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Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus
A Contemporary Application’

Early Life of Jesus

The Pre-Existent Word (Part 1) — Absolutes of the Logos
[January 1]
(In Eternity and Time, Jn 1.1-2)

All four of the Gospels provide an account of the life of Jesus, and each
opens by placing Jesus within his historical context. The Gospel of John,
however, begins not at a later point in his life (e.g., at the time of his
conception or at the beginning of his teaching ministry) but rather at the
beginning. John sets the stage for the words and work of Jesus by
presenting him first as the eternal God through whom all created things
came into existence and then as the ultimate and complete revelation of
God as the Word in a human nature (Heb 1.1-4; Col 1.15-20).

The Beginning — John starts his account at the point when everything
created began—time and history, and the universe of space, matter and
life. He takes us back to a point ‘before’ (it is necessary for us to use a
temporal term because of our finite understanding) creation when God
existed in eternity (Ps 90.2; Prov 8.23; 1 Cor 2.7). He wants us to
understand that the Word was present at creation (Gen 1.1). However,
the Word was not created before the rest of creation. He was, he did not
become. There was never a time when the Word was not. He shares a
continuous, timeless, existence with God and is therefore not part of the
creation (i.e., not a created being). Rather, he is the one who created the
physical realm (3) and creates a new spiritual reality (4).

The Word — When John calls Jesus the “Word’ he points to an attribute
of God (i.e., wisdom), but he means more. He informs us that Jesus is the
living communication or revelation of the God who communicates. The

" This series of daily meditations follows (in most cases) the structure of The Harmony of
the Gospels (NIV), Robert L. Thomas and Stanley N. Gundry, NY: Harper and Row, 1988.
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Word is the faithful and true (Jn 1.17; Jn 14.6) witness of the mind of
God. This tells us that communication and self-revelation are an essential
part of God’s nature (i.e., it is necessary for God to communicate).

With God — The Word did not just exist in eternity—he was with God.
This tells us that there are (at least) two persons existing eternally who
comprise the divine nature—God (i.e., God the Father; see 2 Cor 13.14)
and the Word (i.e., the Son, the second person of the Trinity). These two,
however, do not exist independently. The Greek word translated ‘with’ is
not the common word; and means literally “towards” and suggests “in
the company of.” By his choice of word John tells us that there is a
special face-to-face relationship between the Father and the Son. Since
nothing can be before (Ex 20.3), or face-to-face with, God (except the
true God) this means that the Word is fully God. He is co-existent with
the Father—in essence, presence, and purpose. There is no disunity in the
divine nature.

God was the Word — John leaves no doubt. He tells us explicitly that
Jesus, the Word, is God. The Word is not a god; that would be
polytheism and an abomination (Dt 6.4). Nor is he just endowed with
divine attributes. The word order in the Greek is emphatic: “God was the
Word.” This speaks of more than just a relationship such as when we say
that “an apple is a fruit.” It speaks of identity, in which the Word is
absolutely and fully God—in essence, attributes, and character. In just
ten words (in English; eleven in Greek) John tells us that the Father and
Jesus are separate persons but one God.

The Trinity (i.e., three persons in the divine nature) is not yet introduced
to us by John. We learn of the Holy Spirit (the third person in the Trinity)
later (see, 32-34). But in his opening words, John makes it clear that
although God is one, he is not a single person. To Jews this would have
been a staggering concept; to Gentiles foolishness. We are finite
creatures and cannot fully grasp the concept of the Trinity. But we must
not err on either side—by making the members of the Trinity nothing
more than modes of God’s existence or by thinking of Jesus as less than
the Father.

15



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

He Was — John adds (2) another key point when he refers to the Word as
‘he’ and not as ‘it.” The Word is a person, not a concept or attribute. This
tells us that God has (is) personality and that Jesus is a distinct person in
the divine nature.

At no time in the history of the written word has anyone ever before or
since said so much with so few, and such simple, words. The opening
two sentences of the Gospel of John teach very profound truths that are
almost beyond our comprehension. But thankfully we can learn from
these words that Jesus is:

the communication and revelation of God—the Word

eternal, never coming into existence (was rather than became)
co-existent with the Father (with God in the beginning)

a unique and separate person (he) from the Father

co-equal with God the Father, who can stand in a face-to-face
relationship with the Father.

The Pre-Existent Word (Part 2) — Attributes of the Logos
[January 2]
(In Eternity and Time, Jn 1.3, 4)

Augustine in the City of God (book 10, chapter 29) says that he often
heard the holy old man Simplicianus, who was bishop of the Church in
Milan, tell of a certain Platonic philosopher who said that “this passage
[Jn 1.1-5] should be inscribed in letters of gold and set up in the most
prominent place in every church.” We learn in this passage that Jesus is:

Creator — Through him all things were created (Col 1.16, 17). Nothing,
that was created is excluded, including angels (both the sinless and fallen
ones); the universe (time, space, matter and energy); animals and plants;
and man. Only God himself is excluded (compare 1 Cor 15.25-28). It is
clear from the parallel between Genesis 1.1-3, and John 1.1-5 that John is
equating the Word (Jesus) with God. Jesus is the Son, the second person
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in the Divine nature, but he is not less than the Father. The order in the
Trinity is not temporal or causal, or one of superiority—it is logical.

Starting with matter, time, and chance (naturalism) men are unable to
answer the eternal questions such as: Why does anything exist at all?
Why are we here? What is right and wrong? Why do bad things happen?
What happens to us at death? Yet for about the past 150 years men have
challenged the fact that God, in Jesus, created all things and have instead
believed the myth of evolution. They would rather live in painful
ignorance than profess the truth.

We must start where Genesis and John start—first with God (in the
beginning God/Word), then move to the fact of creation ... then we can
present the law and sin ... and then we can offer salvation. It is a tragedy
that so many in the Church compromise with the world and reject the
explicit facts about God the creator. Their attempts to reach pagan
unbelievers are severely hindered because they refuse to stand with Paul
on the rock of truth (Acts 17.24) that presents Jesus first as the creator
and lawgiver, and then as the saviour.

God — John seems to repeat himself in the second part of verse 3. But by
recasting the message in the negative (“not one thing which became”) he
focuses on some profound realities. Jesus is: 1) Infinite—because he is
not part of the ‘something that came into existence,” 2) Eternal—since
everything other than God came into being with time (in the beginning),
3) All Wise (Prov 8.22-36)—because only a person with all wisdom can
create perfectly (Gen 1.31), and 4) A/l Powerful—since nothing created
came into existence without him. Whoever has these attributes must be
equal to God (Heb 3.4). Therefore Jesus is God.

Life-Giver — Jesus is credited with having life in himself. This does not
mean just that he is alive. Men and woman are alive, but man had life
breathed into him and he became a living being. But John tells us that
Jesus is self-existent—mno one breathed life into him. He had life in
himself. John tells us again that Jesus is truly God, for only God exists
without becoming.
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What kind of life does Jesus have in himself? The following dimensions,
at least, can be considered: 1) Existence—God exists as the “I Am” (Ex
3.14), 2) Eternal—he has always existed (Ps 90.1, 2), 3) Spiritual—God
is Spirit (Jn 4.24), 4) Rational—as a member in the Divine nature he
communicates with the other persons in the Trinity (e.g., “Let us create
...”%), wills to action, and formulated the order and design of the created
cosmos, 5) Divine— a nature that is not shared with any part of the
creation, and 6) Human—1Jesus became a man and took upon himself a
human nature.

Because he has life in himself, the implication is that he is a life-giver.
Contrary to the popular teachings of evolution, that which has no life
cannot give life; in other words, inanimate matter cannot spontaneously
bring about life. Nor can derived life create life. We have derived life—
we do not have life in ourselves—and thus cannot give life. Men will
never be able to create life (either in the form of artificial intelligence or
in a test tube).

Just as God gave a kind of life (physical) to the animals and another kind
to man (Gen 1.27; Gen 2.7; Acts 17.25), so he grants eternal life in
Heaven to everyone who believes in Jesus and repents of his sins.

Light-Giver — Throughout the Bible light is a symbol for God (Ex 3.2;
Ps 76.4; Ps 89.15; Ps 104.2; 1 Tim 6.15, 16; Rev 4.5). He is the source of
physical light (Gen 1.3; Rev 21.23) and spiritual light, in salvation from
sin (Ps 118.27; Is 9.2; Mt 4.16, 17). As the light-giver, Jesus also gives
the light of true wisdom and understanding (Ps 19.8; Ps 43.3; Ps
119.105) and quality to our lives in a renewed meaning and purpose (Ps
36.9; Ps 56.13).

We have barely scratched the surface of this part of John’s prologue and
the profound concepts that are communicated in it. Without doubt,
Simplicianus, was right—these letters should be inscribed in gold!

The Pre-Existent Word (Part 3) — Appearance of the
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Logos [January 3]
(In Eternity and Time, Jn 1.5a)

The opening five verses of John’s Gospel contain three themes that John
develops later: life,? light,® and darkness.* We will consider the contrast
between light and darkness today and the impotence of natural human
intellectual abilities and spiritual darkness in our next meditation.

Living Light — We noticed previously that Jesus appeared on earth as the
light-giver (Jn 1.4). In the Bible light is a symbol for God. As God the
Creator, Jesus is the source of physical light; and as the Saviour, he is the
source of spiritual light. He also is the source of light in the sense of true
wisdom, and the provider of a renewed meaning and purpose for our
lives. But the light is not just concepts or ideas. False religions present
ideas and feelings as inner ‘light’. But Christianity is different—it
presents the light as a living person.

Sustained Shining — The light from Jesus ‘shines’ continuously. The
form of the word used by John gives the idea of a present, continuing,
reality. This sets up a contrast with the past tense (‘was’) used previously
(4) when the Word was said to be the light of men. John expands on his
previous statement to make sure that we don’t misunderstand him. Since
he is writing his Gospel after the death and resurrection of Jesus he wants
us to know that the glory of Jesus continues to shine on the earth.

This teaches us that the Word is a /iving subsistence. He is the source of
light, salvation and eternal life, for all mankind—past, present, and
future. As the light shone in the person of Christ while he was on earth, it
continues to shine today—through the Holy Spirit, the Church, and
individual Christians (Mt 5.14-16; Eph 5.8) living out their calling to
present the truth about Jesus by word and works. Those who have met

2 Jn 3.15, 16, 36; Jn 4.14, 46; Jn 5.21, 24, 26, 39, 40; Jn 6.27, 33, 35, 40, 47, 48, 53, 54,
63, 68; Jn 8.12; Jn 10.10, 11, 15, 17, 28; Jn 11.25; Jn 12.25, 50; Jn 14.6, 13; Jn 17.2, 3; Jn
20.31.

3 Jn 1.7-9; Jn 3.19-21; Jn 8.12; Jn 9.5; Jn 12.35, 36, 46.

4 Jn 3.19; Jn 11.9, 10 (indirectly); Jn 8.12; Jn 12.35, 46.
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Jesus in salvation shine with a permanent afterglow. They reflect the
light they receive from Jesus, much like Moses’ face shone after he came
down from the mountain after his visit with God (Ex 34.29-35).

Dispelling Darkness — What is the purpose and nature of light? Why do
people ask us to turn on a light? Light’s purpose is to dispel darkness.
Light by its nature floods out darkness and makes itself known. Light can
be stopped or hidden by solid objects, but not by darkness. Light
overcomes darkness; darkness alone cannot overcome light.

When we compare Genesis 1.1-3, with John 1.1-5 we see that John
connects the appearance of Jesus with the creation of physical light on
the first day. In the verse we are addressing, John speaks of darkness as
‘not understanding.” By personifying light and darkness we understand
him to be referring to spiritual realities. Just as God dispelled the
physical darkness with light, so he dispels spiritual darkness with light.
The light of Jesus clearly reveals our sin and guilt.

Jesus’ appearance on earth dispelled the darkness that has engulfed the
earth since the time of Adam’s first sin. This does not mean that God’s
light had never appeared on earth before—it had, for example, at Mt.
Sinai in the Ten Commandments. But with the appearance of Jesus in
human form, Light came into the world in a way never seen before.

As the image of God (Col 1.15) Jesus shone with the glory of God (Jn
1.14). As the Word of God (Jn 1.1; Mt 4.15-17) Jesus enlightened men’s
hearts and minds with eternal light. The shadows of the OT types and
figures of the ceremonial economy were also dispelled (Col 2.16, 17;
Heb 8.5; Heb 10.1), and we now have their full meaning revealed in
Jesus. And at sunrise on the day of Jesus’ resurrection the darkness of
death was conquered forever.

Prior to the appearance of Jesus, God’s light was seen only in the
distance. There were sporadic flashes of ‘lightning’ at significant points
in history through revelation and miracle. But with the appearance of
Christ, the anointed one, the whole earth was flooded with the glorious
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light of God. John summarizes the purpose of the Gospel by showing
that Jesus, as the Light, came to dispel spiritual darkness and to reveal
the glory of Christ.

When John says that the light “shines in the darkness” he is informing us
that it is dark where man dwells. From birth he lives in the land of
spiritual darkness. His conscience and will, since the Fall, are in
darkness. The light of nature shines, but not brightly enough to dispel the
darkness (Rom 1.19, 20). The appearance of the Word is needed to
overcome the darkness. When we pray “Your kingdom come, your will
be done on earth” we tell God that we desire to see the Light shining in
all spheres of life (family, government, arts, business, education, science,
courts), both extensively and intensively.

The Pre-Existent Word (Part 4) — Antithesis of the Logos
[January 4]
(In Eternity and Time, Jn 1.5b)

In our previous meditation we considered the contrast between light and
darkness. Today we will look specifically at the darkness. First we have
to determine what the darkness is that John speaks of. Since he uses the
word ‘understood’ he is probably not speaking of physical darkness.
Although nature can be personified in poetry (e.g., Ps 19.1, 2, 4) John is
not speaking of natural darkness; he is speaking of human intellectual
and spiritual darkness.

Elsewhere John uses ‘darkness’ as the antithesis of three things:

e God(1Jn1l.5),

e  Spiritual truth (Jn 8.12; Jn 12.35, 46; 1 Jn 1.6, 8), and

e Moral integrity (Jn 3.19; 1 Jn 2.9, 11).

