own glory. God is glorified through weak vessels. The missionary who opened inland China to the Gospel, J. Hudson Taylor, used to say, “All God’s giants have been weak men who did great things for God because they reckoned on Him being with them.”

Sometimes God permits our vessels to be jarred so that some of the treasure will spill out and enrich others. Suffering reveals not only the weakness of man but also the glory of God. Paul presented a series of paradoxes in this paragraph: earthen vessels—power of God; the dying of Jesus—the life of Jesus; death working—life working. The natural mind cannot understand this kind of spiritual truth and therefore cannot understand why Christians triumph over suffering.

Not only must we focus on the treasure and not on the vessel, but we must also focus on the Master and not on the servant. If we suffer, it is for Jesus’ sake. If we die to self, it is so that the life of Christ might be revealed in us. If we go through trials, it is so that Christ might be glorified. And all of this is for the sake of others. As we serve Christ, death works in us—but life works in those to whom we minister.

Dr. John Henry Jowett said, “Ministry that costs nothing, accomplishes nothing.” He was right. A pastor friend and I once heard a young man preach an eloquent sermon, but it lacked something. “There was something missing,” I said to my friend; and he replied, “Yes, and it won’t be there until his heart is broken. After he has suffered awhile, he will have a message worth listening to.”

The Judaizers did not suffer. Instead of winning lost souls, they stole converts from Paul’s churches. Instead of sacrificing for the people, they made the people sacrifice for them (2 Cor. 11:20). The false teachers did not have a treasure to share. All they had were some museum pieces from the Old Covenant, faded antiques that could never enrich a person’s life.

It has been my experience that many churches are ignorant of the price a pastor pays to be faithful to the Lord in serving His people. This section is one of three sections in 2 Corinthians devoted to a listing of Paul’s sufferings. The other two are 6:1-10 and 11:16-12:10. The test of a true ministry is not stars, but scars. “From henceforth let no man trouble me: for I bear in my body the marks [brands] of the Lord Jesus” (Gal. 6:17).

How can we keep from giving up? By remembering that we are privileged to have the treasure of the Gospel in our vessels of clay!

We Have a Confident Faith (2 Cor. 4:13-18)

The phrase spirit of faith means “attitude or outlook of faith.” Paul was not referring to a special gift of faith (1 Cor. 12:9), but rather to that attitude of faith that ought to belong to every believer. He saw himself identified with the believer who wrote Psalm 116:10, “I believed, and therefore have I spoken.” True witness for God is based on faith in God, and this faith comes from God’s Word (Rom. 10:17). Nothing closes a believer’s mouth like unbelief (see Luke 1:20).

Of what was Paul so confident? That he had nothing to fear from life or death! He had just listed some of the trials that were a part of his life and ministry, and now he was affirming that his faith gave him victory over all of them. Note the assurances that he had because of his faith.

He was sure of ultimate victory (v. 14).

If Jesus Christ has conquered death, the last enemy, then why fear anything else? Men do everything they can to penetrate the meaning of death and prepare for it, yet the world has no answer to death. Until a person is prepared to die, he is not really prepared to live. The joyful message of the early church was the victory of Christ over death, and we need to return to that victorious emphasis. Note too that Paul saw a future reunion of God’s people when he wrote, “and shall present us with you.” Death is the great divider, but in Jesus Christ there is assurance that His people shall be reunited in His presence (1 Thes. 4:13-18).

He was sure God would be glorified (v. 15).

This verse parallels Romans 8:28 and gives us the assurance that our sufferings are not wasted: God uses them to minister to others and also to bring glory to His name. How is God glorified in our trials? By giving us the “abundant grace” we need to maintain joy and strength when the going gets difficult. Whatever begins with grace, leads to glory (see Ps. 84:11; 1 Peter 5:10).

He was sure his trials were working for him, not against him (vv. 16-17).

“We faint not” (see 2 Cor. 4:1) was Paul’s confident testimony. What does it matter if the “outward person” is perishing, so long as the “inward person” is experiencing daily spiritual renewal? Paul was not suggesting that the body is not important, or that we should ignore its warnings and needs. Since our bodies are the temples of God, we must care for them; but we cannot control the natural deterioration of human nature. When we consider all the physical trials that Paul endured, it is no wonder he wrote as he did.

As Christians, we must live a day at a time. No person, no matter how wealthy or gifted, can live two days at a time. God provides for us “day by day” as we pray to Him (Luke 11:3). He gives us the strength that we need according to our daily requirements (Deut. 33:25). We must not make the mistake of trying to “store up grace” for future emergencies, because God gives us the grace that we need when we need it (Heb. 4:16). When we learn to live a day at a time, confident of God’s care, it takes a great deal of pressure off of our lives.

Yard by yard, life is hard!

Inch by inch, life’s a cinch!

When you live by faith in Christ, you get the right perspective on suffering. Note the contrasts Paul presented in 2 Corinthians 4:17: light affliction—weight of glory; momentary—eternal; working against us—working for us. Paul was writing with eternity’s values in view. He was weighing the present trials against the future glory, and he discovered that his trials were actually working for him (see Rom. 8:18).

We must not misunderstand this principle and think that a Christian can live any way he pleases and expect everything to turn into glory in the end. Paul was writing about trials experienced in the will of God as he was doing the work of God. God can and does turn suffering into glory, but He cannot turn sin into glory. Sin must be judged, because there is no glory in sin.

Second Corinthians 4:16 should be related to 3:18, because both verses have to do with the spiritual renewal of the child of God. Of itself, suffering will not make us holier men and women. Unless we yield to the Lord, turn to His Word, and trust Him to work, our suffering could make us far worse Christians. In my own pastoral ministry, I have seen some of God’s people grow critical and bitter, and go from bad to worse instead of “from glory to glory.” We need that “spirit of faith” that Paul mentioned in 2 Corinthians 4:13.

He was sure the invisible world was real (v. 18).

Dr. A.W. Tozer used to remind us that the invisible world described in the Bible was the only “real world.” If we would only see the visible world the way God wants us to see it, we would never be attracted by what it offers (1 John 2:15-17). The great men and women of faith, mentioned in Hebrews 11, achieved what they did because they “saw the invisible” (Heb. 11:10, 13-14, 27).

The things of this world seem so real because we can see them and feel them; but they are all temporal and destined to pass away. Only the eternal things of the spiritual life will last. Again, we must not press this truth into extremes and think that “material” and “spiritual” oppose each other. When we use the material in God’s will, He transforms it into the spiritual, and this becomes a part of our treasure in heaven. (More on this in 2 Cor. 8-9.) We value the material because it can be used to promote the spiritual, and not for what it is in itself.

How can you look at things that are invisible? By faith, when you read the Word of God. We have never seen Christ or heaven, yet we know they are real because the Word of God tells us so. Faith is “the evidence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Because Abraham looked for the heavenly city, he separated himself from Sodom; but Lot chose Sodom because he walked by sight and not by faith (Gen. 13; Heb. 11:10).

Of course, the unsaved world thinks we are odd—perhaps even crazy—because we insist on the reality of the invisible world of spiritual blessing. Yet Christians are content to govern their lives by eternal values, not temporal prices.

The Problem of Suffering in the World 

  

Building Block For Faith: "If God is so good, why am I in so much pain and suffering? 

Satan's Response: "Suffering proves to you that there is no God or…if there is a God…He doesn't care about you!" 

  

Axioms we have heard: 

"When the going gets tough, the tough get going." 

"When the world gives you a lemon, make lemonade." 

  

"If God sends us on stony paths, he provides strong shoes."  -- Corrie Ten Boom. 

  

"Great crises produce great men and great deeds of courage"  —-John F. Kennedy, Profiles in Courage 

  

You know it's going to be a bad day when: 

* You call suicide prevention and they put you on hold. 

* You see a 60 Minutes news team waiting in your office. 

* Your birthday cake collapses from the weight of the candles. 

* Your twin sister forgets your birthday. 

  

Let's make it clear: we're NOT talking about "a bad day" when we hear some of the pleas offered in the midst of pain and suffering. 

  

While it is true that a crisis helps to make a person, it is also true  that a crisis helps to reveal what a person is made of. 

  

Turn our attention to the book of Job: 

1. What does God say about Job? 1:1, 8, 22; 2:3, 10b. 

2. What does Satan say about Job? (and anyone who trust in God): 1:9-11; 2:4-5. 

a. We serve God for what we get out of it 

b. We serve God only when in good health 

3. How does Job respond? 1:20-21 and 2:10a. 

· important to put ourselves in his place...Job didn't know of the events in heaven. We often relate in identical ways. 

  

Some important lessons: 

1. Life is filled with a variety of difficulties (Job 14:1-2) 

""Man born of woman is of few days and full of trouble. {2} He springs up like a flower and withers away; like a fleeting shadow, he does not endure."....but God's grace is sufficient (see "manifold" or "poikilos" in 1 Peter 1:6 and 4:10). 

  

All we need to think of is Joseph, David, Daniel, Elijah, and Stephen.  Jesus told us they would come: 

(John 16:1-3) ""All this I have told you so that you will not go astray. {2} They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God. {3} They will do such things because they have not known the Father or me…. (32) ""But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me. {33} "I have told you these things, so that in 

me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."" 

  

Paul said in 2 Timothy 3:12 : "In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted." 

  

We occasionally sing a song which offers some powerful words for us: 

"Come, ye disconsolate, where'er ye languish Come to the Mercyseat, fervently kneel. 

Here bring your wounded heart, here tell your anguish; Earth has no sorrow that Heav'n cannot heal." 

  

Paul reminds us in 1 Cor. 10:13 that God will limit their impact upon us. 

  

They cannot make our service to God in vain: 

(1 Cor 15:58) "Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain." 

  

(2 Tim 4:6-8) "For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure. {7} I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. {8} Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day--and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing." 

  

"Are you going through a hard time? Maybe these words from a song called The Fire will help get us through them: 

"I've been through a fire that has deepened my desire, to know the living God more and more. It hasn't been much fun, but the work that it has done in my life has been worth the hurt. You see sometimes we need the hard times to bring us to our knees, otherwise we do as we please and never heed him. For he always knows what's best and it's when we are distressed that we really come to know God as he is." 

  

2. There are things man cannot know…God knows all (chapters 38-41).We MUST avoid the warning of Job 40:8! 

  

(Job 38:2) ""Who is this that darkens my counsel with words without knowledge?" 

  

(Job 40:8) ""Would you discredit my justice? Would you condemn me to justify yourself?" 

  

3. We know that sin and suffering are not linked; they are not proof of sin or guilt (reminded of Luke 13:1-5). Let those circumstances bring you to repentance. We will suffer (like many other Christians) when it is not deserved. 

  

"The Sequoia trees of California tower as much as 300 feet above the ground. Strangely, these giants have unusually shallow root systems that reach out in all directions to capture the greatest amount of surface moisture. Seldom will you see a redwood standing alone, because high winds would quickly uproot it. That's why they grow in clusters. Their intertwining roots provide support for one another against the storms. 

   “Suffering comes to all of us, and no one can suffer for us. Even so, just like those giant Sequoia trees, we can be supported in those difficult times by the prayers and understanding of loved ones and 

friends. It's when we are too proud to admit our needs to others that we are in the greatest danger." 

  

4. We can benefit from the process. 

a. Hard times keep this world from becoming too attractive. 

"Our citizenship is in heaven...we're pilgrims passing through this life and we don't need to let our roots get too deep." 

  

b. Suffering brings out our best and allows to development deep bonds. 

Those we count as our closest and dearest friends are those who have gone  through hard times in life with us. 

  

c. Suffering makes us appreciative. 

Words of 'cheerful' minister despite a hard time in his life: "I make the right use of my eyes. I look up to Heaven and realize that is where I am going. Next, I look down upon the earth and realize how small a place I shall occupy when I am dead and buried. Finally, I look around and see the many who are in some respects much worse than I am. This brings me to three conclusions: First, I learn where true happiness lies; Second, I realize where all our cares end; third, I realize how little reason I have to complain." 

  

God's attributes can be displayed: (2 Cor 12:9-10) "But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. {10} That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong." 

  

  We can develop a valuable attribute: (Phil 4:11-12) "I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. {12} I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want." 

  

What did Jesus learn from his suffering? (Heb 5:8-9) "Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered {9} and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him" 

  

* Story of the man who helped a crysalis burst through the cocoon...didn't have the strength needed to fly. 

  

5. It will provide opportunities to make us sympathetic and to reach out to others: 2 Cor 1:3-6: that 'comfort circle' we've discussed before. 

  

6. It will force us to depend upon God and to give thanks in all things. (Prov 3:5-6) "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; {6} in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight." 

  

(2 Cor 1:8-11) "We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. {9} 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. {10} He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, {11} as you help us by your prayers. Then many will give thanks on our behalf for the gracious favor granted us in answer to the prayers of many." 

  

7. Teaches us to pray and that prayer works when nothing else will. 

  

8. Use the events to glorify God (story of man born blind which Jesus used to glorify God…John 9:1-5). 

"I asked God for strength that I might achieve, I was made weak, that I might learn humbly to obey. 

I asked for health, that I might do greater things, I was given infirmity that I might do better things. 

I asked for riches, that I might be happy, I was given poverty, that I might be wise. 

I asked for power, that I might have the praise of men, I was given weakness, that I might feel the need of God. 

I asked for all things, that I might enjoy life, I was given life, that I might enjoy all things. 

I got nothing that I asked for -- but everything I had hoped for. 

Almost despite myself, my unspoken prayers were answered. I am among all men, most richly blessed." 

   ¨ From Max Cleland, Strong at the Broken Places.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#18 The Discipline of God
(Hebrews 12:5-13 NIV)  And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: "My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, {6} because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." {7} Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? {8} If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. {9} Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! {10} Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. {11} 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. {12} Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. {13} "Make level paths for your feet," so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed.


Can you possibly explain to me why the Everlasting Logos chose to enter life on Planet Earth by a nine-month gestational period that ended in a bloody, dirty birth event — that left him screaming and crying? Can you tell me why he would subject himself to obeying ordinary mortals such as Joseph and Mary? Can you make sense of the time he spent working in a carpenter shop shaving boards, hammering nails, and smashing his fingers? And why in the world did he wait until he was more than 30 to start his teaching ministry — in the company of exasperating disciples and against the opposition of powerful enemies?

Here is the biblical answer to these puzzlements of mine: "Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him" (Heb. 5:8-9). 

When the text says that Jesus "learned obedience" through his human growth, frustrations, and sufferings, it doesn't mean that he was having to unlearn or be purged from a disobedient heart. It simply likens his experience to the customary training of children who need to receive instruction that teaches them obedience.

What is going on in our lives when it takes so much time and anguish to grow through frustrating puberty and adolescent bewilderment in company with parents who've forgotten what it's like and just don't seem to understand? Why is school so boring with its requirement that I take subjects that don't relate to my true interests — yet still so expensive? Why is it so hard to manage money without getting too deep in debt and frustrated? And why do company layoffs happen at the worst possible times? Can you make sense of birth defects, brain tumors, or strokes? Why is it that the harder you try to do right and honor God the more obstacles you seem to face? 

Allow me to answer these questions by adapting the text I cited earlier about Jesus. Although we are children of God, we are learning obedience through events that cause us great pain and sorrow; and once that process is complete, we will know how to trust God as Jesus did and be participants with him in the sort of obedience that distinguishes only those who have eternal life.
God Disciplines All His Children

God is doing in our lives what he did in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. He is allowing some and providing other experiences that challenge us to our very depths. Yes, there are abundant good and positive things in this world — crisp fall air and breathtaking sunsets, a mother's unselfish love and a child's unabashed joy, prosperity and family life. 
But there is also pain and sorrow. They hurt us. They limit us. They dishearten us and wound us deep within our personalities. There is nothing good about these things — except for the fact that we can react to them in faith, learn to snuggle in closer to the heart of God, and sometimes know that it is all right to wait for things to be made right beyond this world.

So the challenge in all this is to see that we are no different from the Son of God in this very fundamental way. It is the common lot of all God's children. If Jesus had to learn obedience and grow in faith, we shouldn't be surprised at the same thing in our lives. So I need to get over my habit of complaining about things and people that frustrate me. I need to grow up enough to learn that praying about them doesn't typically make them go away so much as tap into a divine resource for dealing with them. It is hardship. 
But it is also discipline. And it is God's way of teaching me to depend more on him and less on myself, to obey rather than to be self-willed, to learn how to be patient and humble rather than intolerant and rude. It's a process of formation over time that requires discipline and endurance.

I'm discovering that the very same adversities that cause me so much distress are often the same events that school me in the virtues that matter most to God, that the things I dread most and whine loudest about are the very ones I eventually look back on as my best teachers. 

The Job of a Coach

Do I want to experience the discipline of God? No, because it is painful and unpleasant to endure. But do I want the outcomes that require his discipline? Yes, for I am his son and want to give him pleasure. Discipline is the formative process by which raw talent becomes expert ability; it is the refining fire through which possibilities become realities, children become adults, sinners become saints.

It was the late Coach Tom Landry who used to say, "The job of a football coach is to make men do what they don't want to do in order to achieve what they've always wanted to be." Why, that's a task that reflects what God is doing with us! 

Paul thought we would:

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God (Rom. 8:18-21).

In the meanwhile, though, we still get frustrated with what has to be endured. We still resent the laps, sprints, and drills of spiritual life. 

No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 

Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. "Make level paths for your feet," so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed (Heb. 12:11- 13).

"Before I Was Afflicted, I Went Astray"

Sometimes we have enough experiences to realize even in this life — not having to wait until we can look back from heaven — that a particular hardship was actually discipline, a time of incredible frustration was actually the prelude to triumph. Take the language of Psalm 119 as a case in point. This acrostic poem is an extended meditation on the instruction or Torah of Yahweh. 
Listen to these lines:

Do good to your servant according to your word, O LORD. 
Teach me knowledge and good judgment, for I believe in your commands. 
Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word. 
You are good, and what you do is good; teach me your decrees. . .
It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees. 
The law from your mouth is more precious to me than thousands of pieces of silver and gold (Psa. 119:65-72).

How did this writer come to his view of how precious instruction from God's mouth is? What had taught him the value of obedience to Yahweh? His faith had been forged in the fires of testing. He had been "afflicted" — and that affliction had brought him back from forbidden paths. His anguish had grabbed him by the collar and hauled a rebel back to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

How many faithful believers do I know who have come to Christ in a life crisis! Life's lies made them seek the truth. Its false-and-failed promises sent them to seek the One who is reliable. Their shame sent them to the God of grace and forgiveness. 
No wonder the first steps in recovery for people who go to Alcoholics Anonymous are these:

Step One: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol — that our lives had become unmanageable.
Step Two: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.
Step Three: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood him.

I can't count the times I have heard the equivalent of these words from people who have been in recovery from alcohol, drugs, or sexual addiction for a while: "It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn God's ways." For anyone who hasn't yet had an experience that makes those words meaningful, I can't explain them. For anyone who has, nobody needs to make the effort.

Conclusion

Christianity is a realistic, serious, and demanding faith. To represent it as simply good social fellowship and the challenge to live up to one's full human potential is "false advertising" — and maybe even heresy. That is why God has to teach, coach, and discipline us. Don't resent it. Be thankful. "A righteous man may have many troubles," wrote David, "but the LORD delivers him from them all" (Psa. 34:19).
Some additional notes on the scripture text

The key word in this section is chastening. It is a Greek word that means "child training, instruction, discipline." A Greek boy was expected to "work out" in the gymnasium until he reached his maturity. It was a part of his preparation for adult life. The writer viewed the trials of the Christian life as spiritual discipline that could help a believer mature. Instead of trying to escape the difficulties of life, we should rather be "exercised" by them so that we might grow (Heb. 12:11).