Every use of the word ‘darkness’ in John’s writings can be considered as
the antithesis of the Logos—Jesus Christ. He is God (Jn 1.1, 2), as the
God-man he reveals truth—a key attribute of God’s character (Jn 1.14;
Jn 14.6), and he lived a perfect life without any sin (Jn 1.29; Jn 8.46; 1 Jn
1.7; 1 Jn 3.5).
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Men from conception and birth exist in a state of rebellion against God.
They do not want to retain their innate knowledge of God (Rom 1.21),
they suppress truth (Rom 1.18), and they desire to do every kind of evil
(Rom 1.28, 29). This is the darkness John is speaking about.

Because men exist (by nature) in intellectual and spiritual darkness, all
human attempts to find light fail miserably. Darkness permeates all of
their systems and every aspect of their existence, including:

o Science — The rational Designer is replaced with the myth of
evolution that has purposeless chance acting through time on
inanimate matter.

e Politics — The state is worshiped and believed to have
responsibilities in every area of life as the benevolent provider of all
that is good.

e FEconomics — Socialism aligned with the statist philosophy consumes
the output of the productive to fuel the engine of social re-
engineering.

e Sociology — Political correctness encourages any normal, or deviant,
behaviour but not the presentation of Jesus as Lord and Saviour.

e Law — There are no moral absolutes—law is nothing more than a
prediction of what judges will decide.

e Psychology — Personal responsibility is replaced with abdication;
guilt is replaced with absolution.

e Fducation — Content is ‘neutral’ as long as it is based on materialistic
naturalism; method is non-directive because there should be no
coercion.

e Religion — Tolerance of syncretistic religions is encouraged, but
religion must be kept out of public debate and have no practical
influence.

All of man’s systems are mere imitations of God’s perfect order. The
light of nature shines in the spiritual darkness, but it is not enough to
dispel man’s dependence on his faulty systems (Rom 1.19, 20). Without
the work of the Holy Spirit who enlightens the minds and changes the
hearts of men and women, they will not receive the truth; so they remain
in darkness and cannot understand the light.
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The Greek word used in John 1.5 can be translated as ‘understand’ or
‘comprehend’. But it can also be translated as ‘found’ (Acts 25.25),
‘caught’ (Jn 8.3), ‘grasp’ (Eph 3.18), or ‘overtake’ (Jn 12.35). A possible
translation for John 1.5b is: “and the darkness has not overcome it.”
Darkness is impotent, passively, because it cannot comprehend the light.
But it is also weak in an active way—its attempts at overpowering the
light are useless.

Darkness therefore is no threat to the light. The darkness can never

engulf, eclipse, or extinguish the light. The darkness has tried, and failed,

many times. For example:

e (Cain tried to purge the light when he killed Abel, but God gave Seth.

e Satan tried to snuff-out the light by tempting Christ, but Christ
crushed him on the cross.

e The Council of Constance burned Hus, but Luther arose from the
ashes.

e Henry VIII tried to suppress the light, but Tyndale’s Bibles were
carried into England inside bales of cloth.

e Communism tried to obliterate Christianity in Russia for seventy
years, but communism is quickly becoming an historical footnote.

This is a great encouragement to those who are walking in the light (i.e.,
those who are Christians). We can be confident that darkness will never
overpower the light. So our purpose, in Christ, is to shine brighter and
brighter like the stars on a Muskoka night (Dan 12.3; Php 2.15), until the
morning star (Rev 22.16), the Sun/Son of Righteousness, arises. The
light of the Bible, the Church, and Christ’s reign over the nations will
grow brighter and brighter until that glorious day when Jesus returns
from Heaven to be revealed in all the glory of his eternal and infinite
light.

The Conception of Jesus (Part 1) anuary 5]
(Nazareth, 5° BC. Lk 1.26-38)

5 Jesus was born about half a month before Herod died in late March or early
April, 4 BC, therefore his conception occurred in 5 BC; see: When was Jesus Born?
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The life of Jesus did not begin with his birth.

As God, Jesus’ personality existed with a divine nature from all eternity.
But as a man, there was a specific point when his human life began. This
occurred when Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit in Mary. We have
all heard many times of the virgin birth. But it would be more appropriate
to speak first of the virgin conception.

If Jesus was not a person until birth, what was the significance of the
virgin conception? Why was it that the Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary at
Jesus’ conception? If human life does not begin until 24 weeks after
conception or at birth, then why was it necessary for the Holy Spirit to be
involved before one of these points?

On this subject Jonathan Edwards said: “To be the son of woman, is to
receive being in both soul and body, in consequence of a conception in her
womb ... It is agreeable to a law of nature, that where a perfect human
body is conceived in the womb of a woman ... a human soul should come
into being: and conception may as properly be the cause whence it is
derived ... The soul being so much the principal part of man, a derivation
of the soul by conception, is the chief thing implied in a man’s being the
son of a woman.” (Works 2.509)

If life begins at a point other than conception, the Holy Spirit could have
taken the product of conception of any woman and man, and at the point at
which life supposedly begins he could have overshadowed that collection
of cells and breathed into it the life of Jesus.

But the reality is that the Holy Spirit had to act at the moment of
conception. A person comes into existence at that moment; and if naturally
conceived, that person is immediately endowed with a sinful nature. In the
case of Jesus, his pre-existent personality took on a human nature at
conception and his spirit was in his human body while it was developing.

I know that for most people who are pro-abortion, this wouldn’t be much
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of an argument because they don’t believe in Jesus. But a person who
professes to be a Christian should believe that a person exists from the
moment of conception.

Since life begins at conception, abortion cannot be acceptable to a
Christian. No man (or woman) has the right to remove the life of another
except in self-defense or for a capital crime.

Why are there still Christians who accept abortion as an alternative? If we
really believe that abortion is the destruction of human being with a
personality, then why are we not doing more to stop it? What can we do?

The Conception of Jesus (Part 2) [yanuary 6]
(Nazareth, 5 BC. Lk 1.26-38)

With the conception of his human nature, Jesus became man and yet
continued to be God. He now has two natures, yet he is only one person.
He is not a god possessing a human body. He is not two personalities in
one body. He is one person with two natures—truly and fully God and at
the same time truly and fully a man.

At the heart of Christianity are some profound miracles. The virgin
conception and the resurrection of Christ are two of the most prominent.
These defy explanation through ordinary means, but we can understand
them. But the fact that Jesus has two natures not only defies explanation; it
is also impossible for us to comprehend!

We can understand the idea of two natures, but only to a limited extent.
For example, an insect can have the nature of a caterpillar or the nature of
a butterfly at different times. But it is much more difficult for us to
understand how Jesus can have both a human nature and a divine nature at
the same time. Can you imagine being a man and a dog at the same time—
not a man possessing a dog’s body but being a man and a dog at the same
time?

Why is it so important that we emphasize this truth about Jesus? Because,
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if he is not God, then he is only a man. But no mere man can pay the debt
of sin owed to God—the debt is infinite! If Jesus is not God, then there is
no solution to the problem of sin. And, if he is not man, then a man has not
paid the debt for sin. Only a man could pay man’s debt. If Jesus is not
man, then there is no solution to the problem of sin.

Men reject this doctrine. For example in a review of The Myth of God
Incarnate we read: “Christian tradition holds that Christ is the second
Person of the Trinity, who became God in human flesh. The seven
theologians [authors of the essays in the book] consider this belief ‘a
mythological or poetic way of expressing [Jesus’] significance for us,” not
literal truth. The old doctrine was formulated to express faith in Jesus
within a Greco-Roman culture, the authors contend, but in modern times it
just will not do.” (Time 1977-08-15)

Jesus is the central point of contact for the supernatural with the creation.
He is where God meets man. This presents the greatest challenge to our
age—belief in the God-man! Men may believe in the supernatural and
God. They may believe that a man named Jesus walked the earth 2000
years ago. But if they don’t believe that Jesus is God and man, they believe
essentially nothing.

Why do men reject either his divine nature or his human nature (or both)?
Because, if they believe that he is truly God, then they have to reckon with
his teachings and have to acknowledge that he has a right to demand
obedience. They don’t want Jesus as their Lord. And if they believe that he
is truly man, then they have to reckon with his death on the cross and
confess that they cannot solve the problem of sin themselves. They don’t
want Jesus as their saviour.

Jesus is both God and man, both Lord and Saviour. Every Person who
comes to Jesus must deal with the pride that keeps him from believing that
Jesus is both God and man. Pride does not want Jesus to be King. Pride
does not want Jesus to be a sacrifice. Have we dealt with our pride and
with the God-man, the Lord and Saviour of mankind?
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The Announcement to Joseph [January 7]
(Nazareth, 5 BC. Mt 1.18-25)

We cannot understand how God became man, but we can consider what
the Holy Spirit teaches us about the announcement of the incarnation to
Joseph:

Annulled Agreement (Mt 1.18-19) — At this time Joseph and Mary were
engaged but not married. In Jewish custom, engagement was more
formal than today. Couples who were pledged in marriage lived apart for
a year to provide assurance that the bride was not pregnant through an
unfaithful relationship.

Joseph probably did not discover Mary’s pregnancy as she began to
show. We can believe that Mary, full of faith in Gabriel’s announcement
and a morally upright woman, told Joseph that she was pregnant—
immediately after the announcement that the Holy Spirit would come
upon her (Lk 1.35). She did not worry about what shame might be
associated with being thought pregnant by another man. She trusted God
to work out all things (Lk 1.38).

Joseph appears to have had difficulty believing Mary’s account, and he
must have been devastated when he was told of her pregnancy.
Nevertheless he thought about ending their marriage agreement quietly.
Do not consider this a selfish act on Joseph’s part. In his cultural context,
as a righteous Jew, it would have been ‘impossible’ for him to marry a
woman who was pregnant by another man. He showed his love and
concern for Mary by proposing, in his mind, to end the marriage contract
quietly. She would then have been treated as a single woman who had
been promiscuous rather than as an adulteress who could have been
stoned to death (Dt 22.23-24).

Angelic Appearance (Mt 1.20-21) — Before he could act on his idea, an
angel appeared to him in a dream and convinced him that the pregnancy
of Mary really was from the Holy Spirit. God worked to: 1) protect the
honorable institution of marriage that he established in the Garden, 2)
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save the reputation of the woman he had highly favoured (Lk 1.28), 3)
ensure that Jesus was not considered the son of a promiscuous woman,
and 4) provide for Jesus to be adopted into the kingly line of David (Lk
3.23).

God graciously comforted Joseph when he was distressed and perplexed

through the dream. Its message informed Joseph of the following:

o (Connection — Joseph is addressed as the ‘son of David’. The events
of the conception of Mary’s child are connected with the kingly line
of descent.

o Comfort — God’s people never need to fear the working out of God’s
plan in their lives. God often reminds us with the words: “do not be
afraid”.

e  Confirmation — So Joseph is directed to proceed with his intended
marriage to the woman he loves because what she said is true.

o Conception — The child in her womb is the result of a unique
conception.

e Child — He is to name the child ‘Jesus’ (“Yahweh is salvation’)
because this child will be the agent of salvation—not from Israel’s
enemies such as Rome or from dangers in nature such as famine, but
from sin.

o  Covenant — As saviour, the child is the promised Messiah who would
mediate the new covenant (Jer 31.31-37).

Accomplished Announcement (Mt 1.22-23) — Most translations of this

passage end the angel’s statement after verse 21. This is likely correct

since Matthew refers to the fulfillment of prophecy many times (e.g., Mt

2.15, 17, 23; Mt 3.15; Mt 4.14; Mt 5.17; Mt 8.17; Mt 12.17; Mt 13.14,

35; Mt 21.4; Mt 27.9). In the original Greek there are no quotation marks

as we have in English; so it is possible that the angel quoted from Isaiah

(Is 7.14). In either case, Matthew’s account confirms:

e Prophecy — the incarnation was the direct fulfillment of a prophecy
made over 600 years before—God controls all the events of history.

e Purpose — Matthew quotes from the Septuagint, the Greek
translation of the OT. This confirms that Isaiah’s purpose was to
present a sign of a true virgin (Lk 1.34), not a “young woman”—as
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found in some modern translations (e.g., NRSV).

e Presence — Jesus is Immanuel. This means that God is no longer
known only in types and shadows. As God-incarnate, Jesus
represents God’s presence among us in an entirely new way.

Affectionate Acquiescence (24-25) — The dream confirmed Mary’s
account. Like her, Joseph did not concern himself with the
misunderstanding and gossip that would arise from Mary’s pregnancy,
but acquiesced in the will of God. He broke tradition and immediately
ended the betrothal in marriage. He did what was best for Mary and
began to care for her as a husband. Contrary to the teachings of Jerome
and the Roman Catholic Church, we believe that the Bible teaches that
Joseph and Mary had other children together (Mt 13.55, 56). We do not
accept the supposed ‘perpetual virginity’ of Mary. But Joseph did not
exercise his marital rights until the holy child was born.

Let us, like Joseph, act in the will of God obediently and without delay as
we receive Jesus as our lord and saviour.

Mary Visits Elizabeth [january g
(Judean Hills, 5 BC. Lk 1.39-45)

While Paul was in prison in Caesarea for over two years (Acts 24.27),
Luke, who had accompanied him to Judea, would have had an
opportunity to do original research into the background for his gospel.
He probably looked up Mary, and she told him of the events recorded
here. This account provides a touching, human, moment from her life;
but the Holy Spirit moved Luke to include this account in Scripture, not
because of what it tells us about Mary but because of what it teaches
about Jesus.

Seclusion — Shortly after the conception of Jesus, it appears that Mary
went into seclusion, like her cousin Elizabeth had after her conception
(Lk 1.24). Mary chose to leave Nazareth for a time and go to the home of
Elizabeth in the hilly region south of Jerusalem, probably near Hebron, a
town that had been designated for the priests (Josh 21.10, 11). It was
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appropriate that Mary and Elizabeth be brought together by the Holy

Spirit at this time:

e Mary would not have had to explain her virgin conception to the
people in Nazareth, who would have been incredulous. Instead she
had the support of an older woman who also had been the object of a
miraculous conception (Lk 1.18) and would have believed her
account.

e Elizabeth’s mature support for Mary, a young woman, would have
been helpful in the event that Mary began to have any doubts about
her role. It serves as an analogy to the support mature Christians
should provide to new Christians in whom the Holy Spirit has
planted the seed of new life.

e The two women could rejoice together in the mysterious workings of
God, even though they would not have yet fully understood that John
would bring to an end one era (as the last Old Covenant prophet) and
Jesus would begin another—the New Covenant.