 

When we are suffering, it is easy to think that God does not love us. So the writer gave proofs that chastening comes from the Father’s heart of love.

 

The writer to the Hebrews sets out still another reason why men should cheerfully bear affliction when it comes to them. He has urged them to bear it because the great saints of the past have borne it. He has urged them to bear it because anything they may have to bear is a little thing compared with what Jesus Christ had to bear. Now he says that they must bear hardship because it is sent as a discipline from God and no life can have any value apart from discipline.

 

A father always disciplines his child. It would not be a mark of love to let a son do what he likes and have nothing but an easy way; it would show that the father regarded the son as no better than an illegitimate child to whom he felt neither love nor responsibility. We submit to an earthly father's discipline which is imposed only for a short time, until we reach years of maturity, and which at best always contains an element of arbitrariness. The earthly father is he to whom we owe our bodily life; how much more should we submit to the discipline of God to whom we owe our immortal spirits and who, in his wisdom, seeks for nothing but our highest good.

 

There is a curious passage in Xenophon's Cyropaedia. There is an argument about whether the man who makes men laugh or makes them weep is of most use in the world. Aglaitidas says: "He that makes his friends laugh seems to me to do them much less service than he who makes them weep; and if you will look at it rightly, you, too, will find that I speak the truth. At any rate, fathers develop self-control in their sons by making them weep and teachers impress good lessons on their pupils in the same way, and laws, too, turn the citizens to justice by making them weep. But could you say that those who make us laugh either do good to our bodies or make our minds any more fitted for the management of our private business or the affairs of state?" It was the view of Aglaitidas that it was the man who exerted discipline who really did good to his fellow-men.

 

So, then, the writer insists that we must look on all the hardships of life as the discipline of God and as sent to work, not for our harm but for our ultimate and highest good. To prove his point he makes a quotation from Proverbs 3:11, 12. There are many ways in which a man may look at the discipline which God sends him.

 

(i) He may resignedly accept it. That is what the Stoics did. They held that nothing in this world happens outside the will of God; therefore, they argued, there is nothing to do but to accept it. To do anything else is simply to batter one's head against the walls of the universe. That is possibly the acceptance of supreme wisdom; but none the less it is the acceptance not of a father's love but of a father's power. It is not a willing but a defeated acceptance.

 

(ii) A man may accept discipline with the grim sense of getting it over as soon as possible. A certain famous Roman said: "I will let nothing interrupt my life." If a man accepts discipline like that he regards it as an infliction to be struggled through with defiance and certainly not with gratitude.

 

(iii) A man may accept discipline with the self-pity which leads in the end to collapse. Some people, when they are caught up in some difficult situation, give the impression that they are the only people in the world whom life ever hurt. They are lost in their self-pity.

 

(iv) A man may accept discipline as a punishment which he resents. It is strange that at this time the Romans saw in national and personal disasters nothing but the vengeance of the gods. Lucan wrote: "Happy were Rome indeed, and blessed citizens would she have, if the gods were as much concerned with caring for men as they are with exacting vengeance from them." Tacitus held that the disasters of the nation were proof that not men's safety but men's punishment was the interest of the gods. There are still people who regard God as vindictive. When something happens to them or to those whom they love their question is: "What did I do to deserve this?" And the question is asked in such a tone as to make it clear that they regard the whole matter as an unjust punishment from God. It never dawns upon them to ask: "What is God trying to teach me and to do with me through this experience?"

 

(v) So we come to the last attitude. A man may accept discipline as coming from a loving father. Jerome said a paradoxical but true thing: "The greatest anger of all is when God is no longer angry with us when we sin." He meant that the supreme punishment is when God lets us alone as unteachable. The Christian knows that "a father's hand will never cause his child a needless tear" and that everything can be utilised to make him a wiser and a better man. We shall cease from self-pity, from resentment and from rebellious complaint if we remember that there is no discipline of God which does not take its source in love and is not aimed at good.

 

(12:5-11) Introduction—Discipline, of God—Chastisement: God disciplines believers. He chastens, corrects, and rebukes believers. But we must always remember this: "God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man" (James 1:13). God does not cause temptation, sin, devastation, destruction, accident, sickness, death, sufferings, trials, trouble, and problems in people’s lives. These things are caused by man’s own sinful and selfish lusts and the corruptible world in which he lives, and by that arch-enemy of the spiritual world, Satan. God does not cause bad and evil in life. God loves man and loves this world. Therefore, God’s concern is not to cause problems and pain for us; His concern is to deliver us through all the trouble and pain on earth and to save us for heaven and eternity. How does God do this? By chastising us. What does chastising (paideias) mean? When we think of chastisement, we usually think of discipline and correction and it does mean this. But it also means to train and teach and instruct a person. Both meanings are included in the Biblical word chastisement (cp. A.T. Robertson. Word Pictures In The New Testament, Vol. 5, p.435). 
God does two things with us:

1. First, when we face some trial and sin in life, God stirs us to stand fast and to conquer the trial or to turn away from the sin. He guides, directs, teaches, trains, and instructs us all along the way, making us stronger and stronger in life and drawing us closer and closer to Him. God does not want the trials and sins of life to defeat and engulf us; He wants them to strengthen us. He wants to use them to discipline and teach us more and more endurance, and wants to teach us to trust and depend upon Him more and more. But note this: we have to let God work in our hearts and use the trials to strengthen us. We cannot wallow around in self-pity or react against the trials and problems that attack us. We must turn to God—truly turn to God—and ask Him for help and strength and let Him help us.

An illustration is this. A small innocent baby who is crippled in an automobile accident by a drunkard is not being chastised or corrected by God. The child has done nothing for which to be chastised. The child is crippled because of a sinful man who followed the path of Satan. He is crippled because he lives in a corruptible world. God loves the child, and God will look after the child as the child grows if the child will look to God for help. God will use the child’s sufferings...

· God will teach and discipline the growing child to endure more and more, making him stronger and stronger.

· God will teach and discipline the growing child to trust and depend upon Christ more and more and to fellowship and commune with Christ more and more.

· God will use the endurance and faith of the growing child as a testimony to the love and care of God—as a testimony to the living reality and delivering power of God that can conquer all the trials and sorrows of life, even that of death.

2. Second, when we fail and cave in to the trial and sin, God lets us reap what we have sown. We bear the results of our sin, but even during sin and failure, God loves us. He loves and works with us, convicting us by His Spirit to repent. He then uses the suffering of the sin to stir us to think of Him and our failure. God takes the sufferings that are caused by trials and sins and uses them to correct and discipline us. This is the key statement, and it is what we must always remember when dealing with all the bad and evil things upon earth. God does not cause them; we cause them, and the corruptible world in which we live causes them, and the arch-enemy Satan causes them. God loves us and has nothing in mind for us except love and the very best of everything. Therefore, God takes all the bad and evil—all the suffering of bad and evil—and He uses it all to make us think about Him and our failure. He uses the suffering caused by sin and trials to correct and discipline us, to stir us to draw near Him in trust, dependence, and love, and to live like we should.

This is what chastisement is and this is why God disciplines us. This is the great subject of this passage: the great discipline of God.

1. The strong exhortation concerning discipline (v.5-7).

2. The purposes of discipline (v.8-11).

3. The believer’s duty (v.12-13).

(12:5-7) Discipline, Of God—Chastisement: the exhortation concerning discipline is a threefold exhortation (cp. Proverbs 3:11-12; Proverbs 13:24).

1. First, do not despise (meoligorei) discipline (Hebrews 12:5). The word means to scorn; to make little of; to treat lightly. When we are being taught, disciplined, or corrected, there is always the danger of...

· despising it

· scorning it

· making light of it

· treating it too lightly

Too often, we pay little attention to the discipline and correction of God: to the tug and pull of the Spirit of God, to the little consequences and sufferings of our hearts, to the little things that happen to us. As a result we continue right on in our little irresponsible behaviors and sins. The little flaws and sins get bigger and bigger until finally the roof caves in and the consequences involve so much destruction and suffering that we can no longer ignore them.

Why do we suffer so much in this life? Because of our irresponsibilities and sins—because we do not heed the discipline and correction of God when we first begin to act irresponsibly. If we heeded the discipline of God, then we could correct our small misbehavior and no big sin would happen. This would mean that much of the great sufferings in the world would never happen.

The point is this: we are not to despise the discipline of God—not to scorn it nor take and treat it lightly. We are to heed it. As we do, life will be much easier and stronger and much more triumphant and victorious.

 

2. Second, do not faint or give up when disciplined (Hebrews 12:5). The word "faint" (ekluou) means to give up; to lose heart; to buckle under; to lose courage; to weaken. The trials and sufferings of this world can become extremely heavy and painful—sometimes almost too much to bear.

Þ The rebuking hand of God that convicts us to repent and to correct our behavior becomes almost unbearable.

In either case, we are not to faint or give up. We are to turn totally to God in trust and dependence, asking for His help and strength. We have the glorious assurance that He will deliver us victoriously through all. He will make us stronger and make us a much greater witness for Him. God will save us and live within our hearts and lives—save us both now and eternally—save us even through death itself so that we may live with Him forever and ever in the new heavens and earth (1 Peter 3:10-13; Rev. 21:1f).

 

3. Third, endure the discipline of God (Hebrews 12:6-7). Note these verses closely: when God receives us as children of His, He disciplines and even scourges or spanks us. Why? Because He loves us. God chastens us because we are His sons, that is, His children. We have faults and weaknesses, and we go astray, disobeying and rebelling and acting selfishly. We often hurt and cause pain both for ourselves and for others. But God loves us and wants to stop us from hurting ourselves and from hurting others. He wants us to grow and move through life with as little pain and hurt as possible, and He wants us to become stronger and stronger within our inner person. Therefore, every time we go astray or begin to faint under trials, God corrects us.

The point is this: we are to endure the discipline of God. We are to stand fast against all trials and sufferings. We are to become soft to the guidance and urgings of the Spirit of God. We are to follow the Word of God and His Spirit, the urgings and convictions within our hearts when they are of God. God is disciplining us, teaching and correcting us because He loves us as our Father. He is disciplining us just as a loving father upon earth disciplines his child.

 

(12:8-11) Discipline, Of God—Chastisement: the purposes for discipline are fourfold.

1. God disciplines us to assure us that we are His children (Hebrews 12:8). If a person is not disciplined by God, then he knows something: he is not a son of God. He is an illegitimate child; he is only a person who professes to be God’s but who is not.

Þ Unless a person is taught, instructed, disciplined, and corrected by the Spirit of God, he is not a son of God.

"Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I will receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty" (2 Cor. 6:17-18).

"But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons. And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father" (Galatians 4:4-6).

As this verse says (note it carefully), God takes all who are partakers of His nature—who are children of His—and teaches, instructs, disciplines, and corrects them. God disciplines His children, and the fact that we are disciplined by Him shows and assures us that we are not illegitimate children, but true children of God.

 

2. God disciplines us to save us and to stir us to truly live (Hebrews 12:9). Imagine a world without any discipline, training, instruction, and correction. It would be a world of lawlessness, corruption, evil, devastation, destruction, ruin, and death. Life within such a world would not be life; in fact, life could not even survive upon earth. It is discipline, training, instruction, and correction that gives order and protection to life upon earth. This is the reason earthly fathers who love their children discipline them.

The point is this: God’s discipline brings more life to man, an abundance of life in this world and an eternal life in the next world. A person who will heed the discipline of God...

· will escape much of the suffering and pain of this life and become a much stronger person as he walks through the trials and temptations of life.

· will be delivered from death the moment he leaves this world and enters the next world.

3. God disciplines us for our good, to make us partakers of His holiness (Hebrews 12:10). Remember: holiness means to be different; to be completely and wholly set apart and separated from imperfection and impurity. God is holy, righteous, and pure—perfectly so. Note this:

Þ The more sin and evil we do, the less like God we become.

Þ The less sin and evil we do, the more like God we become.

Therefore, God is bound to discipline us when we begin to faint under trials and sufferings and when we begin to move toward sin. God wants us to become more and more like Him. When we first believed and became children of God, God put His divine nature—His Spirit—within us. His Holy Spirit indwells us to make us more like God. As long as we are on this earth, we shall never become perfectly holy, never be perfectly set apart unto God. But we are to grow more and more like Him. Day by day we are to let His holiness and purity shine through us. The more His holiness shines in our lives, the stronger His witness is and the easier it is for people to believe and surrender themselves to God.

 

4. God disciplines us so that we can bear the fruit of peace and righteousness (Hebrews 12:11). This is clearly seen. The less sin and evil there is, the more peace and righteousness there is. If the sin and evil of anger and division do not exist, then peace and righteousness prevail. Therefore, when sin and evil stick their ugly heads up in our lives, God disciplines us. Why? So that we will correct ourselves and do all we can for the sake of peace and righteousness.

The discipline and correction may be grievous and painful to bear at first, but it will bring peace and righteousness if we will only bear it.

 

With this passage the writer to the Hebrews comes to the problems of everyday Christian life and living. He knew that sometimes it is given to a man to mount up with wings as an eagle; he knew that sometimes a man is enabled to run and not be weary in the pursuit of some great moment of endeavour; but he also knew that of all things it is hardest to walk every day and not to faint. Here he is thinking of the daily struggle of the Christian way.

 

(i) He begins by reminding them of their duties. In every congregation and in every Christian society there are those who are weaker and more likely to go astray and to abandon the struggle. It is the duty of those who are stronger to put fresh vigour into listless hands and fresh strength into failing feet. The phrase used for slack hands is the same as is used to describe the children of Israel in the days when they wished to abandon the rigours of the journey across the wilderness and to return to the ease and the fleshpots of Egypt.

 

One of life's greatest glories is to be an encourager of the man who is near to despair and a strengthener of the man whose strength is failing. To help these people we have to make their ways straight. A Christian has a double duty; he has a duty to God and a duty to his fellow men. The Testimony of Simeon (5:2, 3) has an illuminating description of the duty of the good man. "Make your heart good in the sight of the Lord; and make your ways straight in the sight of men; so you will find favour in the sight of the Lord and of men."

 

To God a man must present a clean heart; to men he must present an upright life. To show a man the right way to walk, by personal example to keep him on the right road, to remove from the path something that would make him stumble, to make the journey easier for faltering and lagging feet, is a Christian duty. A man must offer his heart to God and his service and example to his fellow-men.

 

(ii) The writer to the Hebrews turns to the aims which must ever be before the Christian.

 

(a) He must aim at peace. In Hebrew thought and language peace was no negative thing; it was intensely positive. It was not simply freedom from trouble; it was two things.

 

First, it was everything which makes for a man's highest good. As the Hebrews saw it, that highest good was to be found in obedience to God. Proverbs says: "My son, forget not my law; but let thine heart keep my commandments: for length of days and long life and peace shall they add unto thee." The Christian must aim at that complete obedience to God in which life finds its highest happiness, its greatest good, its perfect consummation, its peace. Second, peace meant right relationships between man and man. It meant a state when hatred was banished and each man sought nothing but his neighbour's good. Hebrews says: "Seek to live together as Christian men ought to live, in the real unity which comes from living in Christ."

 

The peace to be sought is that coming from obedience to God's will, which raises a man's life to its highest realization and enables him to live in and to produce right relationships between his fellow-men.

 

One thing remains to be noted-that kind of peace is to be pursued. It requires an effort; it is not something which just happens. It is the product of mental and spiritual toil and sweat. Rudyard Kipling wrote:

"Our England is a garden, and such gardens are not made

By singing:-'Oh, how beautiful!' and sitting in the shade,

While better men than we go out and start their working-lives

At grubbing weeds from gravel-paths with broken dinner-knives."

The gifts of God are given, but they are not given away; they have to be won, for they can be received only on God's conditions-and the supreme condition is obedience to himself.

 

(b) He must aim at holiness (hagiasmos). Hagiasmos has in it the same root as the adjective hagios, which is usually translated holy. The root meaning is always difference and separation. Although he lives in the world, the man who is hagios must always in one sense be different from it and separate from it. His standards are not the world's standards, nor his conduct the world's conduct. His aim is not to stand well with men but to stand well with God. Hagiasmos, as Westcott finely put it, is "the preparation for the presence of God." The life of the Christian is dominated by the constant memory that its greatest aim is to enter into the presence of God.

 

(iii) The writer to the Hebrews goes on to point the dangers which threaten the Christian life.

 

(a) There is the danger of missing the grace of God. The word he uses might be paraphrased failing to keep up with the grace of God. The early Greek commentator Theophylact interprets this in terms of a journey of a band of travellers who every now and again check up, "Has anyone fallen out? Has anyone been left behind while the others have pressed on?" In Micah there is a vivid text (4:6), "I will assemble the lame." Moffatt translates it: "I will collect the stragglers." It is easy to straggle away, to linger behind, to drift instead of to march, and so to miss the grace of God. There is no opportunity in this life which cannot be missed. The grace of God brings to us the opportunity to make ourselves and to make life what they are meant to be. A man may, in his lethargy, his thoughtlessness, his unawareness, his procrastination, miss the chances which grace brings to him. Against that we must ever be upon the watch.

 

(b) There is the danger of what the Revised Standard Version calls "a root bearing poisonous and bitter fruit." The phrase comes from Deuteronomy 29:18; and there it describes the man who goes after strange gods and encourages others to do so, and who thereby becomes a pernicious influence on the life of the community. The writer to the Hebrews is warning against those who are a corrupting influence. There are always those who think the Christian standards unnecessarily strict and punctilious; there are always those who do not see why they should not accept the world's standards of life and conduct. This was specially so in the early Church. It was a little island of Christianity surrounded by a sea of paganism; its members were, at the most, only one generation away from heathenism. It was easy to relapse into the old standards. This is a warning against the infection of the world, sometimes deliberately, sometimes unconsciously, spread within the Christian society.

 

(c) There is the danger of falling into immorality or relapsing into an unhallowed life. The word used for unhallowed is bebelos. It has an illuminating background. It was used for ground that was profane in contradistinction to ground that was consecrated. The ancient world had its religions into which only the initiated could come. Bebelos was used for the person who was uninitiated and uninterested in contradistinction to the man who was devout. It was applied to such men as Antiochus Epiphanes who was pledged to wipe out all true religion; it was applied to Jews who had become apostates and had forsaken God. Westcott sums up this word by saying that it describes the man whose mind recognizes nothing higher than earth, for whom there is nothing sacred, who has no reverence for the unseen. An unhallowed life is a life without any awareness of or interest in God. In its thoughts, aims, pleasures, it is completely earthbound. We have to have a care lest we drift into a frame of mind and heart which has no horizon beyond this world, for that way inevitably lie the failure of chastity and the loss of honour.

 

To sum it all up, the writer to the Hebrews cites the example of Esau. He really puts two stories together-Genesis 25:28-34 and Genesis 27:1-39. In the first Esau came in from the field ravenously hungry and sold his birthright to Jacob for a share of the food which he was preparing. The second story tells how Jacob subtly robbed Esau of his birthright by impersonating him when Isaac was old and blind and so gaining the blessing which belonged to Esau as the elder of the two sons. It was when Esau sought the blessing that Jacob had shrewdly obtained and learned he could not get it that he lifted up his voice and wept (Genesis 27:38).

 

There is more to this than lies upon the surface. In Hebrew legend and in rabbinic elaboration Esau had come to be looked upon as the entirely sensual man, the man who put the needs of his body first. Hebrew legend says that while Jacob and Esau-they were twins-were still in their mother's womb, Jacob said to Esau: "My brother, there are two worlds before us, this world and the world to come. In this world men eat and drink and traffic and marry and bring up sons and daughters; but all this does not take place in the world to come. If you like, take this world and I will take the other." And Esau was well content to take this world, because he did not believe that there was any other. On that very day when Jacob's subterfuge gained him Isaac's blessing, legend said that Esau already had committed five sins-"he had worshipped with strange worship, he had shed innocent blood, he had pursued a betrothed damsel, he had denied the life of the world to come, and he had despised his birthright."

 

Hebrew interpretation saw Esau as the sensual man, the man who saw no pleasures beyond the crude pleasures of this world. Any man life that sells his birthright; for a man throws away his inheritance when he throws away eternity.

 

The writer to the Hebrews says, according to the Authorized Version, that Esau found no place for repentance. The Greek for repentance is metanoia, which literally means a change of mind. It is better to say that it was now impossible for Esau to change his mind. It is not that he was barred from the forgiveness of God. It is just the grim fact that there are certain choices which cannot be unmade and certain consequences which not even God can take away. To take a very simple example-if a young man loses his purity or a girl her virginity, nothing can ever bring it back. The choice has been made and it stands. God can and will forgive but he cannot turn back the clock.

 

We do well to remember that there is a certain finality in life. If, like Esau, we take the way of this world and make bodily things our final good, if we choose the pleasures of time in preference to the joys of eternity, God can and will still forgive but something has happened that can never be undone. There are certain things in which a man cannot change his mind but must abide for ever by the choice that he has made.

 

(12:12-13) Discipline, Of God—Chastisement: the believer’s duty is threefold.

1. The believer is to lift up his hands and strengthen his buckling knees. This is the picture of a man discouraged and defeated because of the sufferings of trial or sin. Instead of listening to the voice of God’s discipline, he has let his shoulders and hands hang low and his knees buckle. This is not to be so with the Christian believer. The believer is to listen to God and His discipline: lift up his hands, strengthen his weak grip and buckling knees.

 

2. The believer is to make straight paths for his feet. He is to follow the straight course of God’s discipline. He is to do exactly what God’s Spirit is saying to do, and do nothing that the Spirit is not instructing him to do.

 

3. The believer must heal whatever is lame. This charge can be saying one of two things: that the believer is to heal any lame part of his own behavior, or that the behavior is to strengthen his weak grip and buckling knees and make straight paths so that he can heal and help other believers who are lame. 
What a descriptive way to express the duty and witness of the believer!

Þ The believer is to receive the discipline of God so that he can be a dynamic witness for God.

"I said, lord, be merciful unto me: heal my soul; for I have sinned against thee" (Psalm 41:4).

"My son, attend to my words; incline thine ear unto my sayings. Let them not depart from thine eyes; keep them in the midst of thine heart. For they are life unto those that find them, and health to all their flesh" (Proverbs 4:20-22).

(12:14) Believer, Duty—Peace—Holiness: the great duty of the believer is to follow after peace and holiness. The word "follow" (diokete) means to run after, chase after, press after, and to pursue. It has the idea of swiftness and endurance—of hotly pursuing and staying after peace and holiness. We live in a world that is full of corruptible and evil people who could care less about peace and holiness just so they get what they want. However, the believer must not give up, for both peace and holiness are the very reason he is on earth. 
The believer’s danger is twofold.

1. The believer is to follow after peace (eirenen) with all men. The fact that he has to follow after peace means that peace is not always possible.

Þ Some persons within the church are troublemakers: grumblers, complainers, gossipers, criticizers; some are self-centered leaders full of pride; some people within the church are just selfish and self-centered and care more about pushing themselves forward and getting their own way than they do about peace. Self is put before Christ and the church and its mission.

Þ Some persons within the world are troublemakers and they cause great trouble for the believer. They oppose the believer: ridicule, mock, poke fun at, curse, abuse, persecute, ignore, and isolate him.

Þ Some persons within the world are troublemakers for the world at large: dissenters, dividers, fighters, ego-hunters, power-builders, and warmongers. Some people have no interest in peace whatsoever unless they can have their own way.

The point is this: the believer is to follow after peace with all men—no matter who they are. The very purpose for the believer being on earth is to bring peace between men and God and between men and all other men. Therefore, the believer is to do all he can to live at peace with everyone and to lead others to live in peace.

The believer is to live at peace with all men. The believer is to work for as much peace as possible. Some level of harmony and concord can be achieved at least some of the time. The believer is never to give up, not as long as there is hope for some degree of peace. He is to achieve as much peace as possible. However remember, peace is not always possible—not with everyone.

Now note two significant points that need to be carefully considered by every believer.

a. The cause of conflict must not arise from a believer. He is to try everything possible to bring about peace and to keep peace (Romans 12:20; cp. Matthew 5:39-41). However, this may be impossible because of the wickedness of others or because the control of peace is not within his hands. It is possible that some will not live peaceably. They continue to indulge every whim and live a life of repugnant license. Such living often threatens the peace and security, preservation and life of oneself and one’s family and friends.

b. What is it that determines whether a believer is to turn the "other cheek" or to defend himself? For example, Jesus spent His life combating evil and wrong, but He did not always turn the other cheek (John 18:22-23); neither did Paul (Acts 23:2-3). Paul encouraged the believer not to give license to anyone, and he was strict in the command. For example, he said that if a man did not work because of laziness, he should not eat (2 Thes. 3:7, 10).

The governing principle for the believer is clear: "Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good" (Romans 12:21). There are times when an attacker, if allowed to continue in his attack, is encouraged in his evil nature of indulgence and license. If allowed to continue, his evil overcomes the believer—either within through bitterness and revenge, or without through domination. Thus, a believer is not to sacrifice truth in order to preserve peace. Evil is not to be allowed to overcome truth.

2. The believer is to follow after "holiness" (hagiasmon). The word means sanctification, consecration, and separation. It means to be set apart and different. The root meaning of holiness is to be different. The believer is to be different from the unbelievers of the world in that he...

· is set apart unto God and to Him alone.

· is separated from the world and its pleasures and possessions.

The believer, of course, lives in the world. He walks and moves within the world; buys, eats, and sleeps in the world; works, plays, and is housed in the world; relates, associates, and fellowships in the world. However the believer is not to be of the world. He is not to be possessed by the world, enslaved to its pleasures and possessions. What does this mean? In very simple terms, the believer is not to indulge and give license to his flesh:

Þ He is not to buy and buy; he is not to be a materialist.

Þ He is not to eat and eat; he is not to be a glutton.

Þ He is not to sleep and sleep; he is not to be slothful.

Þ He is not to work and work; he is not to be a workaholic.

Þ He is not to play and play; he is not to over-emphasize recreation.

Þ He is not to have house after house; he is not to hoard riches in a world of desperate needs.

Þ He is not to fellowship and fellowship; he is not to neglect duty.

The believer is to be separated from the world and its pleasures and possessions. He is to be set apart unto God, living for God and serving Him in His great mission. The believer is to meet the needs of a desperate world that is dying from sin, disease, hunger, and war. The believer is to be different from the rest of the world; he is to follow after holiness.

 (12:15-17) Neglect—Warning: the great dangers threatening believers. There are some great dangers that threaten the faith of believers. Therefore, believers must look diligently after themselves and after others. The words "looking diligently" (episkopountes) mean to be on the watch; to look carefully; to take the oversight of; to see to it. It is of utmost importance, of a critical nature, for there are dangers. Therefore, be on the lookout and search diligently lest one fall into one of these dangers. 
There are four great dangers that threaten believers.

1. There is the danger of falling short of the grace of God (A.T. Robertson. Word Pictures In The New Testament, Vol. 5, p.437). What is the grace of God? It is the favor and kindness of God that saves man. Grace means the favor and kindness of God, but there is a uniqueness about God’s favor and kindness. His favor and kindness are given despite the fact that they are undeserved and unmerited. God has done a thing unheard of among men: God has given His grace to men...

· despite their cursing Him.

· despite their rejecting Him.

· despite their rebelling against Him.

· despite their hostility toward Him.

· despite their denial of Him.

· despite their neglect of Him.

· despite their half-hearted commitment to Him.

· despite their worship of religion instead of Him.

· despite their false worship.

· despite their idolatrous worship.

· despite their trespasses.

· despite their sins.

Grace is giving, but it is giving to people who do not deserve the gift. What is the gift that God has given? Jesus Christ. God has given His Son, Jesus Christ, to save men. He did not have to give His Son. God could have wiped man from the face of the earth and condemned him forever to judgment. Man deserved it, but this is God’s grace. God is full of mercy and love and kindness—by His very nature He is full of these glorious qualities. Therefore, God was bound to shower His grace upon man. God was bound to send His Son to save man.

God is not off someplace in the distance, far removed from man, disinterested and unconcerned with man’s sufferings and death. God is gracious, full of mercy, love, and kindness for man; therefore, He has reached out through His Son Jesus Christ to help man. How?

Þ By giving His Son to die for man. When Jesus Christ hung upon the cross, He was taking our sins upon Himself and bearing the punishment for our sins. We had committed high treason against God: rejected and rebelled against Him. The penalty for high treason is death; we are condemned to die, that is, to be exiled and cut off from God forever and ever. But Christ took our penalty and condemnation upon Himself. He died for us—in our place, in our sted, as our substitute. He suffered separation from God for us. This is what Scripture means when it says that Christ died for us.

Note that the people for whom Christ died did not deserve His sacrificial love. They were men who were...

· "without strength" (Romans 5:6).

· "ungodly" (Romans 5:6).

· "sinners" (Romans 5:8).

· "enemies" (Romans 5:10).

This is the grace of God—God’s grace that showered itself upon sinful men who were lost and condemned—God’s grace that gave the greatest gift possible to men—the gift of His Son to save the world. 

The grace of God is the most wonderful gift in all the world. It is the glorious opportunity to be saved from sin, death, and condemnation—saved to live forever with God throughout all eternity. But note the critical danger: God’s grace is only an opportunity to be saved. God does not force a person to be saved. God does not want robots living with Him, men who have been forced to live with Him. God wants men to grab hold of the opportunity by their own free will and choice. But again the great danger is that men will not grab the opportunity. 
The great danger is that a person will accept the opportunity...

· to be baptized;

· to profess Christ;

· to become religious;

· to be good and to do good works;

...but he will fail to grab hold of the grace of God that changes his heart and life. The believer must watch, look diligently, oversee his life ever so carefully, lest he fall back from the grace of God.

 

2. There is the danger of "any root of bitterness." Note the word any. The writer is speaking about any root, any cause that might stir a person to become bitter:

 

	· disappointment

· neglect

· being overlooked

· inadequacy

· teachers

· wife

· husband
	· accidents

· disease

· mistreatment

· loss

· ministers

· parent

· supervisors


 

Bitterness can be caused by any thing or any person who has failed us or brought disappointment and trouble to us in some way. The person who is bitter is often...

 

	· sharp

· resentful

· cynical

· intense

· relentless
	· cold

· harsh

· stressful

· distasteful

· unpleasant


 

Any expression of these is sin to God. God desires people to live in love, joy, peace, and holiness, not in bitterness. Therefore, the believer must look diligently, must guard against the great danger of bitterness.

 

3. There is the danger of becoming a fornicator (pornos). The word is a broad word including all forms of immoral and sexual acts. It is premarital sex and adultery; it is homosexuality and abnormal sex; it is all kinds of sexual vice, whether married or unmarried.

Note another fact as well: immorality is not only committed by the act. A person is guilty of immorality when he looks in order to lust. Looking at and lusting after the opposite sex—whether in person, in magazines, in books, on beaches, or anywhere else—is committing fornication. Imagining and lusting within the mind is the very same as committing the act in the eyes of God.

 

"But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart" (Matthew 5:28).

"Thou shalt not commit adultery" (Exodus 20:14).

"Flee fornication. Every sin that a man doeth is without the body; but he that committeth fornication sinneth against his own body" (1 Cor. 6:18).

"But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you, as becometh saints" (Ephes. 5:3).

"Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, which is idolatry" (Col. 3:5).

"For this is the will of God, even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from fornication" (1 Thes. 4:3).

4. There is the great danger of becoming a profane person. The word "profane" (bebelos) means to be unhallowed and sensual; to be neglectful of spiritual things and a lover of the world and its things. Just what is meant is illustrated by Esau in the Old Testament (cp. Genesis 25:28-34; Genesis 27:1-39). Esau had been hunting, apparently for a long time. When he returned, he found that his brother Jacob had already prepared some food for himself. Therefore, he began to bargain with Jacob for the food instead of taking time to cook his own. Jacob, being a shrewd young man, said that the only thing that could make him give up his meal would be the birthright of the eldest son. (It belonged to Esau.) In a rash statement, Esau said that he was so hungry that he would swap his birthright for some food. No doubt, Esau never thought he would be taken seriously. He was probably just teasing and manipulating his younger brother. He made the statement that his physical appetite was more important than his birthright. But his behavior showed something about his nature and spoke loudly and clearly to God: he was a profane man, a man who cared little for spiritual things, for the spiritual right to God’s promises that went to the oldest son. Esau should have jumped back and fled from such a suggestion, no matter how unlikely it was. But he failed to do so. In fact, no matter how serious he was or what he thought in his mind about the suggestion of the birthright, he took the food from Jacob: he took the food on the basis of what was probably a young man’s prank, that of giving up his birthright in order to satisfy his physical appetite. There was another instance that also exposed his sensual nature which has already been covered in Hebrews.

The point is this: Esau lost his birthright. He was to be the primary person through whom the great spiritual blessings of God were to come, the promised seed and the promised land. But he was profane: he cared more for his body and flesh, for the desires and lusts, for the pleasures and possessions of this world than he did for the spiritual things of God. Therefore, he lost what was rightfully his, his birthright to the glorious promises of God. And note: he never repented. When he cried before his father, he was crying for the blessing, not for his father and God to forgive him. He was crying in sorrow for his carnal, fleshly nature, not crying because he was making a commitment to follow God and to become spiritually minded. He was crying because of his loss and because he wanted a blessing.

 

Thought 1. When a person is born into the world, he has the birthright to the promises of God, the right...

· to be a follower of the Lord Jesus Christ, the promised seed of God.

· to inherit the promised land of heaven.

But how many sell their birthright? How many sell their blessing for the satisfaction of their body and flesh, for their desires and lusts, for the pleasures and possessions of this world? This is one of the great dangers that the believer must guard against.
Great Themes of the Bible Series
#19 Self-Denial
(Luke 9:23-24 NIV)  Then he said to them all: "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. {24} For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.


Jesus had already given a number of “hints” about His sacrificial death, but now He began to teach this truth clearly to His disciples. John the Baptist had presented Him as the “Lamb of God” (John 1:29), and Jesus had predicted the “destruction” of the temple of His body (John 2:19). When He compared Himself to the serpent in the wilderness (John 3:14) and to Jonah (Matt. 12:38-40), Jesus was making statements about His suffering and death.

This is the first of three statements in Luke about His coming passion in Jerusalem (Luke 9:43-45; 18:31-34). It is clear that the Twelve did not understand, partly because of their unbelief and immaturity, and partly because it was “hidden” from them by God. Jesus taught them as they were able to receive the truth (John 16:12). It must have shocked the men to hear that their own religious leaders would kill their Master.

But Jesus did not stop with a private announcement of His own death. He also made a public declaration about a cross for every disciple. In his Gospel, Matthew tells us that this was necessary because of Peter’s desire to protect Jesus from suffering (Matt. 16:22ff). Keep in mind that Jesus is talking about discipleship and not sonship. We are not saved from our sins because we take up a cross and follow Jesus, but because we trust the Saviour who died on the cross for our sins. After we become children of God, then we become disciples.

The closest contemporary word to “disciple” is probably “apprentice.” A disciple is more than a student who learns lessons by means of lectures and books. He is one who learns by living and working with his teacher in a daily “hands on” experience. Too many Christians are content to be listeners who gain a lot of knowledge but who have never put that knowledge into practice.

In the Roman world, the cross was a symbol of shame, guilt, suffering, and rejection. There could be no more despicable way to die. Crucifixion was not mentioned in polite conversation, and the people would no more think of wearing crosses on their person than we would think of wearing gold or silver electric chairs.

Jesus laid down the stern requirements for discipleship. We must first say no to ourselves—not simply to pleasures or possessions, but to self—and then take up our cross and follow Christ daily. This means to be identified with Him in surrender, suffering, and sacrifice. You cannot crucify yourself; you can only yield your body (Rom. 12:1-2) and let God do the rest.

Of course, this kind of life seems foolish to the world; but to the Christian, it is wisdom. To save your life is to lose it, and how can you ever get it back again? But to give your life to Christ is to save it and to live it in fullness. If a person owned the whole world, he would still be too poor to buy back a lost life.

Discipleship is a daily discipline: we follow Jesus a step at a time, a day at a time. A weary cleaning woman said to a friend of mine, “The trouble with life is that it’s so daily!” But she was wrong. One of the best things about life is that we can take it a day at a time (Deut. 33:25).

Our motive should be to glorify Christ. Anyone who is ashamed of Christ will never take up a cross and follow Him. But if we are ashamed of Him now, He will be ashamed of us when He comes again (Mark 8:38; 2 Tim. 2:11-13) and we will be ashamed before Him (1 John 2:28).

Sociologists have joined with theologians and philosophers to point out how out of control we have become in American culture. People won't be punctual for class or work and seem to think very little about failing to keep promises. Our tempers explode, and we rage at one another. We get into so much debt that we stress-out or destroy our families because we can't restrain impulse buying and have to get anything we want the instant the desire for it strikes. "If it feels good, do it" is the guiding maxim for personal behavior, and "If it works, do it again and again" seems to guide our social and business lives.

Something sounds terribly odd and inconsistent when these attitudes and behaviors are named at church. We know they are inconsistent with Christian behavior. We know they are forbidden in Scripture. So some of us are forced to admit that the ideals of our faith are unmatched by the realities of our lives. "Okay. I feel better for the admission," somebody says. "When do we go home?"

Shouldn't the reaction be stronger and more spiritual than that? Shouldn't the question be something about how to learn self-control? Shouldn't we actually pray about and try to imitate Jesus' example of self-denial? 
A first-century apostle wrote these words: "Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul" (1 Pet. 2:11). 
Or, as translated in The Message: "Friends, this world is not your home, so don't make yourselves cozy in it. Don't indulge your ego at the expense of your soul."

The Challenge of Scripture

From the words of Jesus and the apostles, we know that something is supposed to happen in the lives of saved people that introduces self-denial and righteousness. 

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.  Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation — but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God (Rom. 8:9-14).

Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize (1 Cor. 9:25-27).

Many people who come to Christ seem not to hear these texts clearly, if at all. And some who do hear them hear them incorrectly and become frustrated by them.

Some people hear these verses as salvation texts and lapse into despair. Since they haven't conquered such out-of-control behaviors as eating or spending, temper or lust, they think God could never save them. These are discipleship texts, not salvation texts. They don't tell people how to get saved, but how saved people should live. The last thing anyone needs to hear as "gospel" is that he or she has to have life mastered and under control in order to be worthy of coming to Christ. If you could do it without him, you might not need him at all!