Salvation — At Mary’s greeting, John (he had been named; Lk 1.13)
leaped in Elizabeth’s womb. This was not an ordinary sensation a mother
feels when her baby moves, nor was it like the jostling of Jacob and Esau
in Rebecca (Gen 25.22), even though the Greek version of the OT uses
the same word as Luke. John’s leap was neither natural nor a sign of the
conflict between two nations (Isracl/Edom) representing good and evil.
John’s leap resulted from his being filled with the Holy Spirit (Lk 1.15);
it was a sign of universal joy because salvation had come to the world (Is
35.6; Ps 98.8, 9; Ps 114.6).

Service — Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit for the prophetic task
of proclaiming a blessing from God, since her husband was still mute
(Lk 1.20). Her blessing was given in a loud voice, indicating that it was
from God (Dt 5.22; 1 Ki 8.55; Jn 7.37; Rev 21.3). It consisted of two
parts: a blessing on Mary herself, and a blessing on Jesus in the womb of
Mary.

We are not to understand Mary’s blessing to be in the future. Her
blessing was not, ofr example, that she would become recognized as a
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mediatrix between men and Jesus, as many Roman Catholics believe.
Her blessing was in the call to service for God. She was blessed in that
she was the vessel through whom the human nature of Jesus Christ came
into the world.

The blessing Elizabeth pronounced on Jesus probably relates to his call
to serve as Saviour (Mt 1.21; Ps 96.2), as well as in his exaltation as
Sovereign.

Sovereign — Elizabeth’s own son, to be born in about three months,
was a child of destiny. Yet, he would be overshadowed by the son of
Mary. She did not envy Mary for being chosen to bring the Messiah into
the world (the desire of every Jewish woman) or the role Mary’s son
would play. Instead she rejoiced with Mary that the Messiah had arrived.
She considers herself honoured that the mother of the Messiah would
come to stay with her for the period of her seclusion. It was not that
Elizabeth considered Mary to have special status in herself. During the
Middle Ages a belief developed that gave Mary special status—she was
viewed as being without sin. This belief is not correct. Mary was nothing
more than a humble woman who was honoured by God by being
commissioned to bear his son.

Notice that Elizabeth refers to the child in Mary’s womb as “my Lord.”
She believed personally that Jesus was her Saviour and her Sovereign.
Elizabeth refers to the Messiah as ‘Lord’ and appears to use the word in
the same way that David uses it in Psalm 110.1. Elizabeth understood
that the Son of David would be the eternal Sovereign.

Submission — Although the NIV and NKJV have Elizabeth calling Mary
‘blessed’ (45) for believing what the Lord, through the angel, had told
her would be accomplished, the Greek uses a different word (from that
used in 42) that can be translated as ‘happy’. Mary was not skeptical
about what Gabriel had reported to her. Because she accepted his words
as God’s, she could rejoice and be happy. This reminds us that, to the
extent we believe and accept the word of God, we will be happy in the
Lord. The single biggest failure in the Church today is that Christians

31



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

don’t really believe what God says in his Word, and thus in general are
not happy in the Lord.

Mary’ Song of Joy [January 9]
(Judean Hills, 5 BC. Lk 1.46-56)

Mary offered up this prayer-psalm after she had been greeted by
Elizabeth and had heard her words of blessing. It is a rich tapestry of OT
quotations and allusions that stands as a masterpiece to God’s grace. In it
we learn of:

Praise (46, 47) — Mary refers to God at least 15 times in this Psalm and
uses the following names and titles: LORD, God, Saviour, Mighty One.
For Mary the name of God is holy (49) and worthy of all praise, blessing,
and glory. When we pray “hallowed be your name,” we offer God the
same praise. We are not suggesting that God’s awesome splendour can
be enhanced in any way. Rather we are reflecting his glory and asking
him to make it known throughout the inhabited world. Mary shows us
how we should pray. The focus of our prayers should be first on
rendering praise to God. With God as the controlling context for our
prayers we can consider three aspects of God’s care: 1) his provision in
our personal circumstances, 2) his universal providences, and 3) his
particular promises for the Church.

Provision (47-49) — Mary knew the state of her own heart and confessed
her need of God as her saviour. This corrects the mistaken belief that
Mary was without any sin—for only a sinner needs a saviour. She
rejoiced first in the spiritual provisions from God and then in the physical
provisions. God sees the humble state of his servants and provides “every
good and perfect gift” (James 1.17). The humble state of God’s children
is both subjective and objective. They have humble, repentant, hearts and
are blessed accordingly (Mt 5.3-8). They also are in a low state in the
eyes of the world because of rejection and ridicule for the sake of Christ
(Mt 5.10-12).

It is true that Mary was blessed in a special way because she was given
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the privilege of bringing the human nature of Jesus into the world. But
there was nothing special in Mary that caused God to bless her—rather
she became special because she was blessed. God’s blessing
encompasses all the gifts he gives his children. Each person who has
repented of his sins and received Jesus as his saviour, is blessed by God
(Mt 5.3-10; Mt 25.34). No one of us, if we have been saved by Jesus, has
any reason to complain. Instead we should be full of thanksgiving and
praise for all the provisions that we have from God—in this life and
stored up in eternity (Mt 6.20; Col 1.5; 2 Tim 4.8).

Providence (50-53) — Mary looks beyond herself to find additional
reasons for praise. She acknowledges that God is Sovereign over the
kings and nations of the earth. No president or prime minister, dictator or
terrorist, works of his own accord. Each is under the superintending
providence of God who works out all things for the good of his people
(Rom 8.28). We can rely upon God. What he has done is what he will do.
He has performed mighty deeds as he has ruled the world. He will do the
same again every day.

We enjoy reading a story about a poor boy who wins the hand of the
princess, or of a girl who is oppressed by her step-sisters and becomes
the prince’s bride. This reversal of fortunes stirs our spirits. How much
more should we rejoice when we see God’s mercy poured out on rebels
who have asked for pardon and, in addition to being granted pardon,
have been given status by the King? Mary reminds us that it does not
matter what our station is in this life, if we fear God he will provide for
us forever.

Promise (54-55) — God is faithful to his covenant promises even when
we break his holy law. Over and over again the Bible tells us that God
fulfilled the promises that he had made to Abraham, Israel, Moses, or
David. Mary’s particular focus was on the promise of a redeemer that
was made to her Jewish ancestors. She knew that the child conceived in
her was the promised Messiah. Those promises are ours also: 1) because
the promise to Abraham was a promise to all nations (Gen 22.18), and 2)
because God promised our first parents Adam and Eve, in the midst of
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the curse on the woman, that he would send a redeemer who would
conquer sin and death (Gen 3.15).

Psalms (46, 56) — Note that this prayer-psalm is one of the few portions
of the Bible written by a woman (see also, Judges 5.1-31). Did Mary
spontaneously voice it right after Elizabeth greeted her, or did she
compose it during the time she stayed with Elizabeth (until the birth of
John)? We cannot determine which, but in either case the presence of the
Magnificat in the Bible shows us how saturated our minds should be in
the Bible, and especially the Psalms. Mary, as a young Jewish woman,
would have had less formal training in the Scriptures than a typical
Jewish male. Yet she shows a remarkable understanding of the teachings
of the OT as she skillfully weaves this magnificent composition.

Rejoice with Mary in the character of God who: is the personal saviour
(46, 47), blesses his people (48), and performs miracles (49); and who is:
holy (49), merciful (50), powerful (51), just (51), sovereign (52),
compassionate (53), and faithful (54, 55). Hallelujah!

The Genealogy of Jesus [January 10]
(Mt 1.1-17; Lk 3.23b-38)

You might think that a list of names would not have much to tell us. But
the Holy Spirit included all genealogies in the Bible for a teaching
purpose. The genealogy of Jesus, in particular, can teach us a lot. From it
we can learn of:

Accuracy — The ancient people from before the Flood until the time of
Christ often kept complete records of their ancestors. Extensive ancient
genealogical records are found in societies from the Middle East,
Northern Europe and the Orient. It is amazing to consider that these
records were handed down for over 4,000 years. In many societies the
records were probably kept for the wrong reasons (e.g., ancestor
worship), and in other societies the recorders could not have given a
succinct reason for keeping the records. There are a number of evidences
that this ancient practice was ultimately under the direction of God’s
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providence—for the purpose of demonstrating the origin of the Messiah:

e The ancient Jews, in particular, kept very accurate records.

e Separate records recorded by Matthew and Luke converge on Christ.

e Different manuscript traditions (e.g., Syriac, Greek, Hebrew) were
preserved so that copying errors would not destroy the accurate
record. (Compare Luke 3.35, 36, taken from the Greek, with Genesis
10.24 and Gen 11.12, 13, taken from the Hebrew.)

e Since Christ’s day, genealogical records have not been kept. No Jew
today could prove that he was descended from either Abraham or
David. Jesus is the Messiah, not someone yet to come!

Ancestors — Jews reckon a person to be Jewish through the mother. Luke
writes his account of the birth of Jesus from the perspective of Jesus’
mother, Mary. It also appears that his genealogy provides the account of
Mary’s descent. Matthew, in contrast, writes from Joseph’s perspective
and seems to trace Joseph’s lineage. If this interpretation is correct, then
it reminds us that Jesus was qualified as the Messiah through Mary his
blood relative and also through Joseph (since he was the oldest legal
heir).

Adam — Luke’s genealogy follows the line of descent back to Adam.
Jesus is declared to be a son of Adam, a member of the human race. This
proclaims the universal offer of salvation to all people—Jews and
Gentiles (Lk 2.32).

Abraham — Matthew’s account starts with Abraham. This reminds us
that Jesus is the mediator of the covenant that would bring blessing to all
nations on earth (Gen 12.3).

Adoption — Some scholars believe that both genealogical accounts trace
the line of Joseph (Mt 1.14; Lk 3.23). If this is the case, Matthew’s
account gives the royal descent of Joseph, whereas Luke’s account
provides the natural descent. This interpretation could help explain the
convergence/divergence that occurs around Shealtiel and Zerubbabel (Mt
1.12; Lk 3.27). Under this scenario Jesus obtains his position as the
Messiah through adoption. In the ancient world adoption provided status
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as absolutely as did biological descent. The adoption of Jesus into the
line of David and Joseph validates our adoption into God’s household
through faith in Jesus Christ.

Accomplishment — God promised that David’s kingdom would be
perpetual (1 Ki 11.36; 2 Ki 8.19). In Jesus this promise is fulfilled in an
unexpected way—the final king in David’s line is an efernal king.
Matthew’s account focuses on the realization of this eternal kingdom.
His Gospel is the only one that uses the phrase ‘kingdom of heaven,’
which he uses 32 times. To focus attention on the glory of the Messiah’s
kingdom he groups the genealogy into three sets of fourteen names: the
first set leads from Abraham to the foundation of David’s kingdom, the
second set covers the decline of the kingdom to the destruction of
Jerusalem in 586 BC, and the third set recounts the names of a kingdom
in obscurity. With the birth of Christ, the kingdom bursts forth gloriously
in its new, eternal form. To achieve his stylistic structure Matthew had to
drop three names from the record of the kings. The missing names are
the son (Ahaziah), grandson (Joash), and great-grandson (Amaziah) of
wicked Athaliah who brought the idolatry of Ahab into the house of
David. God punished this wickedness to the fourth generation (Ex 34.7).
This serves as a witness to the purity of Christ’s eternal kingdom in
which no idolaters are permitted (Rev 22.15).

Aliens — The exclusion of idolaters from the Kingdom of Heaven does
not mean that repentant sinners are forever shut out. In Matthew’s
account four women are mentioned: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba
(the wife of Uriah). Three of these women were adulteresses and two
(Rahab, Ruth) were foreigners from excluded nations (Dt 7.1-3; Dt 23.3).
The inclusion of these names teaches us that Jesus came to earth to bring
sinners into his kingdom.

Anointed — These genealogies are not just a list of names. They focus all

of history on Jesus Christ (the anointed; Messiah) and give us hope for
eternity.
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The Birth of Jesus [January 11]
(Nazareth, 4 BC. Lk 2.1-7)

We have reached, and passed, the year 2001. 2001 years from what?

Almost everywhere in the world business, schools, the military and so on,
operate on the Gregorian Calendar which calculates all dates from the birth
of Jesus. The world does not use the Jewish Calendar which dates
everything from their calculation of when creation occurred (3761 BC.),
nor does it use the Muslim calendar which dates everything from
Mohammed’s flight from Mecca on July 16%, 622.

At the centre of history is Jesus Christ. All of history before him, counted
down to his first coming. This is the reason that all dates prior to his
coming are rendered with BC., which means ‘Before Christ’. Since then all
dates have been rendered with AD, which means ‘anno Domini’ (the Latin
for ‘in the year of the Lord’).

If you ever get a chance to read historical anthropology or palacontology
articles, you will notice that many of them no longer refer to the past using
the modifier BC. Instead, you will notice that they often use B.P., which
means ‘Before the Present’. In the thinking of modern ‘scientists’, Jesus is
no longer the measure or the focal point of history. He is of no current
consequence. What instead is the focal point? It is the present. Man—not
just any man, but ‘Modern Man’—becomes the measure of all things. All
of time is measured relative to the present. Is this pride or not?

In Star Trek—the Next Generation dates are given in the captain’s log as
‘Star Date’. Yet when dates are used in the dialogue, reference is made to
the 24™ century. Even science fiction cannot get away from measuring
time from the birth of Christ.

But B.P. will not win out, nor will ‘Star Date’—even if they survive in the
backwaters of the pagan materialistic culture. The Jewish calendar
continues to survive in a ghetto, and the Moslem calendar is still kicking.
But Jesus Christ the Lord of the Universe will not be relegated to
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obsolescence. In spite of their rebellion against him, men every day and
everywhere on earth will complete monetary transactions, send messages
via satellite, or watch the news, while a reminder of Jesus’ birth slaps them
in the face.

Next time you write a letter, fill in a form, deposit a coin in a Coke
machine or ... whatever, stop for a moment. Pause as you write down a
date, or take time to look at the year inscribed on your coins. Think about
what the year means. Think about why this particular year. Think about the
year of the Lord.

Witnesses to the Birth of Jesus [sanuary 12
(Near Bethlehem, 4 BC. Lk 2.8-20)

Angels and shepherds, the heavenly and the earthly, two extremes, two
worlds, but a common response and one example for us.

The angels saw the birth of their Lord. They knew him in Heaven before
he became a man. They were the heralds of his purpose for coming to
earth. They announced his conception, and then they were the first
witnesses to his birth.

A baby was born. His mother wrapped him in cloths and set him in a
manger. The angels looked over Joseph’s shoulder. They saw Jesus and
were filled with wonder at the plan God was working out. Then what did
they do? Their response was twofold: they went and told the world what
they had seen, and they worshipped God.

They went out and found the first people they could tell. The doors in town
were bolted shut, the shutters in the country hamlets were drawn tight,
everyone was fast asleep. Almost everyone! On the hillside nearby were a
few shepherds keeping watch over their flocks. The angels had to tell
someone, anyone, about the most amazing birth. They found the shepherds
awake, and they made their announcement.

They could not contain their amazement—it burst through. The heavens
opened, and there appeared a great company of angels worshipping God.
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Rarely in history has Heaven been opened to the eyes of men, but this was
one time that Heaven could not be kept shut. It burst at the seams with the
volume of the rejoicing.

The shepherds didn’t waste any time. It isn’t often that angels appear to
men. They hurried to find Mary and Joseph and the baby. And they also
looked at their Lord. Then what did they do? Their response was twofold:
they also went and told the world what they had seen, and they worshipped
God.

They hurried off just as the angels had done and found the first people they
could. They spread the word about Jesus. And then they returned praising
God for all the things they had heard and seen. The rational creatures of
the universe are called to see Jesus—to look at him and to look te him.
The angels saw, and they went out and told others what they had seen—
and they worshipped. The shepherds saw, and they went out and told
others what they had seen—and they worshipped.

The order of events is interesting for us to consider: see Jesus and believe,
confess with the mouth to those nearby, and then worship. We also have
seen Jesus, but what is our response? It saddens me when I see that the
Church and most of us who call ourselves Christians do not have this
spontaneous desire to rush out and tell others about him whom we have
seen. It saddens me when I see so little in our ‘worship’ services which can
be called ‘praising and glorifying’.

Have you seen Jesus? Then there are two things you should do to follow
the example given here: announce Jesus and praise God.

Circumcision of Jesus [January 13]
(Jerusalem, 4 BC. Lk 2.21)

This is a simple verse, but one which is loaded with information about how
God is fulfilling his Covenant. In it we find the circumcision of Jesus on
the eighth day as a sign that Jesus came to fulfil the law: to keep it
completely in all its exhaustive detail—all aspects of the law, moral, civil,
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and ceremonial. His circumcision as a child (like his Baptism as an adult)
indicated that he was under the obligations of the Covenant which God
made with his people: “I will be your God and you will be my people.”
But it is only Jesus who has kept all the Covenant regulations. All the rest
of us (whether or not we have the sign of the Covenant upon us through
Baptism) break the Covenant.

Jesus came to keep the law so that he could become a perfect sacrifice. But
why did God ask for a sacrifice? Actually, God didn’t want a sacrifice. He
wanted obedience. But where there is disobedience—sin—his justice
demands that there also be punishment.

Since any (all) sin is lethal, everyone deserves the punishment of eternal
death. The result would have been the total extermination of the human
race. But God is not only a God of justice, but also a God of love; so he
planned that a person who had not sinned could act as a substitute for
sinners and receive their punishment, and thus free them from eternal
death. Jesus offered his perfect life as a perfect substitute for his own
people.

This is why he was given the name Jesus. The Hebrew word Joshua is the
same as the Greek name Jesus, and both mean saviour. The name Jesus is
his personal name (in modern terms, his first name). As was often the
practice in the Middle East (and especially in the Bible) the names that
were given to people had significance beyond just being an identifier. As
we are told by Matthew, he was named Jesus “because he will save his
people from their sins.” (Mt 1.21)

Notice that he was given this name by the angel before he was conceived.
With the invention of ultra-sound scanning of the uterus it is possible for
parents to know the gender of their child and name him or her before birth.
But have you ever heard of any of your friends naming a child before he or
she was conceived!? Like Isaac, Jesus was announced by angels and was
named before he was conceived. And like Isaac, he was the seed of the
promise, the heir to the Covenant.
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As the heir of the Covenant, he was circumcised on the eighth day. This
was in keeping with the commands given to Abraham and Moses. But why
the eighth day? Is it possible that this was typical of the new Sabbath
which would come with the New Covenant Mediator—Jesus? The seventh
day was the Old Covenant Sabbath. But it was on the eighth day that Jesus
rose from the dead and removed (cut away) sin and death forever.

Today the New Covenant Sabbath is the Lord’s Day. It is on the Lord’s
Day (Sunday) that you are called in a special way to turn to Jesus, the
perfect law keeper, your saviour.

Visit of the Magi [January 14]
(Jerusalem & Bethlehem, 4 BC. Mt 2.1-12)

Jesus was probably a few months old when the Magi began looking for
him, although we are not told in the Bible what his age was at this time.
We do know, however, that the Magi did not show up at the inn on the
night of his birth—contrary to almost all popular portrayals of the
‘Christmas’ story.

We are told in the account in Matthew that the Magi saw his star appear
when he was born and then followed the star from their homeland to
Jerusalem to enquire about his birth. This journey would have taken at
least two weeks, and possibly longer than a month. When they were
directed to Bethlehem they followed the star until it stopped over the house
(not the inn) where Jesus lived with his parents.

The Magi (Greek word for an astronomer/astrologer who interprets
dreams) probably lived in the region of what today we call Iraq. They were
likely aware of the Hebrew Scriptures and the specific prophecy in the
book of Numbers that had been delivered by one of their own
forefathers—Balaam. Balaam had been a famous fortune teller in that
region. Other of his prophecies, beyond those given in the Bible, were
recorded for his disciples. Recently some of these prophecies have been
discovered in Aramaic texts found near the Jordan River.
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Balaam had made a specific prophecy (under the direction of God) about a
star which would come in the future out of Israel: “I see him, but not now;
I behold him, but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a sceptre will
rise out of Israel ...” (Num 24.17). The Magi who probably lived in the
same land as Balaam, were students of ancient writings, and they followed
the same disciplines as did Balaam. They watched the sky and read from
the events among the stars and planets. Although the celestial objects were
given by God as signs for people on the earth (Gen 1.14) they are generally
misread by people who believe that they control the ‘fates’.

When a new star appeared in the East, the Magi were led by God to
interpret this sign as the fulfilment of the prophecy which Balaam had
given. Various explanations for this star have been given. “Of all the
explanations for the star, most scientists favour the ‘conjunction’ theory—
a close pairing of planets that gives the appearance of a single bright star.
Astronomers have zeroed in on the triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn
and the Venus-Jupiter conjunction, both thought to have taken place at the
time of Christ’s birth, as possible Star of Bethlehem candidates.” (Fred
Schaff, “Continuum”, Omni, January 1992.) Others suggest the ‘star’ was a
supernova which for a brief period would be brighter then the other stars,
and then would gradually dim. Apparently, Chinese astronomers did
record an exploding star about the time of the birth of Christ. But I believe,
as the Revell Bible Dictionary says, that “Whatever the case, Matthew’s
Gospel indicates that the guiding star was a supernatural phenomenon,
prompted by God.” (Italics added.)

It seems that Jesus and his parents stayed in Bethlehem after his birth and
did not return to Nazareth once the census had been completed. No reason
for this is given, although since Joseph (and probably Mary) were from the
tribe of Judah, they may have had relatives in Bethlehem, and may have
been visiting with them. Whatever detained them, it was clearly by the
providence of God that they stayed. And thus when the Magi (sometimes
referred to as the ‘three kings’, although we do not know the exact number
of them) arrived and they fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: “Nations will
come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.” (Is 60.3)
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The Magi/kings were looking for the Messiah/Christ who was born to be
King of kings, and their king. Thus, the nations came to his light. And
since that great event, Gentiles from all nations on earth have been
streaming into Zion. You as a gentile, have come to Zion, to the City of the
Great King. What do we offer as a gift to him? What he desires is our love
and obedience. He delights to be worshipped in Spirit and in Truth.

Escape into Egypt [vanuary 15]
(Bethlehem and Egypt, 4 BC. Mt 2.13-18)

God’s purposes stand firm. His plans cannot be diverted. His goals cannot
be missed. He rules the universe. He rules over the nations of the earth. He
is the supreme sovereign!

Thus, we are not to understand this passage as pointing to an event that
was outside of God’s plan. It was not that God overheard the plotting of
Herod, was shocked and surprised, and then decided that Jesus had better
be moved to a safer locale. The point of the quotation from Hosea (Hos
11.1) in Matthew 2.15 is to remind us that even the escape to Egypt was
within the careful plan of God laid down before creation. Man is not
controlling history. God is!

Herod proudly considered himself to be “King of the Jews.” But he was
hated by them. Even though he lavished great sums of money on the re-
construction of the Temple and married Mariamne, a daughter of a Jewish
priest, the Jews could not tolerate an Edomite ruling over them. They also
hated him for having wiped out the Hasmonean (Jewish) family who had
ruled in Judea before him, and for his obeisance to Rome. And their hatred
increased when he murdered his own children, born to him through
Mariamne. He did everything he could, militarily, politically,
economically, and criminally, to entrench his reign. Nothing was going to
get in his way. Or so he thought!

Then the Magi came seeking the true King of the Jews. It was no surprise
that Herod sought to destroy even that little one. He would do anything to
preserve his throne and power. The slaughter of the infants was for the
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sake of self—Jesus was a threat to his luxury and status. (I couldn’t help
noticing the similarity with our society. It does something similar with
abortion. Thousands of little ones are slaughtered for the sake of self and
the preservation of luxury and status.) Note the irony: the petty earthly
king kills his subjects to protect his life and status. Christ in contrast, who
is the true eternal king, gives up his own life and status to save the lives of
his subjects.

This scene, unfolding on earth, reflects a raging battle in the spiritual
realm. Herod, a vile man, was acting as a minion of Satan. The battle was
between Satan and Christ. Satan tried again to snuff out the Messiah. He
had tried with Cain’s murder of Abel, with Esau’s threat to Jacob, with
Judah’s sons dying childless, and with Athaliah’s assassination of Judah’s
royal family. In each case, God intervened in a most interesting way and
worked events to ensure that the line from Adam to the Messiah would not
be broken. And in Bethlehem also, God was in control—Jesus was in
Egypt! Herod the Proud was outwitted by the Magi and by God. Note a
second irony: it was shortly after this slaughter of the children that Herod
himself died. He could not keep death from coming. He could not protect
his reign!

Friedrich Nietzsche writes on behalf of Satan and Herod: “For the old
Gods came to an end long ago. And verily it was a good and joyful end of
Gods! That came to pass when, by a God himself, the most ungodly word
was uttered, the word: ‘there is but one God! Thou shalt have no other
gods before me’ ... An old grim beard of a God, a jealous one, forgot
himself thus. And then all the Gods laughed and shook on their chairs and
cried: ‘Is godliness not just that there are Gods, but no God?” Whoever
hath ears let him hear. Thus spake Zarathustra ... Dead are all Gods; now
we will that superman live.” (Thus Spake Zarathustra)

In contrast, R. C. Sproul presents the Biblical balance: “The irony of
humanism, which seeks the deification of man, is that it has its origin not
in the creed of the ancient agnostic philosopher Protaforas, Homo mensura
(‘Man is the measure of all things’), but in the promise of a serpent, Sicut
erat dei [you will be like God]. Humanism was not invented by man, but
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by a snake who suggested that the quest for autonomy might be a good
idea. The promise of the serpent was not fulfilled. Adam and Eve did not
become gods. Autonomy was not found ... The quest for autonomy,
however did not cease. It continues even to this day, east and west of
Eden” (If There’s a God Why are there Atheists?)

The account of the escape into Egypt reminds us that no one—no matter
how he sets up himself, no matter how much he entrenches his position, no
matter what actions he takes—can thwart the plans of God.

Return to Nazareth [yanuary 16]
(Egypt and Nazareth, 4 BC. Mt 2.19-23; Lk 2.39)

Why is there more than one Gospel? When we read the Synoptic (from
synopsis) Gospels we find that the three writers (Matthew, Mark and Luke)
give us very similar accounts of the life of Jesus. But when we look
closely, we find that each writer adds a bit to Jesus’ history, and in total we
have a more complete picture of his life on earth.

So it is with the entire Bible. Many parts present similar truths, and all
parts add a bit more to our knowledge and understanding of God and how
he acts in history. The similar parts in the legal, historical, prophetical, and
poetic portions of the OT all add more information to the total revelation
about God. If we only pay attention to one part of the Bible, we can
become unbalanced in our understanding of God or in our application of
his principles for life.

Thus the Bible, in its entirety, teaches us that there is often more than one
side to any story and that we should not listen to only one side. If we do,
we will probably be getting only part of the truth.

This principle is illustrated by the account of the return to Nazareth. In this
account, written by Matthew, we have a practical example of how
important it is for us to take into account all of the Bible. Matthew tells us
that Jesus was taken to Nazareth by Joseph and Mary and that in this
manner God fulfilled a number of the prophecies of Isaiah. Isaiah 9.1 tells
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us that “Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea” (that is Nazareth)
would be blessed by the coming of the Messiah, and Isaiah 11.1 tells us
that the Messiah would be the righteous Branch (the Hebrew word for
branch is nezer in which you can hear a similar sound to ‘Nazarene’).

If you read the Bible selectively like most people did in Jesus’ day, and
continue to do today, then you will miss the power of what Matthew is
telling us. He is explaining how it was that the Messiah came from
Nazareth to fulfil precisely the OT. The Jews, generally, didn’t understand
this. With Nathaniel they asked: “Nazareth! can anything good come from
there?”” They did understand that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem
(Micah 5.2 and Mt 2.4, 5) but they didn’t connect him with Egypt (Hosea
11.1 and Mt 2.13-18) or with Nazareth. They read selectively!