Some Christians hear these discipleship texts as justification for self- righteousness and judgment of others. Because I don't get drunk, do I have the right to feel superior to someone who is an alcoholic? Because I don't beat my wife or have affairs, can I sit in judgment on the person who does? Hardly! My sinful nature may be vulnerable at points and in ways different from yours, but I'm no better than you in dealing with the weaknesses of my flesh.

Then there are always some Christians who take these texts and use them as justification for an austere and ascetic lifestyle that is as displeasing to God as a profligate and extravagant life. Being gaunt and self-abusive in the name of Christ is sinful. 
"Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence" (Col. 2:23).

It is typically difficult to comprehend from the result all the time, effort, and discipline that went into some magnificent outcome. Whether it is an athlete on the field, an artist at the piano, or a surgeon at the table, all the movements are purposeful and fluid. Things look so smooth and effortless for these people only because of the hours per day and days per week over years these people have invested in their specialties. Simultaneously with their passionate preparation, however, they were denying themselves other things for the sake of focusing on what they valued and wanted most of all.

Should we really expect it to be different with our spiritual lives?

Additional comments on the main text

(9:23-27) Jesus was to bear the cross for man. He had just discussed this fact with His disciples (Luke 9:22). Now He said there was another cross—a cross which man was to bear for Him. If a man wished to follow Christ, he had to bear this cross. There was no option. Discipleship demanded it.


1.
The terms of discipleship (v.23).


2.
The warning to the materialist (v.24).


3.
The question for the materialist (v.25).


4.
The judgment of the materialist (v.26).


5.
The disciple’s reward: God’s kingdom (v.27).

(9:23) There are three terms of discipleship if a person wills to follow Christ.


1.
A person must deny himself. Man’s tendency is to indulge himself and do exactly what he desires; but the believer is not to indulge himself, his comfort and ease, appetites and urges, thoughts and feelings, deceptions and enticements, plots and intrigues, pride and boastings, reactions and disturbances. The believer is to deny himself by discipline and control and by loving and caring, sacrificing and giving, helping and ministering.


2.
A person must take up his cross, and do it daily.


3.
A person must follow Jesus. However, man’s tendency is to follow someone else and to give one’s first allegiance to something else. Within the world, there are many things available for a man to serve and to put first. 

(9:24) The warning to the materialist is clear. Note the word “life” (psuche). In this context it means the natural, animal life; the earthly life that quickly passess away; the fading, aging, decaying, corruptible life of the earth. The warning is twofold.


1.
Do not save your life for yourself. If a person saves his life, that is, works to please himself on this earth, he will lose his life eternally. A man does not have life...


to indulge himself: getting all he can of the comforts and pleasures and interests of life.


to hoard life: keeping all the good things of life and seldom becoming involved in giving and sacrificing to help those who do not have.


2.
Spend your life for Christ. Note the words “for my sake.” The person who loses his life, that is, works to please Christ on this earth, shall save his life eternally.

a.
A man has life to know God and fellowship with God.

b.
A man has life to know men and fellowship with men.

c.
A man has life to help save a world lost in sin and shame and suffering.

(9:25) The materialist is questioned. The man who seeks to save his life, who works to please himself, is challenged to think honestly. Christ asks one question of the materialist, but it has two parts or pictures. 

	
1.
The picture of gaining the whole world. Note that Christ did not say this: what if a man could gain and own all the land of Texas, or all of the wealth of Africa. He said what if a man could gain the whole world, all the world’s...


land


honor


gold
	
wealth


pleasure


satisfaction



Imagine for a moment: What if a man could gain the whole world? No man can or will gain it all; but many pursue and some do gain a great deal of land, wealth, honor, pleasure, and carnal satisfaction.


2.
The picture of losing self, of being cast away. Note that this is a stated fact, an inevitable and sure result. The man who seeks to please himself is doomed to “lose himself” and to “be cast away.” He tried to find himself here on earth, but he never did. He lost himself. He lost the greatest things in all the world: certainty, assurance, confidence, and satisfaction of knowing that he is eternally secure and destined to live and serve God forever.

(9:26) The judgment of the materialist is tragic. He did not have to suffer the judgment of God, but the materialist chose the world and its things and pleasures over Christ. Why is the materialist to be judged?


1.
There is basically one reason: the materialist is ashamed of Jesus and His words. He is embarrassed and ashamed by such things as...


being known as a true believer.


following and obeying Christ completely.


witnessing and standing up for Christ and morality.


living less extravagantly than others.


having less because of giving so much.


associating with the needy to help them.


driving a cheaper car.


living in a less expensive home.


not socializing with the worldly.


not compromising and going along.


not having the things others have.


not joining in off-colored talk and jokes.


Simply stated, the man loved the acceptance and recognition of society, the comfort and pleasure of the world too much—he loved it all too much to give up his life and bear the reproach of Christ. He misjudged, counting the few years (ten to thirty years) of plenty on this earth as worth the unending years of the new earth and heavens.


2.
Judgment is the most tragic event imaginable in the life of the materialist. He is counted unsuitable for glory.

a.
The Lord is coming. It is stated without equivocation. It is definite, even fixed. Jesus said He shall come.

b.
The Lord is coming in a threefold glory.


There is His own glory, exalted as the Messiah, the Christ of God (Phil. 2:9-11).


There is the glory of God in all the brilliance and splendor of His person (1 Tim. 6:16; 1 John 1:5; Rev. 22:15).


There is the glory of the angels in their magnificence of being and brightness. They shall accompany Jesus when He returns to judge the earth.



The point is clear: when Jesus comes in His glory, the materialist will not join Him. He will not be welcomed into the glory of the Lord. Why? Christ will be ashamed of him. He will be embarrassed by the man, too embarrassed to acknowledge that He knows the man. The man is...


not properly dressed (with the righteousness of God).


not employed (in the things of God).


too dirty (morally and righteously).


too poor (in the spirit).


too immoral (not repenting).


too unjust (not changing).


too disliked (by being obstinate in unbelief).


too different (from the children of God).


too uneducated (in the things of God).

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#20 Loving One Another

(Romans 12:9-13 NIV)  Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. {10} Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. {11} Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. {12} Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. {13} Share with God's people who are in need. Practice hospitality.

 
There are people all around us who are starving for love. For the sake of its absence, people dull their intense pain with drugs, give themselves to sexual predators who persuade them to confuse having sex with being loved, or otherwise try to fill a huge empty hole in their hearts. The church is intended by God to be not only a community of faith but of hope and love as well. With God as our Father, we are brothers and sisters to one another — looking out for one another so that nobody is forced to feel like an orphaned child whom nobody wants.

Our society is also obsessed with sports, recreation, entertainment, and emotional gratification, and it is paying the consequences of that unbalanced preoccupation. When such pursuits exceed their reasonable roles, they become conspicuous marks of the shallow, superficial, and often decadent society that cultivates them. “Bodily discipline is only of little profit,” Paul cautions, “but godliness is profitable for all things, since it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come” (1 Tim. 4:8).

Teddy Roosevelt once commented, “The things that will destroy America are prosperity at any price, peace at any price, safety first instead of duty first, the love of soft living and the get-rich theory of life.” That observation is still valid.

The only productive life, as well as the only truly satisfying life, is the self-disciplined life. That is certainly true of the Christian life. Although our spiritual guidance and power come from the Lord, He can only work effectively through lives that are subjected to Him. “Everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things,” Paul reminded the church at Corinth. “They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not beating the air; but I buffet my body and make it my slave, lest possibly, after I have preached to others, I myself should be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:25-27).

Only the disciplined mind can think clearly and be used of the Lord to properly understand and present His truth to the world. Only the disciplined mind can effectively evaluate and challenge the world’s ideals and standards in the light of that truth. By the same token, only the disciplined Christian life can be a persuasive and effective example, both within the church and before the world.

In his book The Disciplined Life, Richard Shelley Taylor writes, Disciplined character belongs to the person who achieves balance by bringing all his faculties and powers under control … He resolutely faces his duty. He is governed by a sense of responsibility. He has inward resources and personal reserves which are the wonder of weaker souls. He brings adversity under tribute, and compels it to serve him. When adversity becomes too over-whelming and blows fall which he cannot parry, be bows to them, but is not broken by them. His spirit still soars. The strong character of Madam Guyon [the early eighteenth century French evangelical] enabled her, though imprisoned, to rise in spirit and sing:

My cage confines me round; Abroad I cannot fly.

But though my wing is closely bound, My heart’s at liberty.

My prison walls cannot control The flight, the freedom of the soul.-- (Kansas City, Mo.: Beacon Hill, 1962, p. 22)

Simply put, self-discipline is the willingness to subordinate personal desires and objectives to those that are selfless and divine, to subordinate that which is attractive and easy to that which is right and necessary. For the Christian, self-discipline is obedience to the Word of God, the willingness to subordinate everything in our lives—physical, emotional, social, intellectual, moral, and spiritual—to God’s will and control, and for God’s glory.

It is as absurd as it is unbiblical to believe that anyone can live a faithful, fruitful Christian life on mere good intentions and warm feelings for the Lord and His work. The Christian life is an accountable life, and, by definition, accountability is based on specific principles and standards. For the Christian, they are the divinely-revealed principles and standards to which God holds each of His children. It is because we are accountable that the Lord disciplines us when we disobey His Word and ignore His will.

“You have forgotten the exhortation which is addressed to you as sons,” the writer of Hebrews reminds us: “‘My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor faint when you are reproved by Him; for those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, and He scourges every son whom He receives.’ It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? … All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness” (Heb. 12:5-7, 11; cf. Prov. 3:11-12).

The nineteenth-century Englishman Robert C. Chapman wrote, “Seeing that so many preach Christ and so few live Christ, I will aim to live Him.” His good friend J. N. Darby said of him, “He lives what I teach.”

It was said of the popular nineteenth-century English author William Arnot, “His preaching is good. His writing is better. His living is best of all.” Would that it could be said of all Christians that their living is best of all.

Although he rejected both the Bible and God, Julian Huxley correctly noted that “it doesn’t take much of a man to be a Christian, it just takes all of him.” Henry Drummond, a close friend of D. L. Moody, said, “The entrance fee to God’s kingdom is nothing, but the annual dues are everything.”

A person who has been justified by God’s grace, who has presented his body as “a living and holy sacrifice” (Rom. 12:1), and who is exercising the spiritual gifts the Lord has given him (vv. 3-8), will experience an outflowing of sanctified, spiritual living. In other words, a person who is saved will evidence his salvation by the way he lives. And because the obedient, disciplined, and productive Christian life is directed and empowered by God’s own Spirit, Christian living is supernatural living. In that sense, it is abnormal, unnatural living—living that is not natural to and cannot be attained by the unregenerate man.

Supernatural living is conducted “in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27). Supernatural living is “to have this attitude in [ourselves] which was also in Christ Jesus” (2:5) and humbly to “work out [our] salvation with fear and trembling” (2:12). But the working out of our salvation is no more accomplished in our own power than the new birth was accomplished in our own power. “It is God who is at work in [us], both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (2:13).

In short, supernatural living is conforming our outer lives to our inner lives, living out the redeemed, purified, and holy nature we have in Jesus Christ, becoming in practice what we are in position and new creation.

But supernatural living is not a mystical, undefined life based on elusive good impulses and sincere intentions. It is practical living that results from conscious obedience to God’s standards of righteousness, a life lived within divinely-ordained parameters. It is thinking, speaking, and acting in daily conformity with God’s Word and will.

Supernatural living is free in that it is no longer under the bondage of sin. But it also is enslaved, in that it is unalterably bound to the righteous will of God. “Thanks be to God,” Paul has declared earlier in this letter, “that though [we] were slaves of sin, [we] became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching to which [we] were committed, and having been freed from sin, [we] became slaves of righteousness” (Rom. 6:17-18). With Martin Luther, every Christian should be able to say, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God.”

Through Romans 12:8, Paul has laid the doctrinal foundation of the justified, sanctified, and dedicated Christian life. In the rest of the epistle, he focuses on specific ways in which believers must live their lives in obedience to God’s Word and to the glory of His name. The call to practical, holy living is the climax of this rich epistle.

In 12:9-21, Paul gives a comprehensive, but not exhaustive, list of the basic characteristics of the supernatural Christian life. In essence, he is giving the same admonition he had given to Corinthian believers a year or so earlier: “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). It is because of all that God has done for us and all that He has equipped us with that we are to respond by faithful, obedient, Spirit-empowered living. We are God’s “workmanship,” Paul explained to the church at Ephesus, “created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). Salvation is designed to produce in us an unmistakable pattern of godly, righteous living. We will bear some fruit, but the Lord wants us to bear much fruit to his glory (John 15:8). All of these characteristics will be the desires of the inner new creation, and Paul urges believers to submit the flesh to these inner holy longings and to manifest these virtues as a regular pattern of life. These qualities are not foreign to our nature but to what we desire, so that, as our will submits to the Word and Spirit, the qualities become reality.

In the present text (12:9-21), Paul gives some twenty-five distinct but closely related exhortations. Any believer who honestly appraises his life by these standards cannot help being convicted of falling far short of the perfection the inner person desires. On the other hand, however, the believer who is walking in the Spirit will see the Spirit working out these precepts in his life to a greater and greater extent. An honest look at our lives in light of these precepts will bring conviction about our failure to keep some of them and confidence about our success in keeping others. Where we fall short, we should ask the Lord’s help. Where we have been faithful, we should give Him thanks and praise.

The specific exhortations fall under four general categories or phases, which form an ever-increasing circle, as it were, that expands from personal attitudes to the widest social applications. They are: personal duties (v. 9); family duties (vv. 10-13); duty to other people in general (vv. 14-16); and duty to those who are avowed personal enemies (vv. 17-21).

Personal Duties 

Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to what is good.  (12:9) 
In one of several triplets (see also vv. 11, 12, 16), Paul mentions three personal duties of supernatural living. 

LOVE WITHOUT HYPOCRISY (12:9A) 

The first duty is, Let love be without hypocrisy. The greatest virtue of the Christian life is love. The use of  (love) was rare in pagan Greek literature, doubtless because the concept it represented—unselfish, self-giving, willful devotion—was so uncommon in that culture it was even ridiculed and despised as a sign of weakness. But in the New Testament it is proclaimed as the supreme virtue, the virtue under which all others are subsumed.  love centers on the needs and welfare of the one loved and will pay whatever personal 
price is necessary to meet those needs and foster that welfare. 

God Himself “is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 John 4:16). Jesus made unequivocally clear that in both the Old and New Testaments the two greatest commandments are: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37-39). In fact, He went on to say, “On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets” (v. 40). Echoing that same truth, Paul later admonishes in his letter to Rome, “Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his 
neighbor has fulfilled the law” (13:8; cf. v. 10). 

Love is more important to a Christian than any spiritual gift he may have. “But now abide faith, hope, love, these three,” Paul explained to the Corinthian believers, “but the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13:13; cf. 12:31). It is therefore not surprising that the first “fruit of the Spirit is love” (Gal. 5:22) and that it is by our love for our fellow believers that “all men will know that [we are Jesus’] disciples” (John 13:35). In behalf of the Thessalonian believers, Paul prayed, “May the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love for one another” 
(1 Thess. 3:12; cf. 1 John 3:18). Suffering “much endurance, in afflictions, in hardships, in distresses, in beatings, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labors, in sleeplessness, in hunger,” Paul himself served the Lord’s people “in the Holy Spirit, in genuine love” (2 Cor. 6:4-6). 

It is that same unfeigned love of one another that Peter admonishes all believers to exhibit: “Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the brethren, fervently love one another from the heart” (1 Pet. 1:22). Later in the same letter, the apostle repeats the command: “Above all, keep fervent in your love for one another, because love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Pet. 4:8). 

Genuine love is so integral to supernatural living that John declares, “We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love abides in death” (1 John 3:14). In other words, a person who shows no evidence of  love has no claim on Christ or on eternal life. 

The love of which Paul, Peter, and John speak is genuine love, the sincere and fervent love that is completely without hypocrisy and untainted by self-centeredness. Christian love is pure, guileless, and unaffected. 

Hypocrisy is the antithesis of and completely incompatible with  love. The two cannot coexist. Hypocrisy is exceeded in evil only by unbelief. The consummate hypocrite in Scripture, Judas, was also the consummate egoist. He feigned devotion to Jesus to achieve his own selfish purposes. His hypocrisy 
was unmasked and his self-centeredness was made evident when he betrayed Jesus for the thirty pieces of silver. Commenting on this verse in Romans, the theologian John Murray writes, “If love is the sum of virtue and hypocrisy is the epitome of vice, what a contradiction to bring the two together.” 

Duty to the Family of God 

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor; not lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord; rejoicing in hope, persevering in tribulation, devoted to prayer, contributing to the needs of the saints, practicing hospitality. (12:10-13) 

The second phase of supernatural living concerns a wider dimension—largely pertaining to the believer’s duty to fellow members in the family of God. 
BE DEVOTED IN BROTHERLY LOVE (12:10A) 

Be devoted to and brotherly love carry synonymous ideas. Devoted translates , a compound of  (friend, friendly; friendship love) and  (natural family love, which is not based on 
personal attraction or desirability). Brotherly love translates , another compound— (to have tender affection) and  (brother). We are to have a loving filial affection for one another in the family of God. 

Devoted … brotherly love is one of the marks by which the world will know that we belong to Christ. “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). This love is not optional for believers. It not only is required but is inescapable, because “whoever loves the Father loves the child born of Him” (1 John 5:1). In fact, as John has just declared, “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom 
he has not seen” (4:20). 

Brotherly love reflects the nature of Christians. That is why Paul could say, “Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no need for anyone to write to you, for you yourselves are taught by God to love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). Being “taught by God,” the true child of God knows intuitively that he is to love his spiritual brothers and sisters. For the very reason that God is our common heavenly Father, love for each other should be as natural and normal as family members’ affectionate love for each other. 

The apostle John forcefully affirms that truth. “The one who says he is in the light and yet hates his brother is in the darkness until now. The one who loves his brother abides in the light and there is no cause for stumbling in him. But the one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded his eyes” (1 John 2:9-11). In the next chapter the apostle uses even stronger words: “By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does not 
practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not love his brother … But whoever has the world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? Little children, let us not love with word or with tongue, but in deed and truth. We shall know by this that we are of the truth, and shall assure our heart before Him” (1 John 3:10, 17-19). 

PREFER ONE ANOTHER IN HONOR (12:10B) 

If we are truly “devoted to one another in brotherly love,” it almost goes without saying that we will give preference to one another in honor. The virtue here is humility, not thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought to think (Rom. 12:3). It is doing “nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind,” regarding “one another as more important than” oneself (Phil. 2:3). 

 (give preference) has the basic meaning of going before, or leading. But the idea here is not that of putting ourselves before others in regard to importance or worth but the very opposite idea of giving honor to fellow believers by putting them first. 

To honor is not to flatter, to give hypocritical praise in hope of having the compliment returned or of gaining favor with the one honored. Again, the very opposite is in mind. To honor is to show genuine appreciation and admiration for one another in the family of God. We are to be quick to show respect, quick to acknowledge the accomplishments of others, quick to demonstrate genuine love by not being jealous or envious, which have no part in love, whether  or . 

Do Not Lag in Diligence (12:11a)

Not lagging behind in diligence could be rendered, “not lazy in zeal and intensity.” A few verses earlier, Paul declares that the Christian who has the gift of ruling, or leading, should exercise it with diligence (v. 8).

In the context of Romans 12, diligence refers to whatever believers do in their supernatural living. Whatever is worth doing in the Lord’s service is worth doing with enthusiasm and care. Jesus told His disciples that He “must work the works of Him who sent Me, as long as it is day; night is coming, when no man can work” (John 9:4). The Lord knew His time of ministry was limited and that every moment in His Father’s service on earth should count for the most possible. Paul admonished believers in the Galatian churches: “So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith” (Gal. 6:10; cf. 2 Thess. 3:13).

There is no room for sloth and indolence in the Lord’s work. “Whatever your hand finds to do,” Solomon counseled, “verily, do it with all your might; for there is no activity or planning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol [the grave]” (Eccles. 9:10). Whatever we do for the Lord must be done in this present life.

Slothfulness in Christian living not only prevents good from being done but allows evil to prosper. “Therefore be careful how you walk,” Paul charged the Ephesians, “not as unwise men, but as wise, making the most of your time, because the days are evil” (Eph. 5:15-16). “He also who is slack in his work is brother to him who destroys” (Prov. 18:9). For weeds to prosper, the gardener need only leave the garden alone.

The Lord rewards those who serve Him with diligence. “God is not unjust so as to forget your work and the love which you have shown toward His name, in having ministered and in still ministering to the saints. And we desire that each one of you show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope until the end, that you may not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (Heb. 6:10-12).

BE FERVENT IN SPIRIT (12:11B) 

Whereas diligence pertains mainly to action, being fervent in spirit pertains to attitude. Literally,  means to boil and metaphorically to be fervent. The idea here is not of being overheated to the point of boiling over and out of control but, like a steam engine, of having sufficient heat to produce the energy necessary to get the work done. That principle is reflected in the life of Henry Martyn, the tireless missionary to India, whose heart’s desire was to “burn out for God.” 

One of the oldest blights on earth is lack of enthusiasm. Most people could make a sizable list of their failures that were simply casualties to indifference and lack of commitment. Fervency requires resolve and persistence, not mere good intention. “Let us not lose heart in doing good,” Paul admonishes, “for in due time we shall reap if we do not grow weary” (Gal. 6:9). 

Even before he had a full understanding of the gospel, Apollos was “fervent in spirit, … speaking and teaching accurately the things concerning Jesus” (Acts 18:25). But no believer in the early church was more fervent in spirit, more indefatigable in the work of the Lord than Paul himself. “Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim,” he said; “I box in such a way, as not beating the air” (1 Cor. 9:26); “And for this purpose also I labor” (Col. 1:29). 

SERVE THE LORD (12:11C) 

Like fervency in spirit, serving the Lord has to do with perspective and priority. Everything we do should, first of all, be consistent with God’s Word and, second, be truly in His service and to His glory. Strict devotion to the Lord would eliminate a great deal of fruitless church activity. 

Paul never lost sight of that foundational mission. He begins this letter with the affirmation that he served God “in [his] spirit in the preaching of the gospel of His Son” (Rom. 1:9). 

In Romans 12, Paul uses three different words to describe Christian service. In verse 1 he uses , which is translated, “service of worship,” and emphasizes reverential awe. The second word is , which pertains to practical service. In verse 11, he uses , which refers to the service of a bond-slave, whose very reason for existence is to do his master’s will. 

Above all else, Paul considered himself a bond-slave of Jesus Christ. It is with that description that he first identifies himself in this letter (Rom. 1:1), as well as in Philippians (1:1) and Titus (1:1). 

Yet we do not serve the Lord in our own power any more than we came to Him in our own power. Our supreme purpose is to serve the Lord Jesus Christ, and our power to fulfill that service is from Him. “For this purpose also I labor,” Paul testified, “striving according to His power, which mightily works within me” (Col. 1:29). 

Rejoice in Hope (12:12a)

Living the supernatural life inevitably brings opposition from the world and sometimes even sparks resentment by fellow Christians. Even after years of faithful service to the Lord, some see few, if any, apparent results from their labors. Without hope we could never survive. “For in hope we have been saved,” Paul has already explained, “but hope that is seen is not hope; for why does one also hope for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, with perseverance we wait eagerly for it” (Rom. 8:24-25).

Rejoicing in that hope, we know that, if we are “steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord,” our “toil is not in vain” (1 Cor. 15:58). We can therefore look forward to one day hearing, “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Matt. 25:21). We know that “in the future there is laid up for [us] the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to [us] on that day; and … to all who have loved His appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8).

Persevere in Tribulation (12:12b)

It is because we can rejoice in hope that we also can persevere in tribulation, whatever its form or severity. Because we have perfect assurance concerning the ultimate outcome of our lives, we are able to persist against any obstacle and endure any suffering. That is why Paul could declare with perfect confidence that “we exult in hope of the glory of God. And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope; and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Rom. 5:2-5).

BE DEVOTED TO PRAYER (12:12C) 

Doubtless one of the reasons the Lord allows His children to go through tribulation is to drive them to Himself. The believer who has the strength to persevere in trials, afflictions, adversity, and misfortune—sometimes even 
deprivation and destitution—will pray more than occasionally. He will be devoted to prayer, in communion with his Lord as a constant part of his life. So should we all be, no matter what the circumstances of our lives. 

 (devoted) means literally to be strong toward something, and it also carries the ideas of steadfast and unwavering. It was with such devoted … prayer that early Christians worshiped, both before and after the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 1:14; 2:42). It was to enable the apostles to devote themselves “to prayer, and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4) that deacons were first appointed in the church. 

Devoted, steadfast prayer should be as continual a part of a Christian’s spiritual life as breathing is a part of his physical life. The victorious Christian prays “with the spirit and … with the mind” (1 Cor. 14:15). As he prays with his own spirit, he also prays “in the Holy Spirit” (Jude 20; cf. Eph. 6:18). He prays “without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). Paul therefore admonished Timothy to have “the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands” (1 Tim. 2:8). 

CONTRIBUTE TO THE NEEDS OF THE SAINTS (12:13A) 

The next two principles Paul mentions in this list seem rather mundane. But they are qualities that the Lord personified during His earthly ministry and for which Paul himself was lovingly known. The flow of the supernatural life is outward, not inward, and meeting the needs of fellow believers is more important 
than meeting our own. 

Contributing is from , which means to share in, or share with, and the noun  is often translated “fellowship” or “communion.” The basic meaning is that of commonality or partnership, which involves mutual sharing. The spirit of sharing was immediately evident in the early church, as believers after Pentecost “were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship [], to the breaking of bread and prayer … And all those who had believed were together, and had all things in common []” (Acts 2:42, 44; cf. 4:32). Peter used that term in speaking of our sharing [] in “the sufferings of Christ” (1 Pet. 4:13). 

But because the emphasis in the present text is on the giving side of sharing, the term is here rendered contributing. Paul also used a form of that word in the same sense when he admonished Timothy to “instruct those who are rich in this present world … to be generous and ready to share []” (1 Tim. 
6:17-18). In the eyes of society, we rightfully own certain things, but before the Lord we own nothing. We are simply stewards of what He has blessed us with. And one of our most important responsibilities as His stewards is using our personal resources to contribute to the needs of the saints, our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus made clear that we have a responsibility, to the best of our ability, to help anyone in need whom we encounter. But we have a still greater responsibility to serve fellow Christians. 
“So then, while we have opportunity,” Paul says, “let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith” (Gal. 6:10). 

Practice Hospitality (12:13b)

The last responsibility to fellow believers that Paul mentions in this list is that of practicing hospitality. The literal meaning of that phrase in the Greek is, “pursuing the love of strangers.” In other words, we not only are to meet the needs of those people, believers and unbelievers, who come across our paths but are to look for opportunities to help. “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers,” the writer of Hebrews admonishes us, “for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13:2).

In our text, Paul is speaking to all believers, but he also makes clear that leaders in the church should set an example by their own hospitality. Elders are to be “hospitable, loving what is good, sensible, just, devout, self-controlled” (Titus 1:8).

As with all virtues, this one must be exercised without hypocrisy or self-interest. Jesus’ admonition to His Pharisee host applies to all of His followers: “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return, and repayment come to you. But when you give a reception, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed, since they do not have the means to repay you; for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:12-14).

Because inns in New Testament times were scarce, expensive, and often dangerous, Christian families commonly opened their homes to believers who passed through their towns. Unlike Paul, who insisted on paying for most of his own expenses, most itinerant preachers and teachers relied entirely on the support of fellow Christians. John commended Gaius for his generosity in this regard: “Beloved, you are acting faithfully in whatever you accomplish for the brethren, and especially when they are strangers; and they bear witness to your love before the church; and you will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God. For they went out for the sake of the Name, accepting nothing from the Gentiles. Therefore we ought to support such men, that we may be fellow workers with the truth” (3 John 5-8).

We are to “be hospitable to one another without complaint,” Peter admonishes (1 Pet. 4:9). That is, we should look upon our hospitality as a happy privilege, not a drudging duty. Onesiphorus demonstrated that sort of beneficence in ministering to Paul, about whom the apostle wrote, “He often refreshed me, and was not ashamed of my chains; but when he was in Rome, he eagerly searched for me, and found me—the Lord grant to him to find mercy from the Lord on that day—and you know very well what services he rendered at Ephesus” (2 Tim. 1:16-18).

Love Or Death --1 John 3:11-24

(1 John 3:14-18 NIV)  We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death. {15} Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him. {16} This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. {17} If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? {18} Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.

John’s letter has been compared to a spiral staircase because he keeps returning to the same three topics: love, obedience, and truth. Though these themes recur, it is not true that they are merely repetitious. Each time we return to a topic, we look at it from a different point of view and are taken more deeply into it.

We have already learned about our love for other believers—“the brethren” (1 John 2:7-11)—but the emphasis in 1 John 2 was on fellowship. A believer who is “walking in the light” will evidence that fact by loving the brethren. In our present section, the emphasis is on his relationship with other believers.

Christians love one another because they have all been born of God, which makes them all brothers and sisters in Christ.

Obedience and love are both evidences of sonship and brotherhood. We have been reminded that a true child of God practices righteousness (1 John 3:1-10), and now we shall look into the matter of love for the brethren (1 John 3:11-24). This truth is first stated in the negative—”Whosoever doeth not righteousness is not of God, neither he that loveth not his brother” (1 John 3:10).

A striking difference should be noted between the earlier and the present treatment of love for the brethren. In the section on fellowship (1 John 2:7-11), we are told that loving the brethren is a matter of light and darkness. If we do not love one another, we cannot walk in the light, no matter how loud our profession. But in this section (1 John 3:11-24) on brotherhood, the epistle probes much deeper. We are told that loving the brethren is a matter of life and death. “He that loveth not his brother abideth in death” (1 John 3:14).

When it comes to this matter of love, there are four possible “levels of relationship,” so to speak, on which a person may live: murder (1 John 3:11-12), hatred (1 John 3:13-15), indifference (1 John 3:16-17), and Christian compassion (1 John 3:18-24).

The first two are not Christian at all, the third is less than Christian, and only the last is compatible with true Christian love.

Murder (1 John 3:11-12)

Murder, of course, is the lowest level on which one may live in relationship to someone else. It is the level on which Satan himself exists. The devil was a murderer from the beginning of his fallen career (John 8:44), but Christians have heard, from the beginning of their experience, that they are to “love one another.” John emphasizes origins: “Go back to the beginning.” If our spiritual experience originates with the Father, we must love one another. But if it originates with Satan, we will hate one another. “Let that therefore abide in you, which ye have heard from the beginning” (1 John 2:24).

Cain is an example of a life of hatred; we find the record in Genesis 4:1-16. It is important to note that Cain and Abel, being brothers, had the same parents, and they both brought sacrifices to God. Cain is not presented as an atheist; he is presented as a worshiper. And this is the point: children of the devil masquerade as true believers. They attend religious gatherings, as Cain did. They may even bring offerings. But these actions in themselves are not valid proof that a man is born of God. The real test is his love for the brethren—and here Cain failed.

Every man has a “spiritual lineage” as well as a physical, and Cain’s “spiritual father” was the devil. This does not mean, of course, that Satan literally fathered Cain. It means, rather, that Cain’s attitudes and actions originated with Satan. Cain was a murderer and a liar like Satan (John 8:44). He murdered his brother, and then he lied about it. “And the Lord said unto Cain, ‘Where is Abel thy brother?’ And he said, ‘I know not’” (Gen. 4:9).

In contrast to this, God is love (1 John 4:8) and truth (John 14:6; 1 John 5:6); therefore, those who belong to God’s family practice love and truth.

The difference between Cain’s offering and Abel’s offering was faith (Heb. 11:4), and faith is always based on the revelation God has given (Rom. 10:17). It seems clear that God must have given definite instructions concerning how He was to be worshiped. Cain rejected God’s Word and decided to worship in his own way. This shows his relationship to Satan, for Satan is always interested in turning people away from the revealed will of God. The devil’s “Yea, hath God said?” (Gen. 3:1) was the beginning of trouble for Cain’s parents and for all mankind since.

We are not told by what outward sign the Lord accepted Abel’s sacrifice and rejected Cain’s. It may be that He sent fire from heaven to consume Abel’s sacrifice of an animal and its blood. But we are told the results: Abel went away from the altar with God’s witness of acceptance in his heart, but Cain went away angry and disappointed (Gen. 4:4-6). God warned Cain that sin was crouching at the door like a dangerous beast (Gen. 4:7) but promised that if Cain would obey God, he, like Abel, would enjoy peace.

Instead of heeding God’s warning, Cain listened to Satan’s voice and plotted to kill his brother. His envy had turned to anger and hatred. He knew that he was evil and that his brother was righteous. Rather than repent, as God commanded him to do, he decided to destroy his brother.

Centuries later, the Pharisees did the same thing to Jesus (Mark 15:9-10), and Jesus called them too children of the devil (John 8:44).

Cain’s attitude represents the attitude of the present world system (1 John 3:13). The world hates Christ (John 15:18-25) for the same reason Cain hated Abel: Christ shows up the world’s sin and reveals its true nature. When the world, like Cain, comes face-to-face with reality and truth, it can make only one of two decisions: repent and change, or destroy the one who is exposing it.

Satan is the “prince of this world” (John 14:30), and he controls it through murder and lies. How horrible to live on the same level as Satan!

A hunter took refuge in a cave during a rainstorm. After he had dried out a bit, he decided to investigate his temporary home and turned on his flashlight. Imagine his surprise when he discovered he was sharing the cave with an assortment of spiders, lizards, and snakes! His exit was a fast one.

If the unsaved world could only see, it would realize that it is living on the low level of murder and lies, surrounded by that old serpent Satan and all his demonic armies. Like Cain, the people of the world try to cover up their true nature with religious rites; but they lack faith in God’s Word. People who continue to live on this level will eventually be cast into outer darkness with Satan to suffer apart from God forever.

Hatred (1 John 3:13-15)

At this point, you are probably thinking, “But I have never murdered anyone!” And to this statement, God replies, “Yes, but remember that to a Christian hatred is the same as murder” (1 John 3:15; cf. Matt. 5:22). The only difference between Level 1 and Level 2 is the outward act of taking life. The inward intent is the same.

A visitor at the zoo was chatting with the keeper of the lion house. “I have a cat at home,” said the visitor, “and your lions act just like my cat. Look at them sleeping so peacefully! It seems a shame that you have to put those beautiful creatures behind bars.”“My friend,” the keeper laughed, “these may look like your cat, but their disposition is radically different. There’s murder in their hearts. You’d better be glad the bars are there.”

The only reason some people have never actually murdered anyone is because of the “bars” that have been put up: the fear of arrest and shame, the penalties of the law, and the possibility of death. But we are going to be judged by “the law of liberty” (James 2:12). The question is not so much, “What did you do?” but “What did you want to do? What would you have done if you had been at liberty to do as you pleased?” This is why Jesus equates hatred with murder (Matt. 5:21-26) and lust with adultery (Matt. 5:27-30).

This does not mean, of course, that hatred in the heart does the same amount of damage, or involves the same degree of guilt, as actual murder. Your neighbor would rather you hate him than kill him! But in God’s sight, hatred is the moral equivalent of murder, and if left unbridled it leads to murder. A Christian has passed from death to life (John 5:24), and the proof of this is that he loves the brethren. When he belonged to the world system, he hated God’s people; but now that he belongs to God, he loves them.

These verses (1 John 3:14-15), like those that deal with habitual sin in a believer (1 John 1:5-2:6), concern a settled habit of life: a believer is in the practice of loving the brethren, even though on occasion he may be angry with a brother (Matt. 5:22-24). Occasional incidents of anger do not nullify the principle. If anything, they prove it true, because a believer out of fellowship with his fellow Christians is a miserable person! His feelings make clear to him that something is wrong.

Notice another fact: we are not told that murderers cannot be saved. The Apostle Paul himself took a hand in the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:57-60) and admitted that his vote helped to put innocent people to death (Acts 26:9-11; 1 Tim. 1:12-15). But in His grace God saved Paul.

The issue here is not whether a murderer can become a Christian, but whether a man can continue being a murderer and still be a Christian. The answer is no. “And ye know that no murderer hath eternal life abiding in him” (1 John 3:15). The murderer did not once have eternal life and then lose it; he never had eternal life at all.

The fact that you have never actually murdered anyone should not make you proud or complacent. Have you ever harbored hatred in your heart?

Hatred does the hater far more damage than it does anyone else (Matt. 5:21-26). Jesus said that anger put a man in danger of facing the local court. Calling a brother an “empty-headed fool” put him in danger of the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish council. But calling him a “cursed fool” put him in danger of eternal judgment in hell. Hatred that is not confessed and forsaken actually puts a man into a spiritual and emotional prison! (Matt. 5:25)

The antidote for hatred is love. “Hateful and hating one another” is the normal experience of an unsaved person (Titus 3:3). But when a hateful heart opens to Jesus Christ, it becomes a loving heart. Then instead of wanting to “murder” others through hatred, one wants to love them and share with them the message of eternal life.

Indifference (1 John 3:16-17)

But the test of Christian love is not simply failure to do evil to others. Love also involves doing them good. Christian love is both positive and negative. “Cease to do evil; learn to do well” (Isa. 1:16-17).

Cain is our example of false love; Christ is the example of true Christian love. Jesus gave His life for us that we may experience truth. Every Christian knows John 3:16, but how many of us pay much attention to 1 John 3:16? It is wonderful to experience the blessing of John 3:16; but it is even more wonderful to share that experience by obeying 1 John 3:16: Christ laid down life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.

Christian love involves sacrifice and service. Christ did not simply talk about His love; He died to prove it (Rom. 5:6-10). Jesus was not killed as a martyr; He willingly laid down His life (John 10:11-18; 15:13). “Self-preservation” is the first law of physical life, but “self-sacrifice” is the first law of spiritual life.

But God does not ask us to lay down our lives. He simply asks us to help a brother in need. John wisely turns from “the brethren” in 1 John 3:16 to the singular, “his brother,” in 1 John 3:17.

It is easy for us to talk about “loving the brethren” and to neglect to help a single other believer. Christian love is personal and active.

This is what Jesus had in mind in the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). A lawyer wanted to talk about an abstract subject: “Who is my neighbor?” But Jesus focused attention on one man in need, and changed the question to, “To whom can I be a neighbor?”