Too many people today claim to be NT Christians. What they are really
saying is that they are not Whole Bible Christians. There are large numbers
of Christians today who will tell you that we don’t have to observe the
Law and that it certainly doesn’t apply to the civil government, because
after all, it was given to the Jews and so doesn’t apply to us. Then there are
others who will tell you that many of Paul’s instructions (for example,
regarding women’s roles in the Church and home, or about sexual
morality) are only intended for the situation in which they were written.
They have value only as historical statements, and we don’t really have to
observe them. Others will tell you that the Bible isn’t a science book and
we can ignore it (especially Gen. chapters 1-11) when it contradicts the
‘“facts’.

In this line of thinking, John Henry Newman said: “Experience proves
surely that the Bible does not answer a purpose for which it was never
intended. It may be accidentally the means of the conversion of
individuals; but a book, after all, cannot make a stand against the wild
living intellect of man.” (4pologia pro Vita Sua)

In contrast, the Westminster Confession of Faith says: “The whole counsel
of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man’s salvation,
faith, and life, is either expressly set down in scripture, or by good and
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necessary consequence may be deduced from scripture: unto which
nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the
Spirit, or traditions of men.” (1.VI)

We are taught by this example from Matthew, the importance of seeking to
understand and apply every portion of the Bible to our lives. A Roman
census, an Edomite murder threat, and a Nazarite carpenter all work
together to bring to fulfilment the total promise of a son who would be
from Bethlehem, Egypt and Nazareth. Listen to every side of a story
before you come to a conclusion. Listen and apply all of Scripture in your
life!

Jesus Presented at the Temple [anuary 17]
(Jerusalem, 4 BC. Lk 2.22-38)

Here we see Jesus, who came to observe and keep the law perfectly, being
presented in accordance with the requirements of the Ceremonial Law. But
there is a surprise in store for his parents. At the temple they are met by
two believers who were looking for their Messiah to come.

They were looking for the Messiah (Hebrew word for anointed), just as a
believer today looks for the same person. They looked forward to the
coming of the Messiah. We look back to the coming of Christ (Greek word
for anointed). Both the believing Jews and Gentiles before the coming of
Christ and the believing Jews and Gentiles after his coming look to the
same person and the same events—his birth as the prophet/king and his
death as our priest/sacrifice.

Believers before the coming of Jesus to earth, looked forward in
expectation for their salvation. We look back in thankfulness for our
salvation. One Lord, one Saviour, for all men—1Jew and Gentile.

The Jews at this point in history had been waiting for a long time for their
Messiah. They had not heard a word from a prophet of God for almost four
hundred years. It seemed as if the heavens had gone silent. People may
have been asking “where is this coming that was promised.” True religion
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was being subjected to pressures from Greek culture, Roman rule, unbelief
among the Jewish leaders and falsehood among the popular religious
movements of the day.

But there were some, like Simeon and Anna, who were looking for the
consolation and the redemption of Israel. They probably did not have a
complete understanding of what they were waiting for. They may have
been looking forward to the establishment of an earthly kingdom as did
many of their neighbours and friends. But one thing stood out about their
expectation: they really believed that God was faithful to his promises—
his Messiah, the anointed one, the Christ, was coming!

Believers today are in somewhat similar circumstances. It has been a long
time since the promise of the coming of Christ was given—almost 2000
years. “Where is this promised coming,” some say, “What is keeping him?
Do you really believe that he is going to come?” In addition, true religion
is being subjected to pressures from North American culture—too much
government, unbelief among the leaders in the Church, and falsehood
among many popular religious movements of our day. It is not a happy
situation in which to be a believer waiting for our Messiah to come.

This is where we need to learn a lesson from the faith and patience of
Simeon and Anna. They were faithful in their day. They were waiting with
expectation. They looked forward to a better kingdom (the consolation of
Israel).

Are you a Simeon or Anna waiting for the coming of your Lord? And, do
you understand that you cannot put your hope in anything in this decaying
universe? Are you looking forward to the establishment of a better
kingdom? He will come!

Growth and Early Life of Jesus [january 18]
(Nazareth, 4 BC - 8 AD. Lk 2.40)

There is a parallel to the first clause of this verse, “and the child grew and
became strong”, in the identical words used by Luke to describe the
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growth of John the Baptist (Lk 1.80). This points to a key theme which
Luke communicates in his Gospel—the humanity of Jesus Christ. Luke
shows more than any of the other Gospels that Jesus is truly a man—a
humble man, a human like us. It is his Gospel which:
e alone sets Jesus in the context of world history (Lk 1.5; Lk 2.1-3; Lk
3.1
e provides the most details about the birth of Jesus (a key step in the
process of the humiliation of the Messiah) and about his mother
e s the only Synoptic Gospel to refer to Jesus as saviour (Lk 2.11)
gives the direct humble genealogy, rather than the indirect royal
genealogy (see, Matthew 1.1-17), of Jesus
provides the only information we have about Jesus as a youth
shows the universality of Christ’s Kingdom (Lk 3.4-6; Lk 13.29)
connects Jesus with Adam (Lk 3.38) and not just with Abraham or
David (Mt 1.1)—a man for all men, not just for the Jews
e shows in a special way the tenderness and compassion of Jesus.

Luke wishes to demonstrate that Jesus is the man of men. He is with us in
our weaknesses (e.g., a helpless infant, a man subject to physical needs and
a man able to be tempted) and with us in our strengths (he grew and
became strong just like his cousin).

As a child he grew—he wasn’t created as an adult, as was Adam. He had
to go through the stages of dependency that we all must go through. This
was truly an act of humility for the one who in his divine nature created the
universe. But it points to more than his act of humility—it provides a sign
of his solidarity with us.

Thus, this verse confronts us with the humanity of Jesus. Yet, some in the
early Greek Church (e.g., Marcion, Cyril, Eutyches) denied his true
humanity. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 grappled with the human and
divine natures of Christ and stated clearly that Jesus is truly God and truly
man. It is this confession that we hold today: “Following the holy fathers
we confess the Son our Lord Jesus Christ to be one and the same, and with
one voice we all teach that he is perfect in deity, perfect in manhood, truly
God and truly man, with a rational soul and body, co-essential with the
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Father according to his deity and co-essential with us according to his
manhood, in all things like us, apart from sin.” (Confession of Chalcedon)

There are still cults today, such as Christian Science and Spiritualism
(based on the ancient Gnostic heresy), which deny the humanity of Jesus.
Those who hold to the Reformed confessions disavow these cults. Yet
there are many today in these churches who deny indirectly the humanity
of Christ, by undermining the humanity of man. They look with scorn on
emotion (Jesus wept—do you think he ever laughed?), they disregard the
creative talents God has given to men, they accept some form of
mechanistic evolution, and they show little concern for the unborn which
are being slaughtered by the thousands.

Jesus is a true man. But we must not forget that he didn’t grow up as any
normal child. His growth was not identical to John’s or to yours and mine.
His growth was under ideal conditions. He didn’t inherit or acquire
personality or moral defects, and God overshadowed his life in an extra-
ordinary way to ensure that he would be kept from sin and would mature
into the one who could proclaim the kingdom with wisdom and a final
authority.

A lesson that we can draw from this verse is that Jesus has gone before us.
He has experienced life as a man in all of its difficulties. He truly knows
what it is like to be a child subject to parental authority. He knows what
teenagers go through as they grow from youth to adulthood. He knows the
challenges of hard work and sleepless nights. He knows our struggles with
temptation and what it means to face death. May we, like him grow and
become strong.

Jesus’ First Passover in Jerusalem panuary 19]
(Jerusalem, 8 AD. Lk 2.41-50)

This passage shows us what kind of historian Luke is. He is not content
just to give the public account of the life of Jesus. As a true biographer he
goes into detail about the family, birth, and childhood of his subject, Jesus.
Here he records an incident from the life of Jesus during his late boyhood
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(at the age of twelve), when he went on his first annual pilgrimage to the
temple in Jerusalem.

When a boy in Jewish society reached the age of thirteen he was
considered to be a man. At that point he was expected to take his place in
society and the synagogue. He was also expected to observe all of the
Ceremonial Laws given to the Jews by Moses. As his thirteenth birthday
approaches we find Jesus preparing to take his step into manhood, and we
see him placing himself under complete obedience to the Ceremonial Law.

We should note that there were no ‘teenage’ years in Jewish society. A boy
became a man, not a teenager. He was expected to take his place as a
responsible adult, and to obey the Law. This says a lot about our society.
We indulge teenagers and treat them as if they are big kids. We don’t
expect much in the way of responsible behaviour (consider, for example,
the concept of Juvenile Court), and we let them drift through years of
rebellion and indifference. It would be wise for the Church and society to
look at Jesus at the age of twelve speaking with the teachers in the temple
and preparing to become a man.

In this passage we find the first recorded words of Jesus. These are given
in response to his mother’s question and statement. Note that Jesus
responds with a question. This is a technique that we see Jesus use a lot
later during his public ministry. In his question, he refers to his Father’s
house. By this he makes an indirect statement about his deity. It is
appropriate that Luke follows verse 2.40, where he makes explicit
reference to Jesus’ humanity, with Jesus’ own words where he reminds his
parents, and us, of his divinity.

We are not told when Jesus came to a conscious realization of his dual
nature and that he was in fact the one and only son of God, who was born
of a virgin. We don’t know whether his mother told him of it, or if the
Holy Spirit communicated it directly to him, or if in some way the veil
over his divine nature was lifted temporarily. But we see here that by the
time he was twelve he was conscious of who he was and what his mission
was.
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His statement reminds us that one of the reasons he came to this earth was
to be in his Father’s house. This obviously means that he was to attend
worship services at the Temple and was to be attentive to the teaching
provided there. But it means more than this. He came to be both the priest
and the sacrifice. He came to earth to undertake the work of Salvation.

This provides us with an example. If we are brothers or sisters of Jesus
then we also should have as one of our purposes in life to be in our
Father’s house. This means that we should serve the Father by
worshipping him in the ‘temple’ among fellow Christians and that we
should be attentive to the teaching. But it also means we should make the
mission of the Kingdom one of our personal priorities.

This does not mean that we are to do nothing else but evangelize and
witness. But it does mean that we are to live our lives so that in everything
we do we can lead people to the priest and the sacrifice.

Our purpose in life is not to be that defined by Epicurus a Greek
philosopher who lived from 341-270 BC.: “Pleasure is the beginning and
the end of living happily ... It is impossible to live pleasurably without
living wisely, well, and justly, and impossible to live wisely, well, and
justly without living pleasurably.’ (Diogenes Laertius)

Rather, our purpose in life is to be that defined by the Westminster Shorter
Catechism: “What is man’s primary purpose? Man’s primary purpose is to
glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.” (Question 1)

Jesus’ Growth to Adulthood [January 20]
(Nazareth, 8-32 AD. Lk 2.51-52; Lk 3.23a)

The period of Jesus’ life from the age of 12 until he was about 30 are
called the silent years. We don’t know much about what Jesus did during
these years but we can determine from Luke 2.51-52 (and some other
verses) a few things about Jesus’ life during this period:
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e He lived in Nazareth We have already noted that his return to
Nazareth was a special fulfilment of Isaiah 9.1. But it had additional
significance, since Jesus grew up in the despised territory of the Jews.
This Jewish area was to the north of the Sea of Galilee and was
separated from the rest of the Jewish lands by the area in which the
Samaritans lived. To reach Nazareth from Jerusalem, one had to travel
either through Samaria or go up the eastern side of the Jordan. The
residents of Samaria were considered to be rural ‘hicks’, who were out
of touch with the mainstream of Jewish political and religious life in
Jerusalem. Jesus had no pretensions. He came to earth to live a humble
life, to take the place of his people. We should learn from this that it is
not our station in life that is important but how we live our life before
God.

e He was obedient to his parents Although he came with the ultimate
goal of serving God in the work of preaching the kingdom, he showed
that he was humble, obedient and patient. As God he had ultimate
authority, and even as a man he was invested with great authority. but
during these years he showed his willingness to be subject to valid
authority. Each of us may have authority in some areas of life, but we
are all required to be subject to authorities that God has instituted in
other areas in the civic realm: family, workplace, or church.

o He worked as a carpenter (see, Mark 6.3) When the Jews referred to
Jesus as a carpenter, they did so with scorn. They were saying that he
was only a ‘manual labourer’, whereas they were ‘professionals’
(merchants, scribes, lawyers and teachers). I am sure that Jesus
approached every piece of work, whether making a yoke for oxen or a
table for a widow, with care and diligence. His life reminds us that man
was originally created to work with his hands; it shows us what makes
work honourable—the attitude and diligence with which it is to be done
and not the particular task at hand or the degree of compensation in
worldly terms. We must avoid judging work by man’s standards and
judge it by God’s standards.

o He grew in wisdom Although Jesus is God, this does not mean that his
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divine nature was always visible while he was on earth. He went
through the process of learning—from the ignorance of an infant to the
knowledge of adulthood. He probably went to school just like any other
Jewish boy. Undoubtedly he applied himself with more diligence than
we do because he knew the importance of his mission. He was the
epitome of the ‘Renaissance’ man who was skilled at a trade but who
had also educated his mind to the highest degree in philosophy, the arts,
and the sciences. Too many Christians shut off their minds once they
acquire a basic working level of proficiency in a skill. Jesus is our
example for how we should strive to grow in wisdom.

o He grew in stature He grew to be a mature, strong adult. But more
importantly, his presence and bearing were that of a man. Jesus was not
a wimp. He had goals and vision, and was a man of principle. He had
stature. He could not be swayed by the winds of favouritism, current
fad, peer pressure, or family whim. He shows clearly what is lacking in
most of the so-called leadership in the Church and in Western culture.
We have few men and lots of wimps.

e He grew in favour with God and man During these ‘silent’ years, he
may not have had an active teaching ministry, but it is clear that his life
was an example of obedience, diligence, wisdom, love, graciousness ...
He was respected for his life, for who (not what) he was. He is the
perfect example of who we should be like as we walk this life before
God and man.

During this time Jesus was preparing to undertake his work as our eternal
priest when he reached the official age of maturity (Num 4.47).