A man does not have to murder in order to sin; hatred is murder in his heart. But a man need not even hate his brother to be guilty of sin. All he has to do is ignore him, or be indifferent toward his needs. A believer who has material goods and can relieve his brother’s needs ought to do it. To “close the door of his heart” on his brother is a kind of murder!

If I am going to help my brother, I must meet three conditions. First, I must have the means necessary to meet his need. Second, I must know that the need exists. Third, I must be loving enough to want to share.

A believer who is too poor to help, or who is ignorant of his brother’s need, is not condemned. But a believer who hardens his heart against his needy brother is condemned. One reason Christians should work is so that they may be able “to give to him that needeth” (Eph. 4:28).

In these days of multiplied social agencies, it is easy for Christians to forget their obligations. “So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith” (Gal. 6:10, nasb).

This “doing good” need not be in terms of money or material supplies. It may include personal service and the giving of oneself to others. There are many individuals in our churches who lack love and would welcome friendship.

If we want to experience and enjoy the love of God in our own hearts, we must love others, even to the point of sacrifice. Being indifferent to a brother’s needs means robbing ourselves of what we need even more: the love of God in our hearts. It is a matter of love or death!

Christian Love (1 John 3:18-24)

True Christian love means loving in deed and in truth. The opposite of “in deed” is “in word,” and the opposite of “in truth” is “in tongue.” Here is an example of love “in word”:

“If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be filled’; and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that?” (James 2:15-16, nasb)

To love “in word” means simply to talk about a need, but to love “in deed” means to do something about meeting it. You may think, because you have discussed a need, or even prayed about it, that you have done your duty, but love involves more than words—it calls for sacrificial deeds.

To love “in tongue” is the opposite of to love “in truth.” It means to love insincerely. To love “in truth” means to love a person genuinely, from the heart and not just from the tongue. People are attracted by genuine love, but repelled by the artificial variety. One reason why sinners were attracted to Jesus (Luke 15:1-2) was because they were sure He loved them sincerely.

“But does it not cost a great deal for the believer to exercise this kind of love?”

Yes, it does. It cost Jesus Christ His life. But the wonderful benefits that come to you as by-products of this love more than compensate for any sacrifice you make. To be sure, you do not love others because you want to get something in return, but the Bible principle, “Give and it shall be given unto you” (Luke 6:38), applies to love as well as to money.

John names three wonderful blessings that will come to a believer who practices Christian love.

Assurance (vv. 19-20).

A believer’s relationship with others affects His relationship with God. A man who is not right with his brother should go settle the matter before he offers his sacrifice on the altar (cf. Matt. 5:23-24). A Christian who practices love grows in his understanding of God’s truth and enjoys a heart filled with confidence before God.

A “condemning heart” is one that robs a believer of peace. An “accusing conscience” is another way to describe it. Sometimes the heart accuses us wrongly, because it “is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9) The answer to that question is, “God knows the heart!” More than one Christian has accused himself falsely, or been harder on himself than necessary; but God will never make such a mistake. A Christian who walks in love has a heart open to God (“God is love”) and knows that God never judges wrongly.

John may have remembered two incidents from Jesus’ life on earth that illustrate this important principle. When Jesus visited Bethany, He stayed at the home of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42). Martha was busy preparing the meal, but Mary sat at His feet and listened to Him teach. Martha criticized both Mary and Jesus, but Jesus knew Mary’s heart and defended her.

The Apostle Peter wept bitterly after he had denied his Lord, and no doubt he was filled with remorse and repentance for his sin. But Jesus knew that Peter had repented, and after His resurrection the Lord sent a special message (Mark 16:7) to Peter that must have assured the hot-headed fisherman that he was forgiven. Peter’s heart may have condemned him, for he knew he had denied the Lord three times, but God was greater than his heart. Jesus, knowing all things, gave Peter just the assurance he needed.

Be careful lest the devil accuse you and rob you of your confidence (Rev. 12:10). Once you confess your sin and it is forgiven, you need not allow it to accuse you anymore. Peter was able to face the Jews and say, “But ye denied the Holy One and the Just!” (Acts 3:14) because his own sin of denying Christ had been taken care of and was forgiven and forgotten.

No Christian should treat sin lightly, but no Christian should be harder on himself than God is. There is a morbid kind of self-examination and self-condemnation that is not spiritual. If you are practicing genuine love for the brethren, your heart must be right before God, for the Holy Spirit would not “shed abroad” His love in you if there were habitual sin in your heart. When you grieve the Spirit, you “turn off” the supply of God’s love (Eph. 4:30-5:2).

Answered prayer (vv. 21-22).

Love for the brethren produces confidence toward God, and confidence toward God gives you boldness in asking for what you need. This does not mean that you earn answers to prayer by loving the brethren. Rather, it means that your love for the brethren proves that you are living in the will of God where God can answer your prayer. “And whatsoever we ask, we receive of Him, because we keep His commandments” (1 John 3:22). Love is the fulfilling of God’s Law (Rom. 13:8-10); therefore, when you love the brethren, you are obeying His commandments and He is able to answer your requests.

A believer’s relationship to the brethren cannot be divorced from his prayer life. If husbands and wives are not obeying God’s Word, for example, their prayers will be hindered (1 Peter 3:7).

One great secret of answered prayer is obedience, and the secret of obedience is love. “If ye love Me, keep My commandments” (John 14:15). “If ye abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you. . . . If ye keep My commandments, ye shall abide in My love” (John 15:7, 10).

It is possible, of course, to keep God’s commandments in a spirit of fear or servitude rather than in a spirit of love. This was the sin of the elder brother in the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:24-32). A believer should keep His Father’s commandments because this pleases Him. A Christian who lives to please God will discover that God finds ways to please His child. “Delight thyself also in the Lord, and He shall give thee the desires of thine heart” (Ps. 37:4). When our delight is in the love of God, our desires will be in the will of God.

Abiding (vv. 23-24).

When a scribe asked Jesus to name the greatest commandment, He replied, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God.” Then He added a second commandment: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” (Matt. 22:34-40). But God also gives us one commandment that takes in both God and man: “Believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love one another” (1 John 3:23, nasb). Faith toward God and love toward man sum up a Christian’s obligations. Christianity is “faith which worketh by love” (Gal. 5:6).

Faith toward God and love toward men are two sides of the same coin. It is easy to emphasize faith—correct doctrine—and to neglect love. On the other hand, some say doctrine is not important and that love is our main responsibility. Both doctrine and love are important. When a person is justified by faith, he should know that the love of God is being shed abroad in his heart (Rom. 5:1-5).

“Abiding in Christ” is a key experience for a believer who wants to have confidence toward God and enjoy answers to prayer. Jesus, in His message to the disciples in the Upper Room (John 15:1-14) illustrated “abiding.” He compared His followers to the branches of a vine. So long as the branch draws its strength from the vine, it produces fruit. But if it separates itself from the vine, it withers and dies.

Jesus was not talking about salvation; He was talking about fruit-bearing. The instant a sinner trusts Christ, he enters into union with Christ; but maintaining communion is a moment-by-moment responsibility. Abiding depends on our obeying His Word and keeping clean (John 15:3, 10).

As we have seen, when a believer walks in love, he finds it easy to obey God, and therefore he maintains a close communion with God. “If a man love Me, he will keep My words; and My Father will love him, and We will come unto him and make Our abode with him” (John 14:23).

The Holy Spirit is mentioned by name in 1 John for the first time in 3:24. John introduced us to the Holy One (1 John 2:20) with emphasis on the Spirit’s anointing and teaching ministry. (This parallels John 14:26; 16:13-14.) But the Holy One is also the abiding Spirit (1 John 3:24; 4:13). When a believer obeys God and loves the brethren, the indwelling Holy Spirit gives him peace and confidence. The Holy Spirit abides with him forever (John 14:16), but when the Spirit is grieved, He withdraws His blessings.

The Holy Spirit is also the attesting Spirit (1 John 4:1-6), giving witness to those who are truly God’s children. When a believer is abiding in Christ, the Spirit guides him and warns him of false spirits that would lead him astray.

He is also the authenticating Spirit (1 John 5:6-8), bearing witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ. This witness of the Spirit is mentioned in Romans 8:14-16.

Each member of the Triune Godhead is involved in the “love life” of a believer. God the Father commands us to love one another, God the Son gave His life on the cross, the supreme example of love. And God the Holy Spirit lives within us to provide the love we need (Rom. 5:5). To abide in love is to abide in God, and to abide in God is to abide in love. Christian love is not something we “work up” when we need it. Christian love is “shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit,” and this is your constant experience as you abide in Christ.

There are four levels on which a person may live. He may choose the lowest level—Satan’s level—and practice murder. Murderers “have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone, which is the second death” (Rev. 21:8).

Or, a person may choose the next level—hatred. But hatred, in God’s sight, is the same as murder. A man who lives with hatred is slowly killing himself, not the other person! Psychiatrists warn that malice and hatred cause all kinds of physical and emotional problems. In fact, one specialist has entitled his book Love or Perish!
The third level—indifference—is far better than the first two, because the first two are not Christian at all. A man who has constant hatred in his heart, or who habitually murders, proves he has never been born of God. But it is possible to be a Christian and be indifferent to the needs of others.

A man who murders belongs to the devil, like Cain. A man who hates belongs to the world (1 John 3:13), which is under Satan’s control. But a Christian who is indifferent is living for the flesh, which serves Satan’s purposes.

The only happy, holy way to live is on the highest level, the level of Christian love. This is the life of joy and liberty, the life of answered prayer. It assures you confidence and courage in spite of the difficulties of life.

Dr. Rene Spitz of New York made a study of children in foundling homes to determine what effect love and neglect had on them. The survey proved that children who were neglected and unloved were much slower in their development, and some of them even died. Even in a physical sense, love is the very atmosphere of life and growth.

It is even more so in the spiritual sense. In fact, it is a matter of love or death!
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#21 Humility
(Luke 14:7-11 NIV)  When he noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, he told them this parable: {8} "When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for a person more distinguished than you may have been invited. {9} If so, the host who invited both of you will come and say to you, 'Give this man your seat.' Then, humiliated, you will have to take the least important place. {10} But when you are invited, take the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he will say to you, 'Friend, move up to a better place.' Then you will be honored in the presence of all your fellow guests. {11} For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted."


Sabbath Day hospitality was an important part of Jewish life, so it was not unusual for Jesus to be invited to a home for a meal after the weekly synagogue service. Sometimes the host invited Him sincerely because he wanted to learn more of God’s truth. But many times Jesus was asked to dine only so His enemies could watch Him and find something to criticize and condemn. That was the case on the occasion described in Luke 14 when a leader of the Pharisees invited Jesus to dinner.

Jesus was fully aware of what was in men’s hearts (John 2:24-25), so He was never caught off guard. In fact, instead of hosts or guests judging Jesus, it was Jesus who passed judgment on them when they least expected it. Indeed, in this respect, He was a dangerous person to sit with at a meal or to follow on the road! In Luke 14, we see Jesus dealing with five different kinds of people and exposing what was false in their lives and their thinking.

The Pharisees: False Piety (Luke 14:1-6)

Instead of bringing them to repentance, Jesus’ severe denunciation of the Pharisees and scribes (Luke 11:39-52) only provoked them to retaliation, and they plotted against Him. The Pharisee who invited Jesus to his home for dinner also invited a man afflicted with dropsy. This is a painful disease in which, because of kidney trouble, a heart ailment, or liver disease, the tissues fill with water. How heartless of the Pharisees to “use” this man as a tool to accomplish their wicked plan, but if we do not love the Lord, neither will we love our neighbor. Their heartless treatment of the man was far worse than our Lord’s “lawless” behavior on the Sabbath.

This afflicted man would not have been invited to such an important dinner were it not that the Pharisees wanted to use him as “bait” to catch Jesus. They knew that Jesus could not be in the presence of human suffering very long without doing something about it. If He ignored the afflicted man, then He was without compassion; but if He healed him, then He was openly violating the Sabbath and they could accuse Him. They put the dropsied man right in front of the Master so He could not avoid him, and then they waited for the trap to spring.

Keep in mind that Jesus had already “violated” their Sabbath traditions on at least seven different occasions. On the Sabbath Day, He had cast out a demon (Luke 4:31-37), healed a fever (Luke 4:38-39), allowed His disciples to pluck grain (Luke 6:1-5), healed a lame man (John 5:1-9), healed a man with a paralyzed hand (Luke 6:6-10), delivered a crippled woman who was afflicted by a demon (Luke 13:10-17), and healed a man born blind (John 9). Why our Lord’s enemies thought that one more bit of evidence was necessary, we do not know, but we do know that their whole scheme backfired.

When Jesus asked what their convictions were about the Sabbath Day, He used on them the weapon they had forged for Him. To begin with, they couldn’t heal anybody on any day, and everybody knew it. But even more, if the Pharisees said that nobody should be healed on the Sabbath, the people would consider them heartless; if they gave permission for healing, their associates would consider them lawless. The dilemma was now theirs, not the Lord’s, and they needed a way to escape. As they did on more than one occasion, the scribes and Pharisees evaded the issue by saying nothing.

Jesus healed the man and let him go, knowing that the Pharisee’s house was not the safest place for him. Instead of providing evidence against Jesus, the man provided evidence against the Pharisees, for he was “exhibit A” of the healing power of the Lord Jesus Christ.

The Lord knew too much about this legalistic crowd to let them escape. He knew that on the Sabbath Day they would deliver their farm animals from danger, so why not permit Him to deliver a man who was made in the likeness of God? Seemingly, they were suggesting that animals were more important than people. (It is tragic that some people even today have more love for their pets than they do for their family members, their neighbors, or even for a lost world.)

Jesus exposed the false piety of the Pharisees and the scribes. They claimed to be defending God’s Sabbath laws, when in reality they were denying God by the way they abused people and accused the Saviour. There is a big difference between protecting God’s truth and promoting man’s traditions.

The Guests: False Popularity (Luke 14:7-11)

Experts in management tell us that most people wear an invisible sign that reads, “Please make me feel important”; if we heed that sign, we can succeed in human relations. On the other hand, if we say or do things that make others feel insignificant, we will fail. Then people will respond by becoming angry and resentful, because everybody wants to be noticed and made to feel important.

In Jesus’ day, as today, there were “status symbols” that helped people enhance and protect their high standing in society. If you were invited to the “right homes” and if you were seated in the “right places,” then people would know how important you really were. The emphasis was on reputation, not character. It was more important to sit in the right places than to live the right kind of life.

In New Testament times, the closer you sat to the host, the higher you stood on the social ladder and the more attention (and invitations) you would receive from others. Naturally, many people rushed to the “head table” when the doors were opened because they wanted to be important.

This kind of attitude betrays a false view of success. “Try not to become a man of success,” said Albert Einstein, “but try to become a man of value.” While there may be some exceptions, it is usually true that valuable people are eventually recognized and appropriately honored. Success that comes only from self-promotion is temporary, and you may be embarrassed as you are asked to move down (Prov. 25:6-7).

When Jesus advised the guests to take the lowest places, He was not giving them a “gimmick” that guaranteed promotion. The false humility that takes the lowest place is just as hateful to God as the pride that takes the highest place. God is not impressed by our status in society or in the church. He is not influenced by what people say or think about us, because He sees the thoughts and motives of the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). God still humbles the proud and exalts the humble (James 4:6).

British essayist Francis Bacon compared fame to a river that easily carried “things light and swollen” but that drowned “things weighty and solid.” It is interesting to scan old editions of encyclopedias and see how many “famous people” are “forgotten people” today.

Humility is a fundamental grace in the Christian life, and yet it is elusive; if you know you have it, you have lost it! It has well been said that humility is not thinking meanly of ourselves; it is simply not thinking of ourselves at all. Jesus is the greatest example of humility, and we would do well to ask the Holy Spirit to enable us to imitate Him (Phil. 2:1-16).

The Host: False Hospitality (Luke 14:12-14)

Jesus knew that the host had invited his guests for two reasons: (1) to pay them back because they had invited him to past feasts, or (2) to put them under his debt so that they would invite him to future feasts. Such hospitality was not an expression of love and grace but rather an evidence of pride and selfishness. He was “buying” recognition.

Jesus does not prohibit us from entertaining family and friends, but He warns us against entertaining only family and friends exclusively and habitually. That kind of “fellowship” quickly degenerates into a “mutual admiration society” in which each one tries to outdo the others and no one dares to break the cycle. Sad to say, too much church social life fits this description.

Our motive for sharing must be the praise of God and not the applause of men, the eternal reward in heaven and not the temporary recognition on earth. A pastor friend of mine used to remind me, “You can’t get your reward twice!” and he was right (see Matt. 6:1-18). On the day of judgment, many who today are first in the eyes of men will be last in God’s eyes, and many who are last in the eyes of men will be first in the eyes of God (Luke 13:30).

In our Lord’s time, it was not considered proper to ask poor people and handicapped people to public banquets. (The women were not invited either!) But Jesus commanded us to put these needy people at the top of our guest list because they cannot pay us back. If our hearts are right, God will see to it that we are properly rewarded, though getting a reward must not be the motive for our generosity. When we serve others from unselfish hearts, we are laying up treasures in heaven (Matt. 6:20) and becoming “rich toward God” (Luke 12:21).

Our modern world is very competitive, and it is easy for God’s people to become more concerned about profit and loss than they are about sacrifice and service. “What will I get out of it?” may easily become life’s most important question (Matt. 19:27ff). We must strive to maintain the unselfish attitude that Jesus had and share what we have with others.

The Jews: False Security (Luke 14:15-24)

When Jesus mentioned “the resurrection of the just,” one of the guests became excited and said, “Blessed is he that shall eat bread in the kingdom of God!” The Jewish people pictured their future kingdom as a great feast with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and the prophets as the honored guests (Luke 13:28; see Isa. 25:6). This anonymous guest was confident that he would one day be at the “kingdom feast” with them! Jesus responded by telling him a parable that revealed the sad consequences of false confidence.

In Jesus’ day when you invited guests to a dinner, you told them the day but not the exact hour of the meal. A host had to know how many guests were coming so he could butcher the right amount of animals and prepare sufficient food. Just before the feast was to begin, the host sent his servants to each of the guests to tell them the banquet was ready and they should come (see Es. 5:8; 6:14). In other words, each of the guests in this parable had already agreed to attend the banquet. The host expected them to be there.

But instead of eagerly coming to the feast, all of the guests insulted the host by refusing to attend, and they all gave very feeble excuses to defend their change in plans.

The first guest begged off because he had to “go and see” a piece of real estate he had purchased. In the East, the purchasing of property is often a long and complicated process, and the man would have had many opportunities to examine the land he was buying. Anybody who purchases land that he has never examined is certainly taking a chance. Since most banquets were held in the evening, the man had little daylight left even for a cursory investigation.

The second man had also made a purchase—ten oxen that he was anxious to prove. Again, who would purchase that many animals without first testing them? Not many customers in our modern world would buy a used car that they had not taken out for a “test drive.” Furthermore, how could this man really put these oxen to the test when it was so late in the day? His statement “I go to prove them!” suggests that he was already on his way to the farm when the servant came with the final call to the dinner.

The third guest really had no excuse at all. Since they involved so much elaborate preparation, Jewish weddings were never surprises, so this man knew well in advance that he was taking a wife. That being the case, he should not have agreed to attend the feast in the first place. Since only Jewish men were invited to banquets, the host did not expect the wife to come anyway. Having a new wife could have kept the man from the battlefield (Deut. 24:5) but not from the festive board.

Of course, these were only excuses. I think it was Billy Sunday who defined an excuse as “the skin of a reason stuffed with a lie.” The person who is good at excuses is usually not good at anything else. These three guests actually expected to get another invitation in the future, but that invitation never came.

Having prepared a great dinner for many guests, the host did not want all that food to go to waste, so he sent his servant out to gather a crowd and bring them to the banquet hall. What kind of men would be found in the streets and lanes of the city or in the highways and hedges? The outcasts, the loiterers, the homeless, the undesireables, the kind of people that Jesus came to save (Luke 15:1-2; 19:10). There might even be some Gentiles in the crowd!

These men may have had only one reason for refusing the kind invitation: they were unprepared to attend such a fine dinner. So, the servant constrained them to accept (see 2 Cor. 5:20). They had no excuses. The poor could not afford to buy oxen; the blind could not go to examine real estate; and the poor, maimed, lame, and blind were usually not given in marriage. This crowd would be hungry and lonely and only too happy to accept an invitation to a free banquet.

Not only did the host get other people to take the places assigned to the invited guests, but he also shut the door so that the excuse-makers could not change their minds and come in (see Luke 13:22-30). In fact, the host was angry. We rarely think of God expressing judicial anger against those who reject His gracious invitations, but verses like Isaiah 55:6 and Proverbs 1:24-33 give a solemn warning that we not treat His calls lightly.

This parable had a special message for the proud Jewish people who were so sure they would “eat bread in the kingdom of God.” Within a few short years, the Gospel would be rejected by the official religious leaders, and the message would go out to the Samaritans (Acts 8) and then to the Gentiles (Acts 10; 13ff).

But the message of this parable applies to all lost sinners today. God still says, “All things are now ready. Come!” Nothing more need be done for the salvation of your soul, for Jesus Christ finished the work of redemption when He died for you on the cross and arose from the dead. The feast has been spread, the invitation is free, and you are invited to come.

People today make the same mistake that the people in the parable made: they delay in responding to the invitation because they settle for second best. There is certainly nothing wrong with owning a farm, examining purchases, or spending an evening with your wife. But if these good things keep you from enjoying the best things, then they become bad things. The excuse-makers were actually successful people in the eyes of their friends, but they were failures in the eyes of Jesus Christ.

The Christian life is a feast, not a funeral, and all are invited to come. Each of us as believers must herald abroad the message, “Come, for all things are now ready!” God wants to see His house filled, and “yet there is room.” He wants us to go home (Mark 5:19), go into the streets and lanes (Luke 14:21), go into the highways and hedges (Luke 14:23), and go into all the world (Mark 16:15) with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

This parable was the text of the last sermon D.L. Moody preached, “Excuses.” It was given on November 23, 1899 in the Civic Auditorium in Kansas City, and Moody was a sick man as he preached. “I must have souls in Kansas City,” he told the students at his school in Chicago. “Never, never have I wanted so much to lead men and women to Christ as I do this time!”

There was a throbbing in his chest, and he had to hold to the organ to keep from falling, but Moody bravely preached the Gospel; and some fifty people responded to trust Christ. The next day, Moody left for home, and a month later he died. Up to the very end, Moody was “compelling them to come in.”

The Multitudes: False Expectancy (Luke 14:25-35)

When Jesus left the Pharisee’s house, great crowds followed Him, but He was not impressed by their enthusiasm. He knew that most of those in the crowd were not the least bit interested in spiritual things. Some wanted only to see miracles, others heard that He fed the hungry, and a few hoped He would overthrow Rome and establish David’s promised kingdom. They were expecting the wrong things.

Jesus turned to the multitude and preached a sermon that deliberately thinned out the ranks. He made it clear that, when it comes to personal discipleship, He is more interested in quality than quantity. In the matter of saving lost souls, He wants His house to be filled (Luke 14:23); but in the matter of personal discipleship, He wants only those who are willing to pay the price.

A “disciple” is a learner, one who attaches himself or herself to a teacher in order to learn a trade or a subject. Perhaps our nearest modern equivalent is “apprentice,” one who learns by watching and by doing. The word disciple was the most common name for the followers of Jesus Christ and is used 264 times in the Gospels and the Book of Acts.

Jesus seems to make a distinction between salvation and discipleship. Salvation is open to all who will come by faith, while discipleship is for believers willing to pay a price. Salvation means coming to the cross and trusting Jesus Christ, while discipleship means carrying the cross and following Jesus Christ. Jesus wants as many sinners saved as possible (“that My house may be filled”), but He cautions us not to take discipleship lightly; and in the three parables He gave, He made it clear that there is a price to pay.

To begin with, we must love Christ supremely, even more than we love our own flesh and blood (Luke 14:26-27). The word hate does not suggest positive antagonism but rather “to love less” (see Gen. 29:30-31; Mal. 1:2-3; and Matt. 10:37). Our love for Christ must be so strong that all other love is like hatred in comparison. In fact, we must hate our own lives and be willing to bear the cross after Him.

What does it mean to “carry the cross”? It means daily identification with Christ in shame, suffering, and surrender to God’s will. It means death to self, to our own plans and ambitions, and a willingness to serve Him as He directs (John 12:23-28). A “cross” is something we willingly accept from God as part of His will for our lives. The Christian who called his noisy neighbors the “cross” he had to bear certainly did not understand the meaning of dying to self.

Jesus gave three parables to explain why He makes such costly demands on His followers: the man building a tower, the king fighting a war, and the salt losing its flavor. The usual interpretation is that believers are represented by the man building the tower and the king fighting the war, and we had better “count the cost” before we start, lest we start and not be able to finish. But I agree with Campbell Morgan that the builder and the king represent not the believer but Jesus Christ. He is the One who must “count the cost” to see whether we are the kind of material He can use to build the church and battle the enemy. He cannot get the job done with halfhearted followers who will not pay the price.

As I write this chapter, I can look up and see on my library shelves hundreds of volumes of Christian biographies and autobiographies, the stories of godly men and women who made great contributions to the building of the church and the battle against the enemy. They were willing to pay the price, and God blessed them and used them. They were people with “salt” in their character.

Jesus had already told His disciples that they were “the salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13). When the sinner trusts Jesus Christ as Saviour, a miracle takes place and “clay” is turned into “salt.” Salt was a valued item in that day; in fact, part of a soldier’s pay was given in salt. (The words salt and salary are related; hence, the saying, “He’s not worth his salt.”)

Salt is a preservative, and God’s people in this world are helping to retard the growth of evil and decay. Salt is also a purifying agent, an antiseptic that makes things cleaner. It may sting when it touches the wound, but it helps to kill infection. Salt gives flavor to things and, most of all, makes people thirsty. By our character and conduct, we ought to make others thirsty for the Lord Jesus Christ and the salvation that He alone can give.

Our modern salt is pure and does not lose its flavor, but the salt in Jesus’ day was impure and could lose its flavor, especially if it came in contact with earth. Once the saltiness was gone, there was no way to restore it, and the salt was thrown out into the street to be walked on. When a disciple loses his Christian character, he is “good for nothing” and will eventually be “walked on” by others and bring disgrace to Christ.

Discipleship is serious business. If we are not true disciples, then Jesus cannot build the tower and fight the war. “There is always an if in connection with discipleship,” wrote Oswald Chambers, “and it implies that we need not [be disciples] unless we like. There is never any compulsion; Jesus does not coerce us. There is only one way of being a disciple, and that is by being devoted to Jesus.”

If we tell Jesus that we want to take up our cross and follow Him as His disciples, then He wants us to know exactly what we are getting into. He wants no false expectancy, no illusions, no bargains. He wants to use us as stones for building His church, soldiers for battling His enemies, and salt for bettering His world; and He is looking for quality.

After all, He was on His way to Jerusalem when He spoke these words, and look what happened to Him there! He does not ask us to do anything for Him that He has not already done for us.

To some, Jesus says, “You cannot be My disciples!” Why? Because they will not forsake all for Him, bear shame and reproach for Him, and let their love for Him control them.

And they are the losers. Will you be His disciple?

Pride vs. Humility

Pride is the sin above all others that humans cherish, defend, and rationalize. We are proud of country, proud of education, and proud of achievement. We are proud to be recognized in public and to be sought out privately. We are proud of family name, company title, and educational rank. And it is not only the world but perhaps even more especially the church of God that fosters this haughty spirit. We are proud of our denomination or the claim to be un-denominational. We are proud of our own congregation of believers. We can quickly become sectarian, exclude others as unworthy to be included in our fellowship, and hold all who are different under judgment and in contempt.

Lest anyone misunderstand or misrepresent what I have just said, let me hasten to say that our English term pride is rather ambiguous. The word may be used to refer to healthy and honorable things. For example, there is a pride in self and family name that has helped some of us avoid the most shameful snares Satan has set. There is pride in country that brings us to our feet when the National Anthem is performed and causes young men and women to serve in the military. There is pride — we most often use the term "self-confidence" here — that allows one to acknowledge gifts from God, put those trusts to work for his glory, and expect him to use them for holy purposes. There is even pride in — we would probably choose "dignity of" or "respect for" — one's faith heritage that anchors her to noble motives and worthy perspectives.

There are, indeed, at least two kinds of pride. One is the polar opposite of humility and shows itself in self-centeredness, eager criticism of others, impatience, self-pity, and the willingness to steal God's glory by taking credit for things he has given to or done in a person's life. This evil quality in one's heart shows itself as condescending treatment of others. It generates enmity in families, strife in the workplace, and division in churches. It brings people to isolation and loneliness — which they interpret, of course, as standing on principle or defending the faith. This is the unhealthy and sinful pride so constantly denounced in Scripture. Just think of a few texts from Proverbs: "When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom" (11:2). "Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is found in those who take advice" (13:10). "The LORD detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished" (16:5). "Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall" (16:18). "A man's pride brings him low, but a man of lowly spirit gains honor" (29:23).

There is a virtuous sense of pride, however, that may be thought of as the polar opposite of stigma, shame, or personal insignificance. Jesus most certainly did not lack confidence, was not intimidated by challenge, and was not ashamed of his racial stock, social position, or religious heritage. Life didn't threaten him. Critics didn't deter him. Failure in the eyes of the world did not destroy his sense of identity as the faithful Son of God. He could bill himself as "gentle and humble in heart" (Matt. 11:29) and still be determined, strong, and courageous. The healthy and indispensable pride every believer needs is referenced several times in Paul's writings. At least twice in writing to the church at Corinth, he spoke of taking pride in the people of that church: ""I have great confidence in you; I take great pride in you" (2 Cor. 7:4a). "Therefore show these men the proof of your love and the reason for our pride in you, so that the churches can see it" (2 Cor. 8:24). He wrote to Christians in Galatia to encourage them to personal spiritual responsibility and said: "Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else" (Gal. 6:4).

By the same token, it might also be helpful to point out that there are also distinctions to be made about humility. The genuine humility of Christ's obedience to the divine will (cf. Phil. 2:8) stands in sharp contrast to the pseudo-humility some people offer in the name of religion. Paul censured some people who were trying to make ascetics out of the church at Colosse by writing this: "Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence" (Col. 2:23).

The Practical Meaning

Let me see if I can pull all this together. Let me try to fix the distinction between healthy and unhealthy pride, genuine and false humility. Let me offer you some things that might help us fix humility as a meaningful goal for our lives. It is, after all, a virtue to pray for but for which we can never give thanks.

Spirituality is learned and virtues are developed only in the frustrations of living. We have put Christianity in church buildings, Sunday School classes, and books, but it is first and foremost an experience-related faith. When we come to our buildings, attend our classes, and read the books, we should be reminded that we are then only reflecting on, getting perspective about, and getting ready to face again the realities of life. Christianity isn't calm reflection and beautiful sunsets. It is Christ's Spirit-presence in our midst on what is often a battlefield. Sickness, poverty, setbacks, discouragement, accidents, mistakes, ignorance, failure — these are the everyday terrain for the battle. Satan, death, sin — these are the specific tactics of evil that are trying to destroy us.

Failure is one of life's best teachers. We are conditioned by our culture to see success and achievement as desirable and mistakes and failures as unpalatable. The reverse may actually be closer to the truth. Failure keeps us humble, and humility is frequently a good thing in the Kingdom of God. The devil would have a field day in ruining anyone's character, spiritual life, and relationships, if he could grant that soul unbroken success in life. If churches and individual believers would be more honest about our failures and sinfulness, I suspect we'd be more effective in reaching unbelievers. No wonder the obvious strugglers and mess-ups avoid places where everybody puts on a happy face in order to look pious on Sunday. They get the impression they're the only sinners in the crowd. Oh, we don't have to become a group outdoing one another with tales of woe and sinfulness. But we can and must be honest about our weakness, failures, and sinfulness in order to avoid a holier-than-thou attitude. Peter sinned. Christ sought him out to forgive him. And Peter spent the rest of his life helping other sinners. There's the model for all of us. Failure keeps us humble and honest with one another. It makes pretending unnecessary. 

Be gracious in your triumphs and even more gracious in others' failures. I was once called to help another church deal with a serious moral failure by its most visible and notable member. Sitting in a den with four elders of that church, I asked each to voice his most urgent concern. "We have to preserve our reputation in this town," said one. "We have to serve notice to our own members that we won't tolerate this sort of nonsense," said another. "I just want him to know there is no excuse for what he's done," said the third, "and that he has set this church back ten years." When the final brother spoke, it was softly and with tears. "God graciously rescued me from the same sort of humiliating failure thirteen years ago," he said. "I am painfully aware every day of my weakness and vulnerability that would take me there again." I asked him to be the one to take the lead in trying to reach that erring brother and quoted these words from Paul: "Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted" (Gal. 6:1).

Know that your relationship with God is entirely of grace. No matter what gifts, triumphs, or successes you have had in this world, you have no ground of boasting in what you have done before God. Even if you stand head and shoulders above your fellows, you fall far short of his divine perfection. Jew and Gentile, black and white, male and female, company president or federal prisoner, top of the heap or lower than a snake's belly — right standing with God is a gift of grace. "This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus" (Rom. 3:22-24). We have no status or claim in ourselves. Everything is God's gift to us through Christ. We stand only because we are in him.

Conclusion

John Bradley was one of six men forever immortalized in the famous photograph and now-equally-famous Marine Corps Memorial in Arlington, Virginia. He helped raise the American flag atop Mt. Suribachi on Iwo Jima. He never talked much about that event. When asked about his heroism on Iwo Jima, he would only say, "I just did what anyone else would have done" or "I was just doing my duty." In the only taped interview he did on the subject, this was his comment: "I saw some guys struggling with a pole. I just jumped in to lend them a hand. It's as simple as that."

It was only after his death that John Bradley's son learned from government documents what happened around that event. It was hardly as simple as his father had left him to think. Neither his wife nor son had known what happened half a century before. His wife would later say that he talked with her about it only one time — on their first date, for "seven or eight disinterested minutes and then never again in a 47-year-marriage did he say the words ‘Iwo Jima,'" she said.

Two days before the flag-raising, Bradley's company was penned down by enemy fire on the beach. On February 21, 1945, with screams of the wounded and dying all around, Bradley saw a fellow-Marine fall wounded about 30 yards away. He was a Corpsman and immediately sprinted through what the official report called "merciless Japanese gunfire" to stabilize the wounded man and drag him back to safety. A few days after the flag-raising, he became a casualty himself when an artillery shell drove hot shrapnel into his feet, legs, and hips. Eyewitnesses said he would not tend to his own wounds until he had taken care of other wounded Marines around him.

All his life afterward, Bradley kept these exploits essentially private. He didn't write about them. He didn't sell his story to anyone. He didn't even tell his wife and children what he had gone through. He insisted that he "really didn't do much" and said simply, "I was just doing my duty." Remember this story. We'll have occasion to return to it later.

----------
[1] This story is taken from James J. Bradley, "‘Uncommon Valor Was a Common Virtue,'" Wall Street Journal, Nov. 10, 2000, p. A18.

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#22 Honesty
"We have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor do we destroy the word of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God" (2 Cor. 4:2).

In a perfect world, upright people would never suffer from the machinations of wicked ones, and a liar would never have the advantage over someone who tells the truth. In a fallen world, however, it doesn't always work that way. And that makes some people wonder if it is worth it to be honest, to tell the truth, to resist temptations to cheat on homework, taxes, or mates. These aren't new problems.

Do you remember how Jesus met his fate on a Roman cross in Jerusalem? Perjured testimony led to his conviction on a trumped-up charge of treason against the empire. So it should not surprise us that Paul met opposition in his evangelistic work. Part of that opposition came in the form of lies told about him; part of it was the accusation that he was a liar himself. 

In today's text, Paul defends himself against the charge that he had somehow been deceptive in his teaching or had distorted Scripture. He insists that he had done nothing shameful or exploitive. There were, even then, manipulative techniques that public speakers and politicians would use to spin their message or to dupe potential followers. False advertising is nothing new. 
On top of that charge, Paul's Jewish opponents appear to have been accusing him of destroying the Word of God because he would no longer embrace their legalisms for himself or permit them to force them on his Gentile converts. They wanted the Gentiles held accountable to the Law's requirements about circumcision, kosher foods, and the like. When Paul would not hear to it, they tried to undermine his reputation with charges of duplicity, scheming, and dishonesty with the Word of God.

Paul refused to waste his time in what would have been a pointless self-defense against each of their charges. He chose, instead, to declare that he was content to continue living uprightly and working openly "in the sight of God" and to leave the matter "to every man's conscience" to observe, weigh, and draw his own conclusion. 
That is what most of us have to be willing to do who come under scrutiny and have to face the judgment of our peers. Sometimes there is a single fact or litigation event that can clear things up. More often, one must simply keep on doing right, trust that people of good will can discern integrity over time, and be confident that God knows the truth — and will vindicate those who honor him.

I wish I could assure you it always works out that way in the short term. That would not be honest of me! It is the long-term view that I have in mind. Honesty doesn't win every battle, but it will prevail far more often than deception and falsehoods. And when everything is put into the light before God at the end, truth wins — hands down!

We Have a Problem

Our culture has a serious problem with honesty. Perhaps I should say that our problem is with being dishonest. 

Perhaps you remember the furor caused ten years ago when authors James Patterson and Peter Kim released their book The Day America Told the Truth. Their research with an extensive questionnaire was disheartening. He is a sampling of what they found:

91% said they lie regularly — both at work and in their personal lives;
86% lie to their parents;
75% lie to their best friends;
73% lie to their siblings;
69% lie to their spouses;
50% feel free to call in sick to work when they are perfectly well.

We know our government has lied to us about everything from illegal assassination plots against Fidel Castro to activities in Vietnam to secret deals made in the nation's capitol. So citizens feel justified in cheating on their taxes to a government that lies to them, and kids have defied teachers or parents to punish them for telling lies by pointing first at Nixon and later at Clinton as their defense. 
Our culture has become cynical about truth. When somebody thinks the right to lie has been established, there is no drawing the line.

Do you ever read political commentary — otherwise placed on the comics page — in your newspaper? One of my favorite strips is "The Wizard of Id." It occasionally rebukes our glibness with lies by means of humor. For example, I remember a series of strips about golf and politics.