John: The Forerunner of The Messiah

John as Fulfilment of Hope [anuary 21
(In the Judean Hill Country, 5 BC. Lk 1.5-15)

Minister — Zechariah and his wife were descended from Aaron in the
tribe of Levi. Of course, Zechariah and Elizabeth were not sinless; but
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they were sincere in their belief in God, trusting in the coming Messiah,
and devout in their life of obedience (Dt 6.1-3). As a priest, Zechariah
was set apart as a symbol of God’s holiness and of God’s holy people.
To keep the priestly line pure, without mixture, he had married a Levite,
symbolizing that Christians are to marry only in the Lord (1 Cor 7.39; 2
Cor 6.14). It is fitting that the prophetic spokesman who would announce
the coming of the Messiah would be born to this couple who were set
apart from the world.

Mercy — Elizabeth was barren, and both she and Zechariah were too old
to have children naturally. God reaches down in mercy and picks as his
instruments of mercy those who naturally have no power or ability. He
chooses the weak things of the world to shame the strong (1 Cor 1.27).
The selection of this barren couple places John in a special class along
with Isaac, Joseph, Samson, and Samuel. This tells us that something
important is going to happen in God’s redemptive plan. After 400 years
of silence, the heavens have opened and God is going to work the
‘impossible’ (Gen 18.14; Mt 19.26). God does not perform miracles for
no reason. He performs them to signal significant events, or to validate
the ministry of key individuals. God’s selection of this couple points to
the significance of John and the events surrounding his ministry, but it
also reminds us that God does the ‘impossible’ by selecting barren
sinners for his kingdom. In God’s mercy there is hope for the world.

Method — God revealed his plans for John in the temple. This is where
he had chosen to make his name and glory known (1 Ki 9.3). These
events probably took place on the Sabbath, since there was a crowd of
assembled worshippers. Also, we note that the angel appeared at the time
when incense and prayers were being offered up (Ps 141.2; Rev 5.8; Rev
8.3, 4). God honours his temple, his day, and the prayers of his people.
So it is today. It is through the work of the Church (the living temple)
and the preaching of the word on the Lord’s Day (the Christian Sabbath),
supported by the prayers of God’s people, that Christ the Savior is
announced.

Messenger — In this instance the ‘preacher’ was an angel from Heaven.
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God uses many means for declaring his presence and will, including the
heavens, small voices, a ball or tongues of fire, and dreams. At times he
sends angels (angelos in Greek means messenger) to make
announcements. Only two angels are mentioned by name in the Bible
(Gabriel and Michael). It is possible that Gabriel, along with Michael, is
an archangel, and among the highest rank. He may be one of the
Seraphim (radiant ones) that may have a human form, but have six wings
(Is 6.2). Gabriel appeared to Daniel (Dan 8.16; Dan 9.21) and also
announced the birth of Jesus to Mary. Gabriel’s announcement to Daniel
relates to the coming of the Messiah (Christ) in the last days. His
announcements about John and Jesus tell us that the prophecies are being
fulfilled—the last days have arrived.

Message — Gabriel reassures Zechariah (who was gripped with fear) with
the words “do not be afraid.” This is a common message from God,
occurring over sixty times in the Bible (e.g., Gen 15.1; Jn 14.27). Those
who are favored by God do not need to be afraid of his awesome majesty
or of the radiance of his spiritual messengers. Instead, they can listen to
his announcements with joy; for everything is under his control and their
prayers are heard. Gabriel told Zechariah that his son was to be named
John, which means ‘God is gracious.” John signifies the grace of God
that comes through salvation in Christ to those who seek God (Mal 1.9).

Marked — John was set apart by God for the great task of announcing the
coming of the Messiah. To prepare him for his mission, he was marked
in two ways: 1) he was filled with the Holy Spirit from (lit.) his mother’s
womb (he was double-born—born spiritually before he was born
physically), and 2) he was a Nazarite (Num 6.1-12) who did not drink
wine or any other fermented drink. He was a joy and a delight to his
parents who had the honour of having a son who was great in the sight of
the Lord. John’s life, as well as his message, pointed to Christ. Jesus
would also be filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb, and be
a Nazarite.

John was the fulfillment of hope for his parents. The announcement of
his birth also pointed to the fulfillment of hope for Israel and the nations
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of the world. The announcement about John prepared the way for the
Messiah.

John’s Mission [anuary 22]
(In the Judean Hill Country, 5 BC. Lk 1.16-25)

We saw that the announcement of John’s birth fulfilled the hope of his
parents, and that he was marked as the one who would prepare the way
for the Messiah (Lk 1.5-15). As we consider further the announcement of
his birth, we note his:

Mission — John was to be given a multifold glorious task:

1))

2)

3)

Return — John was sent to call back God’s covenant people who had
drifted from their spiritual heritage. As a nation they had been called
back once before—from the Babylonian captivity where they were
being punished for worshiping idols. God gave them a second chance
to return to him through John’s teaching. If they failed this time, and
rejected God’s son, they would be disowned as a nation (Mt 8.11, 12;
Mt 21.18-22, 28-46; Mt 23.38; 1 Thess 2.14-16)—only a remnant of
individual Jews would be saved throughout the NT age (Rom 9.27,
29; Rom 11.1-6).

Repentance — In the spirit and power of Elijah, John would fulfill
Scripture (Mal 3.1; Mal 4.5-6). As a prophet like Elijah, with a
purpose like Elijah, he was called to preach like Elijah and to be
persecuted like Elijah (1 Ki 19.1-9; Mt 14.1-12). His message of
repentance and personal reformation would challenge king and
soldier, rabbi and shepherd, and clear away the legalism of the
Pharisees. As ‘Elijah’ he would both announce the Messiah and
prepare the way for him.

Restoration — In Heaven there is complete unity of purpose between
the Father and the Son. It is their desire that all Christians will have
the same unity (Jn 17.20-23). If we are truly living in Christ we will
strive for this unity (Eph 4.3). John was sent to preach this message
of unity and restore spiritual communion between the fathers and
their children.
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4) Righteousness — But there can be no real and lasting unity for those
who are not living to please Christ. Removal of the enmity between
God and man, and man and man, is found only among those who
have turned from disobedience to the wisdom of the righteous—that
is, among those who hunger and thirst for righteousness (Mt 5.6).

5) Readiness — John was the morning-star of the reformation that
prepared a people to meet the Lord. Those who have returned to their
God, repented of their sins, been restored to family fellowship, and
are striving to obey God are ready to meet the Anointed One.

Mark — Zechariah asked for a sign that would prove to him that what the
angel said about John would come true. His request appears to be in
accord with biblical practice (Gen 15.8; Judges 6.36; 2 Ki 20.8); and, at
times God himself gives signs (Ex 3.12; Is 7.11; Mk 16.20). Why then is
Zechariah punished (20) for asking for a sign? Because God does not
approve of our asking for signs (Mt 16.4). Even though God tolerated
these requests during the period of his unfolding revelation, Jesus said:
“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” (Jn 20.29).
Zechariah should have believed that God could provide him and
Elizabeth with a son in their old age because he had ample evidence in
the OT (from Sarah to Hannah).

By striking Zechariah deaf (Lk 1.62), God indicates that we are not to
ask for miraculous signs. Rather, we should be like Mary who did not
ask for a sign but humbly accepted the angel’s explanation (Lk 1.38),
even when faced with a miracle that had never been heard of before.

God opened the final era of redemptive history with a sign. He sent his
messenger to silence a priest in the Temple. This indicates that the era of
the Aaronic priesthood and sacrificial system was at an end—to be
replaced by a greater priesthood (Heb 7.1-28; Heb 8.1-13), and the
greatest sacrifice—Christ.

Miracle — As he had promised, God worked a miracle: Elizabeth became
pregnant, even while too old to bear children and while disgraced with
barrenness in the eyes of her neighbors (25). This is God’s way; he
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works the ‘impossible’ and removes disgrace. This miracle was a
foreshadow of greater miracles to come: First, the miracle of the virgin
conception of the Son of God to remove disgrace from his enslaved
people. Second, the miracle of the gift of salvation, through the death of
Jesus on the cross, to remove our disgrace in sin. And third, the miracle
of God’s conquering death forever, through the resurrection, to remove
ultimately the disgrace of decay from the created realm (Rom 8.21).

Messiah — The events recorded here are rooted in history. They occurred
in a real country, in real time, to real people. This tells us that the arrival
of the Messiah would not be a mystical vision lost in the mists of ancient
myth, but would be documented by credible eye-witnesses (Lk 1.2).
Their record tells us that Herod was king of Judea (Lk 1.5). This means
that an Edomite, a usurper, was on the throne in the kingdom of David.
The scepter had temporarily departed from Judah (Gen 49.10). But it was
time now for the Messiah, David’s son, to come as the true King of the
Jews (Lk 23.38); to live, die, and arise gloriously and thereby to dethrone
Satan.

John’s Birth [January 23]
(In the Judean Hill Country, 5 BC. Lk 1.57-66)

Childbirth — God showed how great his mercy is by providing a son for
Zechariah and Elizabeth. By fulfilling his promise to this couple, who
were beyond human hope, God directs our attention to the promise of
another birth that was about to be fulfilled. The Messiah was first
promised 4,000 years before these events (Gen 3.15). Now, God was
about to show the real greatness of his mercy by sending his Son, the
saviour of the world.

At the birth of a child, neighbours and relatives assemble to celebrate
with the parents. At John’s extra-ordinary birth there was a greater
degree of celebration than usual. But we must not stop with the
celebration over a mere human. We must look forward three months to
the birth of the God-man. At his birth the entire host of Heaven rejoiced
(Lk 2.13).
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Circumcision — On the eighth day (Lev 12.3) after John’s birth
Zechariah and Elizabeth brought him to be circumcised. We are
reminded of their obedience as they place their child under the sign of
the Covenant. Scrupulous obedience to God’s Law is not something that
people like to hear about today. They claim that such a requirement is
legalistic and contrary to the ‘law of love.” But, instead, we see in this
observance an example of the general principle that when parents keep
the ‘least’ commands (Mt 5.19) in the Law, they set an example for their
covenant children and can trust that the Lord’s hand will be on them
(66).

Called — When God gave Abram the covenant-sign of circumcision he
also gave him a new name—Abraham (Gen 17.5). Jewish parents
followed this example and announced the name of their son, at the time
of circumcision. The friends attending the circumcision expected that one
of their customs would also apply—the naming of the first-born son after
the father. However, Zechariah and Elizabeth followed the instruction of
the angel (Lk 1.13) and called their son John, which is derived from the
Hebrew for ‘Jehovah is gracious.” It is significant that we see God
overruling the traditions of men (Mk 7.8), while making a powerful
statement about his work of redemption through grace. The sign of the
covenant—Baptism—is placed on covenant children, as it was on John.
When, in God’s grace, the child is born-again (Jn 3.3) he is given a new
name (Rev 3.12).

Completion — The angel had told Zechariah that he would be unable to
speak until the day that the foretold events were completed (Lk 1.20).
This promise was fulfilled despite the lack of belief on Zechariah’s part.
In the ancient world people scoffed at Noah’s prophecy about a flood
that would cover the world; and they laughed at the prophecy that God
would send his Son into the world. Today, the scoffers are still with us.
They ridicule the idea that God will judge the world by his Son. Let us
understand the completion of the prophecy to Zechariah and pay
attention. It teaches us not to despise the promises of God. If we do, we
will be silenced; not for nine months—but forever (Rom 3.19).
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Curiosity — The neighbours and relatives were astonished at the change
of practice. It was strange to them that John was not named after his
father. But the miraculous restoration of Zechariah’s speech and hearing
(they had to make signs to him to ask the child’s name, 63) confirmed
that their practice was not essential and that the child’s God-given name
was John.

Both the naming of the child and the miraculous sign filled the people
with awe, and the events that happened that day were talked about
throughout the hill country near Jerusalem (i.e., near Bethlehem). Three
months later there would be another child born in the same region who
would not be named after his human father, but rather would be given the
name Jesus, announced by an angel (Mt 1.21). The events around the
birth of this child would also fill the people with awe, and his birth
would become the talk of the whole region (Lk 2.17, 18). John, even in
his birth, prepared the way for Jesus, the Messiah (Lk 1.76; Lk 3.3). His
birth directs us to Jesus.

Confirmation — These events confirmed that John was an unusual child,
and they raised questions about his future. Many people probably were
asking, even at this early stage, if he was the Messiah, the Prophet, or
Elijah who was to come (Jn 1.19-24). It is possible that the memory of
these events led the people of Jerusalem to go out to the wild regions of
the Jordan to hear his preaching and to be baptized by him (Mt 3.5, 6). It
is also quite likely that when Luke did his research in preparation for
writing his gospel account he spoke with people who, reflecting back on
the events surrounding the birth of John, were able to confirm that “the
Lord’s hand was with him.”

John’s birth points to the Messiah and prepares the way for his coming. It
also assures us that God cares for his own. Even from their infancy, God
is preparing his children, called by his name, for their work in his
kingdom.
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Zechariah’s Psalm pyanuary 24
(In the Judean Hill Country, 5 BC. Lk 1.67-80)

The Psalms were often written to commemorate deliverances from
physical or spiritual danger, and to pour out thankfulness for God’s
mercies. For many centuries the Holy Spirit had not empowered men to
compose new Psalms. Now, on the eve of the greatest act of redemptive
history, God breaks about 400 years of silence, opens the mouth of a
deaf-mute, and breathes into him a prophetic utterance that anticipates a
great victory. This Psalm is no mere human composition; it is the work
of the Holy Spirit (67) who teaches us to reflect on the marvel of God’s
salvation:

Redeemer (68-70) — As we review God’s work of redemption we can
cry with Zechariah: “Blessed be God, praise him!” We have the
advantage of the complete revelation of God. We have the eye-witness
accounts of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus in the Bible. We
know with certainty that Christ abolished the curse of sin and death on
the Cross. Zechariah had nothing more than what appeared to be obscure
prophecies. But without seeing with the physical eye, he saw with the
spiritual eye of faith. To him, the words of the ancient prophecies were
more real than what we might watch on a live news broadcast. He knew
the promises from the first one given in the midst of a curse in the
Garden (Gen 3.15) to the last one that promised the messenger (Mal 4.5,
6). Zechariah trusted these promises so fully that he treated them as
completed (68, 69) thirty years before they would be fulfilled, and even
months before the miraculous incarnation of Jesus Christ had actually
taken place.

The kingly redeemer from the line of David has come (Ps 132.17). He
has shown his power, like a wild ox rushing with thrusting horns (Ps
92.10). He has come to redeem his people. He has come to redeem us, if
we trust him. Why do we not trust the promises of God as Zechariah did?

Rescue (71-74) — The salvation that Jesus provides rescues us from our
enemies. The historical context implies that Zechariah was thinking of a
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rescue from Roman oppression. He was likely hoping that the Messiah
would lead his people to freedom, like Moses led the Israelites from
Egypt. But just as the rescue from Egypt, as a figure, points to salvation
from sin; so the rescue mentioned in this Psalm can be thought of in a
spiritual sense.

God the Father has enacted an eternal, holy covenant of grace with the
Son. This covenant has been re-stated with human mediators (i.e., Adam,
Noah, Moses, Abraham, David). Because God remembers his covenant
(Lev 26.42) he not only protects his people from earthly enemies as they
travel through this life (Ps 91.1-16), but also delivers them from Satan
and sin (Mt 6.13), the consequences of sin, and death (Ps 23.4; 1 Cor
15.54, 55).

Righteousness (74-75) — The reason that God rescues us is not so that
we can live another day in sin (Rom 6.1, 2). The reason is so that we can
serve God without abject fear, in holiness and righteousness. We do not
serve to be saved. We have been saved to serve (Eph 2.10). We must live
out our lives on this earth, before the Holy God, offering service to him
out of thankful obeisance and reverential love.

Ready (76-77) — Zechariah changes the focus of his Psalm at this point,
from the work of the Messiah to the herald of the Messiah. He clearly
understood the message of Gabriel (Lk 1.15-17) about John. He knew
that God’s time had arrived and that his son would be a prophet to
prepare the way an to make ready a people for coming of the Messiah (Is
40.3, 4; Mal 3.1). It is no different today. A herald must still go out to
prepare the way for Christ. Gospel preachers (Rom 10.14-15) call people
to repent of their sins and present to them the way of salvation through
the forgiveness of sin.

Rising (78-79) — When the gospel is preached, and believed, a light
shines into hearts of darkness. People who have lived with no hope or
joy, ruled by ‘chance’, as products of chaos, wake-up to the glory of
God’s light. Over and over again, the Holy Spirit takes people from a
path of despair and disaster and turns their lives around. A junkie
becomes a joyous worshiper, a pan-handler becomes a deacon, a wanton
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wastrel bows in prayer, a ‘self-realized’ materialist becomes a servant of
Christ, a proud anti-theist studies his Bible. The Light of Truth leads
people from death to life, from wandering to purposeful direction, from
greed to selfless service. This is the result of the Gospel John was born to
preach. Men seek for signs of God’s power. If they looked, they would
see them in God’s mercy in the miracle of salvation!

Reason (80) — John’s parents were beyond normal child-bearing age at
his birth. It is possible that he was orphaned, and entrusted to the
community of Essenes near the Dead Sea. There he prepared for his
mission. Though the son of a priest, he never served in the Temple. But
as the herald of the New Covenant he shows us how all believers are to
serve God as priests (1 Pt 2.9) by giving the reason for the hope they
have in Christ (1 Pt 3.15).

John’s Ministry [January 25]
(Judean Desert at the Jordan, 28 AD. Mt 3.1-6; Mk 1.1-6; Lk 3.1-6)

Context — The Gospel writers place John’s ministry into both an
historical and a Biblical context. By naming the civil and religious rulers
at the time John began his ministry, Luke reminds us that the Jews were
subject to the pagan government of the Romans and that it was time for
the Messiah to come to establish his eternal kingdom. He also informs us
that there were two corrupt high priests. The Romans had deposed Annas
and replaced him with his son-in-law, Caiaphas. The Jews recognized
both men as high priest, rather than just one as God required. It was time
for the Messiah to come and cleanse his Church.

Luke dates the arrival of the Messiah’s messenger from the beginning of
the reign of the Roman emperor (Tiberius Caesar). Thus, the arrival of
the King of kings was established relative to the reign of an earthly
monarch. But Christ would gain the supremacy over earthly thrones (Ps
110.1). Now, every memorable event, the induction of all rulers, and
every economic transaction, are dated from the birth of the eternal King.
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The arrival of John was also placed in its Biblical context. By the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, the writers blended two OT passages (Mal
3.1; Is 40.3-5) to declare John to be the ultimate fulfillment of the
prophecies. The choice of the passage from Isaiah is significant. Isaiah
wrote about God’s plans to smooth the way for his exiled people by
using a contemporary metaphor. In the ancient world servants would
prepare the road before a king traveled along it. John prepared the way
for Jesus in two ways: he prepared the people’s hearts (Lk 1.17) for the
arrival of the King, and he showed them the way, through Jesus, to return
to God from exile in sin.

John appeared in clothes made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt; and
his food was locusts and wild honey. We are told these things so that we
can place John in the correct historical-biblical context—as a prophet
(Zech 13.4) and as the final OT prophet (Lk 16.16) who came in the
spirit of Elijah (2 Kings 1.8) to announce the arrival of the Messiah (Lk
7.24-28).

Cleansing — In this context, and in those days, John came proclaiming,
as a herald, the message of repentance and forgiveness of sins. The
response of his hearers was sealed with baptism. Ceremonial washing
was practiced by the Jews (Jn 2.6) and was applied to new converts, but
John’s use of it as a sign for the cancellation of the debt of sin was an
innovation. His use of baptism pointed to the coming cleansing of the
nations that would be provided by the Messiah (Is 52.15; Num 8.7). This
is why we are told that ‘everyone’ went out to John to confess his or her
sins and be baptized; and why Luke, a Gentile writing to Gentiles,
includes the prophecy: “all mankind [will] see God’s salvation.” (Lk 3.6)
The Gospel writers are using hyperbole to point to the universal
application of Christ’s life, teaching, and death on the cross, to all
nations (Lk 2.31, 32; Mt 28.18-20).

Conversion — John announced the arrival of the universal kingdom that
was foretold in the OT (Dan 2.34, 35). Admission to this kingdom would
not be through human lineage or natural birth, but through eternal lineage
(Jn 1.13) and spiritual birth (Jn 3.3). The Jews thought that as

65



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

descendants of Abraham they would automatically be granted entrance
into Messiah’s kingdom. John, however, made it clear—admission to the
kingdom requires a change of mind and heart through conversion that
results in repentance.

Covenant — The reason John gave for calling the people to repentance
was that the “kingdom of heaven is near.” Heaven’s rule was about to be
extended directly to the earth as the Messiah began his work of subduing
his enemies and establishing his universal reign.

John’s message about the kingdom was not a surprise; it was a prevailing
theme of OT prophecy. The people were expecting God’s kingdom to
appear and were waiting for him to save them from the oppressive
weight of foreign rulers. But the kingdom came in an unexpected way; in
a new covenant administration that requires repentance and heart-
obedience (Jer 31.33, 34; Mt 5.27-30). This change of heart results in a
true righteousness that must surpass a mere outward religious observance
(Mt 5.20).

We are in the last days, the era of the New Covenant that was initiated
with the arrival of the one whom John announced and that will reach its
glorious climax with his second coming. Luke omits the line: “the glory
of the Lord will be revealed” (Is 40.5). This may be because at the
commencement of Jesus’ ministry it was not yet time for him to reveal
his glory. His glory would be shown later; for example, in Cana (Jn
2.11), at the transfiguration (Lk 9.31), and at the ascension (Lk 24.26).
We expect the glory of Jesus to be revealed fully on the last day when he
returns to earth to establish the final phase of his eternal reign (Col 3.4).
The Kingdom of Heaven is near!

John’s Message [January 26]
(Judean Desert at the Jordan, 28 AD. Mt 3.7-10; Lk 3.7-14)

John’s message was simple: “If you do not repent of your sins you will
be sent to Hell. If you really have repented of your sins, your works will
provide evidence of the change in your heart.” We can consider his
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message under two headings:

Coming Wrath — All people know that they must be prepared to face the
wrath of God that will be fully revealed on the Day of Judgment. John
asks, sarcastically, those who came out to see him: “Why are you fleeing
from God’s wrath?” He knew that if they did not have Christ as their
saviour they depended on false hopes to get through that Day—mere
religion, their own works, or a supposed birthright. John speaks to each
of these false hopes.

First, John rebuked any who came to him for baptism thinking that by
just going through a religious ritual they could appease God’s wrath.
Matthew tells us that among those who were baptized by John were those
who were scrupulously pious (the Pharisees) and also those who made
religion into a philosophical or intellectual exercise (the Sadducees).
Neither approach to religion pleases God. Only a change of heart through
conversion (belief in Jesus and repentance) is the religion that God
accepts.

Second, he told them to produce fruit that was consistent with
repentance. This means that their own ‘fruit’ (works) was not of a proper
type or quality to be sufficient to please God. Since their fruit-tree
produced only bad fruit, it was going to be cut down. Jesus also teaches
that the Jews (as a nation) had their chance to receive himself as the
Messiah while he was on earth. If they rejected him they would no longer
be considered the people of God. Instead they would be cut down and the
Kingdom given to the Gentiles who would produce fruit (Mt 8.11, 12; Mt
21.33-46).

Third, he warned them not to delude themselves with the belief that their
natural descent from Abraham provided them with citizenship papers for
the Kingdom of Heaven. God could raise up new spiritual descendants of
Abraham. He would do this when he brought the Gentiles with ‘stony’
hearts into his kingdom by renewing their hearts.

John’s message also warns us. Our religious observances (e.g.,

67



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

attendance at worship or participating in the Lord’s Supper), our ‘good’
works and our membership in the Church are only dust if we have not
believed in Jesus as our saviour and repented of our sins. If we are like
many of those who went to John, we need to flee from the coming wrath
(Zeph 1.14-16).

Convincing Works — John was a ‘Hell-fire’ preacher and it had results.
Many of his hearers asked for instruction in the way of life. Once they
had been baptized for repentance they were taught how to live in a way
that was consistent with their repentance. This sequence foreshadows the
fuller model that would be revealed by the Messiah (Mt 28.19, 20).

John taught that works must follow true repentance. The Bible never
teaches that we can be saved by our works, but it consistently teaches
that our works will show if we are saved. By a person’s works we
become convinced that a spirit of eternal life is present (Mt 7.15-20;
James 2.17).

All three of the examples that John gives for how to show true
repentance deal with money or possessions. This does not mean that
controlling other types of sins is excluded from the fruits of repentance
(compare Gal 5.19-26). Rather, it is clear that we al/ are prone to sin in
the area of possessions and need instruction about how to use them
rightly. It is especially so in this materialistic age where ‘success’ is
measured by the size of our house, the brand of car we drive, or the
number of mechanical or electronic devices we have. John’s challenge to
our attitude about possessions can be summed up in three words:
generous (Lk 3.11), honest (13), and content (14). True spirituality is
practical spirituality.

John indirectly teaches two additional lessons (but not about revolution,
pacifism, or socialism; as some suggest): 1) God requires personal
obedience in whatever role he has placed us. This is why John guides the
tax collectors and soldiers to righteous behaviour but does not tell them
to leave their jobs. 2) God can save anyone, not just those who are
religious. The tax collectors were notorious for their dishonesty, and
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soldiers were known for extortion. Yet, by God’s grace, sinners like them
can also repent of their sins and come into the kingdom (Mt 3.2).

John presented the Gospel in simple terms: mankind has sinned and
cannot please God without true repentance that is made evident by good
works. If you are truly sorry (repentant) for your sins you will work hard
at overcoming them and will try to replace each sin with a good work
that pleases God.

John—Not the Messiah [anuary 27]
(Judean Desert at the Jordan, 28 AD. Mt 3.11-12; Mk 1.7-8; Lk 3.15-
18)

The last portion of John’s message is a response to those who thought
that he might be the Messiah (Christ). Because prophets had not been
heard or seen in Israel for hundreds of years, when John appeared as a
prophet with many disciples following him, people began to wonder who
he was. There arose a general sense of anticipation (Lk 3.15) among the
people that something important was about to happen. But John made it
clear that he was not the Messiah; the one he came to announce, who
would be greater than himself, was the Messiah. John, like all true
prophets preached Christ, and did not claim for himself honor that was
not his. False prophets and cult leaders claim to be anointed (Mt 24.24);
but John showed, in three ways, that he was nothing compared with the
Christ (Jn 3.27-30):

Sandals — John placed himself below even a slave when compared with
the Messiah. Hebrew slaves were not expected to undo the sandal-straps
of their masters. John didn’t consider himself worthy even to perform
this task for the Messiah. It is sad to see many teachers/preachers in the
Church who rather than being humble servants of Christ (Mt 20.26, 27)
expect people to cater to them as if they were multi-billionaires. We need
to be humbled by John’s attitude. He was given the honor of announcing
Jesus Christ to the world. If he considered himself so unworthy that he
couldn’t even untie shoe laces, should we not be more humble than we
are?
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Spirit — John baptized with water, but the Messiah would baptize with
the Spirit (Acts 1.5). Pastors have the privilege of administering the sign
of the Covenant and admitting believers, and their children, into the
visible Church. Yet, as John’s contrast reminds us, water baptism is an
outward sign that does not, of itself, confer grace. The powerful work of
dispensing the grace of eternal life is the sole prerogative of Christ,
through the pouring out of the Holy Spirit.

John appears to refer to fire as the sign of baptism with the Spirit (Mt
3.11), as an anticipation of the day of Pentecost (Acts 2.1-4). But he
probably also uses this symbol as a reference to tell us that God was
present in the Messiah. Fire accompanied many of the theophanic
appearances of God in the OT economy (e.g., Gen 15.17; Ex 3.2; Ex
13.21; 2 Chron 5.14; Ezk 1.4); so it validated Jesus as the Son of God.
Fire is also a symbol of God’s judgment (Gen 3.24) and the purification
of the world from sin (2 Pt 3.7). John’s reference points to the Jesus as
the judge of the earth (Acts 17.31).

Sifting — John extends the theme of judgment with his next contrast—he
came empty-handed; the Messiah would come with a winnowing fork (or
shovel). Farmers used this implement to toss grain into the air. The grain
fell to the ground, while the chaff was blown by the wind to the edge of
the threshing floor. The chaff was later gathered and burned. This is a
symbol for the final day of judgment in which the wheat (saints) will be
gathered into God’s barn (Heaven) and separated from the chaff
(reprobate sinners) that will be burned in Hell-fire (Mal 4.1).