In one of them, the king tells his golf instructor he had a three on a certain hole. "Not bad," said the pro. "Now, try it again without the smirk." In another strip, Rodney told the king he had found the ideal caddy for him. When asked about the man's experience, Rodney said he was a forest ranger — and got thrown into jail! 
But my favorite one was a two-frame strip in which Spook asked his jailer, "Do you know what politicians and golf pros both do best?" "What?" bit the jailer. And Spook's answer came through the cell door: "Get out of trouble . . . with bad lies."

One of the brightest-turned-quickly-dark stories I've ever read was about a New York City student who turned in a purse she had found — complete with $1,000 in cash. Not a single school official in the city's educational system would congratulate her on her virtue. "If I come from a position of what is right and wrong," explained her teacher, "then I am not [my students'] counselor." 

Oh, yes. We have a problem. We have a serious problem. We don't want to affirm the biblical principles taught in unambiguous texts. For example, how long since you have read Proverbs 6:16-19 and thought about the fact that three of the seven things God hates relate directly to dishonesty?

There are six things the LORD hates, seven that are detestable to him:haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.

The message in the New Testament is the same. "Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator" (Col. 3:9). 

Honesty With Words

One of my favorite proverbs about truth-telling, honesty, and personal integrity is this one: "The wicked man flees though no one pursues, but the righteous are as bold as a lion" (Prov. 28:1). 
What does it mean? 
· It means that people with something to hide, hide — and cringe; people who live in truth and integrity hold up their heads and move on. 
· It means that lying is hard and complicates your life; it's hard to remember what you told each person, to keep your story straight, and to keep the people to whom you've lied away from one another. 
· It means that telling the truth is simpler and more practical; you never have to cover your trail and can simply be open and transparent with others. 

There is no release from the moral duty of truth-telling because someone has lied about you. It is still unethical to lie to a liar, to deceive a deceiver, to fight fire with fire. When that is the strategy you choose, all that will be left at the end of the day are the ashes of your personal integrity. 

Some people understand what I have called openness and transparency in unhealthy ways. You don't need to share more information than someone actually needs. There is no call for you to become an exhibitionist. And there is certainly no virtue in inflicting pain on someone by telling a truth that crushes and hurts another person to no good purpose. Some people simply vent and dump on others — all in the name of honesty. No, that's boorishness and sometimes verbal abuse.

There are some things people have no right to know about you and that you have to right to pry to learn about them. My mother told me never to ask these three questions: How old are you? How much do you weigh? How much did that cost? And the principle behind those questions — that it is wrong to pry into another's life — is right. Unless you are entitled to information for your own moral or spiritual protection, don't go snooping into another person's life. You may find things that will cause you too much pain and anguish. Enough of those things will come to you without being sought to fill your life and occupy your energies.

Honesty With Life

Honesty with words is only one component of total-life honesty before the Lord. When Jesus challenged the Samaritan woman he met at Jacob's well to worship God "in spirit and in truth," that's what he was asking for from her (John 4:24). Do you remember where their conversation started? After the Son of Man had asked her for a drink of water and engaged her in conversation, he said, "Go, call your husband and come back." She said, "I have no husband." Then a most interesting thing happened.

Jesus said to her, "You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true."
"Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem" (John 4:17-20).

The forgiving and gracious Son of God was trying to lead this woman — divorced five times already and choosing now to live with a man without bothering to marry — into the light of salvation. Before he could save her, she had to be willing to be totally honest about just how messed up and miserable she was. So Jesus led her right to the edge not of Jacob's well but of heaven's Living Water and invited her to drink. 
He let her know the cat was out of the bag about her confused and guilt-ridden life. Would she drink? No! She wanted to change the subject from salvation to church! That is, she threw out the old Samaritan-Jew debate about the location and manner of worship as an alternative topic to her need for a Savior. 

That's when Jesus bored in on the real issue. "Dear lady, won't you get past these fascinating diversions so we can talk about your real needs?" he was asking. "Won't you see that worship is a matter of spirit (i.e., your heart linked to God's heart) and truth (i.e., your brokenness acknowledged in total honesty) rather than hill and house?"

What is the church supposed to be? How are we supposed to function? How do we learn to care about one another? The answer is probably best summed up in this old adage: misery loves company. In leper colonies around the world, racial and caste divisions that otherwise would be significant are set aside. In AIDS clinics and support groups for recovering drug addicts, bank presidents and school dropouts become friends. Spoiled kids and neglected elderly people come together to help one another. The same thing happens in a church where the Spirit of Christ is allowed to work.

The pain caused by sin creates a "fellowship of the huddled-together." People who have been washed clean by Christ's blood are bound together in his restoring grace. The fellowship of daily encouragement creates not only togetherness but oneness. 
Think of Christians who have these descriptions in their past: whores, drunks, liars, people with AIDS, gossips, illiterates — and put them together with preachers, parents, Bible scholars, and teachers….all are giving loving support to each other. They don't judge each other. They don't check up on one another. 
They don't really care what the other person once did out there in hell. They realize those sins are in the past (God’s and Christian’s). All they care about is helping one another get glimpses of the Father's smile and to get healthy. That's very hard for outsiders to understand. It only happens where people get honest, walk in the light, and begin to heal.

Are you hurting? Pray. Do you feel great? Sing. Are you sick? Believing-prayer will heal you, and Jesus will put you on you feet. And if you've sinned, you'll be forgiven — healed inside and out.

Make this your common practice: Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you can live together whole and healed. The prayer of a person living right with God is something powerful and to be reckoned with (James 5:13-16, The Message).

Conclusion

Dr. Perry Buffington, a licensed psychologist and author, claims that research in his field has found there are at least three situations when we tend not to be ourselves. 
1. First, the average person will "put on airs" when he or she visits the lobby of a fancy and expensive hotel. 
2. Second, the typical man or woman will try to hide her emotions — if not her face — when she steps onto a car lot or into a new-car showroom. 
3. And, third, we try to fake out one another — and maybe God too — when we walk in and take our seats in church.

Of all the places where honesty isn't just the best policy for our words but must be the hallmark of our personal integrity as needy sinners, an authentic experience of Christ will not permit pretense and phoniness. When church is really church, it is only because we have dared to be honest in our whole lives with God and one another. That was Paul on the Damascus Road and among the people of Corinth. And it can be you and me as well.

HONESTY

A commentary of the times is that the word honesty is now preceded by old-fashioned. Larry Wolters

Being entirely honest with oneself is a good exercise. Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)

Candor is always a double-edged sword; it may heal or it may separate. Wilhelm Stekel

Honesty consists of the unwillingness to lie to others; maturity, which is equally hard to attain, consists of the unwillingness to lie to oneself. Sydney J. Harris (1917–1986)

Honesty has a beautiful and refreshing simplicity about it. No ulterior motives. No hidden meanings. An absence of hypocrisy, duplicity, political games, and verbal superficiality. As honesty and real integrity characterize our lives, there will be no need to manipulate others. Charles R. Swindoll (1934– )

I hope I shall always possess firmness and virtue enough to maintain what I consider the most enviable of all titles, the character of an honest man. George Washington (1732–1799)

Say what you have to say, not what you ought. Any truth is better than make-believe. Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862)

Great Themes of the Bible Series
#23 Forgiving Others

(Luke 6:27-36 NIV)  "But I tell you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, {28} bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. {29} If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also. If someone takes your cloak, do not stop him from taking your tunic. {30} Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back. {31} Do to others as you would have them do to you. {32} "If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' love those who love them. {33} And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' do that. {34} And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners,' expecting to be repaid in full. {35} But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. {36} Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.

 
Jesus assumed that anybody who lived for eternal values would get into trouble with the world’s crowd. Christians are the “salt of the earth” and “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:13-16), and sometimes the salt stings and the light exposes sin. Sinners show their hatred by avoiding us or rejecting us (Luke 6:22), insulting us (Luke 6:28), physically abusing us (Luke 6:29), and suing us (Luke 6:30). This is something we must expect (Phil. 1:29; 2 Tim. 3:12).

How should we treat our enemies? We must love them, do them good, and pray for them. Hatred only breeds more hatred, “for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires” (James 1:20, niv). This cannot be done in our own strength, but it can be done through the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:22-23).

We must not look at these admonitions as a series of rules to be obeyed. They describe an attitude of heart that expresses itself positively when others are negative, and generously when others are selfish, all to the glory of God. It is an inner disposition, not a legal duty. We must have wisdom to know when to turn the other cheek and when to claim our rights (John 18:22-23; Acts 16:35-40). Even Christian love must exercise discernment (Phil. 1:9-11).

Two principles stand out: we must treat others as we would want to be treated (Luke 6:31), which assumes we want the very best spiritually for ourselves; and we must imitate our Father in heaven and be merciful (Luke 6:36). The important thing is not that we are vindicated before our enemies but that we become more like God in our character (Luke 6:35). This is the greatest reward anyone can receive, far greater than riches, food, laughter, or popularity (Luke 6:24-26). Those things will one day vanish, but character will last for eternity. We must believe Matthew 6:33 and practice it in the power of the Spirit.

Luke 6:37-38 reminds us that we reap what we sow and in the amount that we sow. If we judge others, we will ourselves be judged. If we forgive, we shall be forgiven, but if we condemn, we shall be condemned (see Matt. 18:21-35). He was not talking about eternal judgment but the way we are treated in this life. If we live to give, God will see to it that we receive; but if we live only to get, God will see to it that we lose. This principle applies not only to our giving of money, but also to the giving of ourselves in ministry to others.

Do you pray for God to transform your heart, purify your behaviors, and make you more like Christ? I pray for these things in my life. And in order to answer our prayers, God has created the church and put us in it with the full awareness that it would be a world of offense — where we could deal with hurt feelings, slights, and wrongs from one another in the Spirit-empowered world of forgiveness.

The popular concept of unity is a fantasy land where disagreements never surface and contrary opinions are never stated with force. We expect disagreement. So instead of unity, we use the word community.

We say, "Let's not pretend we never disagree. We're dealing with the lives of [thousands of] people. The stakes are high. Let's not have people hiding their concerns to protect a false notion of unity. Let's face the disagreement and deal with it in a godly way."

The mark of community — true biblical unity — is not the absence of conflict. It's the presence of a reconciling spirit. I can have a rough-and-tumble leadership meeting with someone, but because we're committed to community, we can still leave, slapping each other on the back, saying, "I'm glad we're still brothers." We know no one's bailing out just because of a conflicting position. Community is bigger than that. [1]

It isn't just one church's leadership team but the total Body of Christ that needs to know, keep in consciousness, and strive to live the community principle. All of us get offended at times. All of us give offense. But we are the family of God and must learn to live together in true biblical unity, in authentic regard for one another, in community. 

We will need to help one another to remember our commitment to oneness in Christ. Community is too valuable in the church to let careless words on a bad night rupture a relationship. And the same is true for our families and friendships, for classroom and workplace. This means that we have to learn to take responsibility for our actions and to forgive one another. If the church can't model forgiveness, who can?

One philosopher compared the human race to a bunch of porcupines huddling together on a cold winter's night. The colder it gets, the more we huddle together for warmth. But the closer we get to one another, the more we prick, stab, and hurt one another with our sharp quills. Then, in the lonely nights of life's winter, we eventually begin to draft apart and wander out on our own. There we freeze to death in our loneliness.

Those Challenging Texts

The Word of God calls the church to an option the world cannot receive. Christ challenges us to forgive one another for the stings and punctures we inflict on one another. Then we can stay together and share the warmth of God's presence.

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told the multitude:

You have heard that it was said, "Love your neighbor and hate your enemy." But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? (Matt. 5:43-46).

To reinforce the same theme, he came back to the matter of how people should treat one another with respect and forgiveness. Still in that same sermon, he told his disciples to pray, "Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors" Matt. 6:12). At the end of the model for our prayers that includes this petition about forgiven people practicing forgiveness, he added, "For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins" (Matt. 6:14-15).

One day Peter asked Jesus about this matter of forgiving others and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?" Trying to be like his Master, Peter doubled the teaching of certain rabbis to the effect that three times was the limit to forgiveness — then added one more for good measure. "Up to seven times?" he offered. He must have been shocked by Jesus' reply: "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times" (Matt. 18:21-22). Then he gave one of his memorable parables.

Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents [footnote: millions of dollars] was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt.

The servant fell on his knees before him. "Be patient with me," he begged, "and I will pay back everything." The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 

But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii [footnote: a few dollars]. He grabbed him and began to choke him. "Pay back what you owe me!" he demanded. 

His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, "Be patient with me, and I will pay you back."

But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 

Then the master called the servant in. "You wicked servant," he said, "I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?" In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 

This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart (Matt. 18:23-35).

Finally among these challenging texts, read the words of the Apostle to the Gentiles: "Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you" (Eph. 4:32).

What These Verses Mean

To understand the meaning of these texts, it is probably necessary to say first what they don't mean. They certainly don't mean that evil should be minimized or that both it and its aftermath are less than terribly, terribly painful. Child molestation, physical abuse, or verbal-emotional assault leaves scars that have to be dealt with in an adult's life. Addiction to alcohol, sex, drugs, gambling, and the like are behaviors that can be treated under a disease model; they are also sins that devastate not only their perpetrators but innocent people as well. 

These texts don't mean that the victims of evil need to understand or justify why someone acted as he or she did. They don't mean you should not grieve, be angry, or feel betrayed by your victimizer. They don't mean you should just stuff down what has happened, try to forget about it, and wait for time to heal your wounds. And they certainly don't mean you should feel guilty about the offense you have taken about an evil that has been done to you. A glib "I'm over it!" or a quick "You're forgiven!" is sometimes both a lie and an affront to the process that is true forgiveness.

Yes, forgiveness is a process — "a journey of many steps," as one put it.  These biblical texts do mean at least the following:

First, the seriousness of what has happened must be named, accepted for its true nature as an offense against holiness, and brought to God for help in confronting. No more denial. No sweeping it under the rug. No pretending it didn't happen. Just honesty in bringing it into the light of God's healing power. Write down in journal or letter form what happened; writing seems to be therapeutic to many who have undergone severe trials. Find a trusted counselor or mature Christian friend with whom to share your story in confidence.

Second, grieve the things you have lost because of what has happened on account of someone's sin against you. Innocence. Trust. Family. Money. Respect. Self-respect. Name and lament what has been stolen from you by someone's prejudice, lie, or unjust treatment. Weep over it; tears are even more therapeutic than writing. But stop short of throwing a pity party for yourself. That's not helpful and only delays healing.

Third, remember that you are a forgiven person. God was once offended by your trespasses against him, and he grieved both your behaviors and the condition of your heart that permitted you to persist in them for a time. A man was called to his employer's office. She played surveillance tapes to him that showed he had put money from the cash drawer into his pocket. The least he could expect was a blistering dismissal and knew it was possible that the police were on the way. She asked him to explain what they had just witnessed on a TV screen. "I stole from you," he mumbled as he looked down at the floor. She told him she was not going to press charges and then asked, "If I take you back, can I trust you?" The shocked-and-conscience-stricken man assured her that he could be trusted but said, "There's no reason you should give me a second chance. Why would you?" "You're the second person who has messed up and then received pardon in this company," she said. "I was the first, and I'm showing you mercy because it made all the difference in my life."

Fourth, decide to forgive the person or persons who have hurt you. Forgiving another is ultimately a unilateral action. You don't forgive because the person has stopped doing wrong or undone the harm done to you. You don't forgive because you either have or ever will blot out the painful memories of what happened. You don't forgive because the person has been penitent or asked to be forgiven. You forgive in order to honor the will of God and his Spirit-presence in your life. And you forgive in order to take back the control of your life that someone still has because of their evil and your ongoing absorption with its aftermath. One person recommends sitting in front of an empty chair, visualizing the person who has done the evil, and saying aloud, "I forgive you, [name of the person], for [identify the specific things that have hurt you] and take back the control of my life that has been yielded to you since those things happened — so I can give everything in my life to God's redemptive and healing love."

Fifth, pray the matter to closure. Maybe you pray something like this: "Holy God, because I am forgiven and accepted in Christ, I want to live in obedience to you and to follow my Lord's example of forgiving others. By the power of your Spirit-presence at work in me, I choose now to forgive [the person] and to close the book on the sins [the person] committed against me. More than that, I ask you to bless him/her with whatever will draw him/her close to your heart. Bless [the person] with the love you have shown to me through your Holy Son. I take back the ground Satan has had in my life because of hatred or the desire for revenge against [the person] and surrender it to Jesus. Take away bitterness, and give me peace. Take away emotional and spiritual torment over these things, and let me live in forgiven-ness and forgiving-ness. In Jesus' name. Amen." You can't pray this prayer at the beginning of the process of forgiveness, only at the end.

Sixth, because you mean what you have done at that point, put it behind you. If the person or persons who did the wrong to you are still in your life or still among those with whom you must interact at work or church, accept them by the mercies of God and without expecting or attempting to change them. Get on with your life, and keep no souvenirs of your past bitterness. You've broken the cycle of sin leading to thoughts of revenge resulting in more sinful actions. It has been broken with forgiveness.

Conclusion

On a Saturday afternoon last spring, 13-year-old Michael Hirschbeck put on his Cleveland Indians batboy uniform and went looking for his hero. His hero is Roberto Alomar, the All-Star second baseman who made a lot of us baseball fans angry in the fall of 1996 by spitting in the face of an umpire who had just called him out on strikes. When Michael found him, he threw his arms around him in a big hug.

The most startling thing about this episode is that Michael is the son of John Hirschbeck — the umpire Alomar spat upon in that ugly incident. Alomar apologized for what he did, and Hirschbeck publicly forgave him and committed himself to a process of healing and restoration. The baseball player has since worked to support the umpire's foundation to find a cure for a rare disease of the brain (adrenoleukodystrophy or ALD) that took the life of Hirschbeck's 8-year-old son John Drew in 1993. Michael has the same genetic disorder.

"Maybe God put us in this world to help somebody beat this disease," says Alomar of the ironic reconciliation. Maybe he did. Or maybe he put them in this world to remind us of the grace that touches all who witness it in seeing the offended embrace the offender. 

You can't walk with Christ while carrying a grudge. Lay it down. Put a reconciling spirit of forgiveness in its place. Let offended and offender embrace — and know they are on the same team now for the sake of defeating Satan's schemes.
� John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According to Jesus, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1988.


� See Dynamic Preaching 1:4 (Jan/Feb 1986), 55.


� As quoted in Peter Toon, Spiritual Companions: An Introduction to the Spiritual Classics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990), 124.


� An excellent summary of the life and writings of Bonhoeffer may be found in Susan Bergman, ed., Martyrs: Contemporary Writers on Modern Lives of Faith (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), pp. 155-168. One who has never read the works of Bonhoeffer owes it to himself to read such classics as The Cost of Discipleship and Life Together.


� Bruce Larson, Luke (Waco, TX: Word Publishers, 1983), p. 127.


� Dietrich Bonhoeffer, A Testament to Freedom (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1990), p. 93.





� "Iraqi from Chicago surrenders in desert," Tennessean, Feb. 27, 1991, p. 5a.


� Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (San Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 1998), p.36.


1 Gary Lucado, Ph.D. of Etymological Contortionism, Gary’s Manual of Medical Terms (Nonsense, Tex.: One Page Publishing, 1998), vol. 1, ch. 1, p. 1, sentence 1.


�Lucado, M. 2001, c1998. Just like Jesus (electronic ed.) . Word Publishing: Nashville





PAGE  
288