A threshing floor often consisted of a large flat rock on an elevated site
where the wind would blow strongly to clear away the chaff. It is note-
worthy that the Temple was built on Araunah’s threshing floor where the
sword of the angel ceased executing judgment (2 Sam 24.16). It may be
that the choice of this site serves as a symbol for the visible Church. If
so0, the Church is Christ’s threshing floor on which he separates mankind
(Mt 16.18-19). There is a day of judgment coming when the threshing
floor will be purged, and the wheat and chaff shall be separated forever.

70



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

We must not lose sight of the fact that John announced the coming of the
Messiah in terms of salvation (Lk 3.6) and in terms of eternal judgment.

We are told that John exhorted the people and preached continually (per
the Greek verb tense) the good news of salvation to them. But, other than
his announcement of the Messiah, we are told very little about the
contents of his sermons. He was a preacher of righteousness and of
judgment like Isaiah or Jeremiah, but little of his message is recorded.
This is consistent with his position as the forerunner of the Messiah. It
was no longer necessary to hear the voice of a mere man when the living
Word was now on the earth. As John himself would say later: “He must
become greater; I must become less.” (Jn 3.30)

We consider it disappointing when God calls home ‘prematurely’ a great
teacher such as a Gillespie, McCheyne, or Bahnsen. What then should
we think about the loss of this humble preacher—John. He likely spent
only a single year preaching before he was confined to a jail cell for two
years. But his life and early death should be an encouragement for us.
Once he had finished his role as the Messiah’s messenger he was taken
into glory.

John and the Word Incarnate [sanuary 28]
(Judean Desert at the Jordan, Spring 29 AD. Jn 1.6-18)

John, in this part of his Gospel presents seven contrasts—most between
John the Baptist (representing the OT prophets) and Jesus the greatest
prophet— that essentially cover the complete spectrum of Biblical
doctrine:

Creator vs Creature — John emphasized the deity of Jesus, the Word (Jn
1.1-5). Now, with the words “There (be)came a man...” he emphasizes
the difference between the Messiah and John. Jesus has a human nature
and is a man (1 Tim 2.5) but he is more than a mere man; he is the God-
man. While Jesus was John the Baptist became. John may be reinforcing
the creator/creature distinction that is taught in Genesis 1.1-31.
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Light vs Light Bearer — John 1.1 reminds us of the opening words of
Genesis. In the same way, John may be reminding us that light (Gen 1.2)
can exist without a light-bearer (Gen 1.14). The lights (sun, moon, and
stars) were created to act as markers between light and darkness. So in
the spiritual realm, John was sent to mark the true light and to direct men
out of the darkness of sin and eternal judgment to the true light.

Without the light-energy that God created, the universe would be in total
darkness. In the same way, without the light of his word, the world
would be in total intellectual and spiritual darkness (Jn 3.18-21). Without
God’s verbal revelation man would be ignorant of his place and meaning
in God’s created order and without hope for salvation from sin. Man
cannot develop a cohesive philosophy about anything (existence,
causation, or purpose) starting with man or nature; all of his attempts
result in futility (Rom 1.21).

Knowing vs Acknowledging — All people know that God is the creator
through the revelation of nature. But because they are in spiritual
darkness they suppress that truth and refuse to ‘know’ (acknowledge) it
(Rom 1.18-21). As a result, they reject Jesus who created the cosmos (Jn
1.10). The Jews accepted John as a prophet (Mk 11.32). But when he
pointed them to the Messiah promised in the Scriptures, they rejected
him as the revelation sent by God (Is 53.1). John may be using irony
(11). He does not say that that the Jews did not know who Jesus was,
rather that they would not receive him. They acknowledged John, but
refused to acknowledge Jesus.

Spiritual vs Natural Birth — Even though the Jews collectively rejected
the Messiah, all is not hopeless. There is a way of bringing light into the
darkness—every individual who receives Jesus is born again (Jn 3.3).
We are born again by believing the verbal revelation from God about
Jesus and believing that he is the living revelation of the character of
God in human form (14). John tells us, as Jesus taught Nicodemus (Jn
3.1-14), that spiritual birth is not the result of a natural process but the
result of a divine process; and is truly a miracle. God acts immediately,
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through the Holy Spirit, to bring to life a spiritually dead person and
adopts him into his household.

Invisible vs Visible — God’s essential nature cannot be seen directly by
anyone other than God himself (Jn 1.18; Jn 6.46) since he is spirit (Jn
4.24; 1 Tim 1.17), and the light of his visible glory would immediately
blind any person (1 Tim 6.16) without a miraculous intervention on
God’s part (such as with Moses, Isaiah or in the Tabernacle). Yet, men
can see God clearly, in Jesus. Through the incarnation® God, in Jesus,
dwelt temporarily on earth, and continues to be visible to the saints in
Heaven. It is a mistake to think that when men look at Jesus they see
only a man. They see God revealing his nature. John names grace and
truth as attributes that summarize the revelation of God in Jesus, rather
than the splendor of miracles. He does this to show the purpose of the
Word—to give us the revelation of salvation.

Greater vs Lesser — Jesus was born after John the Baptist, and his
ministry began about a year later. Yet John says that Jesus was before
him. He speaks of Jesus’ pre-existence and superiority, thus reinforcing
the message of the Gospel of John—Jesus is both eternal and God (Jn
1.1-2). John was a great prophet (Mt 11.11) and the equal of Moses and
Elijah, but he was only a messenger sent to announce the greatest
prophet, the living Word, Jesus.

Grace vs Law — Not only is Jesus superior to John, but also to Moses
(Heb 3.1-6), the revered prophet of the Jews. Moses could only announce
God’s requirements (the Law) and provide ‘grace’ in the OT ceremonial
figures. Jesus taught the true application of God’s Law (Mt 5-7) and, as
the fullness of God (Col 1.19), was able to keep the Law perfectly and
overcome its curse. So he is able to dispense grace upon grace. God’s
favour toward his people comes as one blessing after another, like waves
washing upon the shore: the blessing of salvation (Titus 2.11), removal
of the curse and terror of punishment under the Law (Rom 5.20, 21), and
his eternal love (2 Jn 3).

8 God did not just take on human form; he became a true man—*‘the Word became flesh.”
Jesus added a human nature to his divine nature (Phil 2.5-8).
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Baptism and Temptation

Jesus’ Baptism by John [January 29]
(Bethany, east of Jordan River, Spring 29 AD. Mt 3.13-17; Mk 1.9-11;
Lk 3.21-22)

Jesus began his public ministry with an ‘explosion’ as Heaven was ‘torn
open’. In this ‘explosion’ he was anointed (baptized) as were the prophets,
priests, and kings who preceded him. But his anointing was unique
because it consisted of two parts and used different elements. He was
baptized with water and with the Spirit.

Oil was the common single element used for anointing throughout the
years. Why then was Jesus anointed with both water and the Spirit? I think
that these two elements were used in the baptism to provide the following
contrasts:

e Identity and Innocence—Jesus came to earth to identify himself with
those who needed cleansing from sin. He showed his identification with
us by taking on himself a sign of cleansing. His baptism with water
identified him as among those who were recognized by John as being
morally prepared for the kingdom. John’s baptism presupposed
repentance (Mt 3.7, 8) Jesus identified himself with man’s sin and
failure (2 Cor 5.21). But by doing this, he did not take part in the sin
which was signified by the cleansing.

To show his unique and complete innocence he was also baptized by
the Holy Spirit coming in the form of a dove—the sign of gentleness,
purity, and guilelessness (see, Mt 10.16). Is it any wonder that the
world uses the dove as its symbol of peace? It was the sign of peace for
Noah and here for Christ.

e Completion vs Commencement—Jesus came to “fulfil all
righteousness.” He came to earth to obey the law in its entirety so that
he could bring to an end the era of types and shadows—he was their
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substance. His baptism with water accompanied by the voice of
blessing from Heaven was an indication that the former sign of the
covenant (circumcision) was completed and that a new sign was
commencing (water baptism). The old anointing rites that used oil as
the sign of initiation seem also to be at end with the substitution of
water. These changes seems to indicate that baptism symbolises at least
two things: cleansing (a replacement for the cutting away of
circumcision) and initiation.

His anointing by the Holy Spirit also showed the completion of the old era,
the era of the prophets. John was the last of the prophets in the OT model.
Jesus brought in the new prophetic age, in which he is the supreme
prophet. The Holy Spirit came to equip Jesus for his prophetic office
(compare, Judges 3.10; Judges 6.34; Judges 11.29; Judges 14.6, 19; 1 Sam
16.13) and to announce the commencement of Christ’s public ministry (Jn
1.31; Acts 1.21-22; Acts 10.37-38). The Holy Spirit replaced the oil of
anointing.

Jesus walked on the edge between two worlds as the God-man. His
baptism provides us with three lessons. It:

1) Demonstrates that salvation is the work of the Trinity—At the
baptism we find the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Father
speaks and commissions, the Son is baptized and sent, and the Holy
Spirit endows and empowers as he descends on the Son. This shows
that the Father planned the work of salvation, the Son carried it out, and
the Holy Spirit worked to bring it to completion. So like Jesus, we are
baptized in the Triune God—in the name of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Spirit.

2) Reminds us of our need for both confession and conversion—We
cannot come to God unless we have been washed from our sins—
through confession. But we cannot come to God in confession unless
the Spirit draws us forward—through conversion.

3) Provides an example to his followers—We, like Jesus, need to have
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the sign of the covenant placed upon us. We are to identify ourselves
with the people of God who have repented of their sins and have been
made innocent in Christ.

4)

A Voice from Heaven [sanuary 30]

(Bethany, east of the Jordan River, Spring 29 AD. Mt 3.16-17; Mk 1.10-

11; Lk 3.21-22)

As Jesus came up from the water, he was praying. He was communicating
with his Father, and his Father answered him in an extraordinary way. He
spoke not through the written word or through an inner voice, but in a
voice from Heaven which all present could hear.

It is a rare and special event when a voice comes from Heaven, the abode
of God. For a voice from Heaven is the voice of God. In the OT God’s
voice came from Heaven at very significant points in the history of
redemption; for example, at creation (Gen 1.3, 6, etc.), when the Ten
Commandments were given on Mt Sinai (Ex 19.19; Dt 4.33, 36), or at the
commissioning of a great prophet like Ezekiel (Ezk 1.25, 28; Ezk 2.1, 2).

But this time the voice from Heaven told the people that a greater than
Moses and a greater than Ezekiel was in their midst. It told of one who was
the God-man. It came to communicate to us an unfathomable mystery, the
mystery of the Trinity. Until this time the tri-unity of God was revealed
only in dark shadows. There are only a few hints in the OT of the nature of
the Godhead. But on this day, beside the Jordan, Heaven was opened and
the Trinity shone forth, with the voice of God the Father, with the bodily
presence of God the Son, and with the blessing of God the Holy Spirit
poured out on the Son. We now say with the Athanasian Creed: “And the
catholic faith is this: that we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in
Unity; neither confounding the persons, nor dividing the substance. For
there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the
Holy Spirit. But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit is all one, the glory equal, the majesty co-eternal.”

In this manifestation of the Trinity, the relationship among the persons of
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the Trinity was communicated more fully than ever before. The Godhead
was revealed to us as being a relationship of

family connection and kinship,

a nature similar to that which we find between a father and a son,
love, mutual respect and admiration,

unity of purpose and mission,

authority, subordination and commission, and

obedience, with the purpose of pleasing another.

This voice also came as a multifold sign to the Son:

It told him that his prayer had been heard.

It announced that his work had officially begun.

It promised that his work and service would be blessed by the Spirit.
It was a fulfilment of prophecy (e.g., Ps 2.7, 8; Is 42.1).

Someday a voice from Heaven will ring out one last time over this earth. It
will call out to those who have placed their hope in Jesus. It will be the
voice of the father saying: “well done, good and faithful servant! You have
been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.
Come and share your master’s happiness.”

This voice will communicate to us an unfathomable mystery. It will tell of
a relationship between us and God, of a family connection. It will tell us
that he is pleased to become forever our father, and it will tell us that we
will be forever the brothers and sisters of Jesus his son.

This voice will also be to us a sign—a sign that our prayers have been
heard, that one phase of our work has ended and another has begun, that
we will be eternally blessed, and that all the promises of Scripture will be
fulfilled completely for us. Praise God!

Jesus’ Temptation in the Desert [January 31]
(Judea, Winter 30 AD. Mt 4.1-11; Mk 1.12-13; Lk 4.1-13)
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God himself does not tempt anyone. This is what the Bible teaches. He
does, however, lead us into the way of temptation to test the sincerity of
our faith in him. This is why we are to pray the words: “Lead us not into
temptation.”

But when temptation does come your way, remember that this is not
unique to your situation. Everyone of us is led into temptation, and so was
Jesus. We are told that the Holy Spirit himself led Jesus into the Judean
desert to be tempted by the Devil.

Have you seen pictures of this desert? The pictures show how lonely a
place it is. But the pictures cannot give us a true indication of the
experience of Jesus. The night sounds of the lions and jackals that
inhabited that place are almost gone. The desert is a safer place today.
Again, we cannot grasp his experience fully. A healthy stranger today who
was left in the Judean desert could walk to safety in less than eight hours
from almost any remote spot.

We cannot really understand the situation of Jesus because nothing near
the severity of his temptation has faced us. Do not misread these verses.
He was not tempted just three times. He was tempted by Satan himself, the
great Tempter, for 40 days! The temptations of which we read are only the
last three. Again, we cannot understand what it was like, for Jesus had had
nothing to eat for 40 days. You and I have never gone without food for that
long. Add this to the loneliness—the fearful sounds at night and the
constant harassment by the devil. Here you have a grim picture.

While in this state, Jesus was tempted with the three great temptations.
One addressed his hunger, another his fear, and a third his loneliness.
Succumbing to the first temptation would provide pleasure, the second
power and the third, popularity—he could take a shortcut to world
dominion, avoiding the cross, by worshipping Satan rather than God.

The temptations came in the form of questions. This is the same technique
that Satan used with our first parents. And this is how he continues to
tempt us today. He challenges our belief system and faith by asking
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questions. He does not doubt the truthfulness of the things he asks. He
knows they are true. He wants us to doubt them: “Did God really say ...”,
“If you are a Christian ...”

Notice how Jesus responded! In each instance he quoted from the Bible.
And notice that it is from the Old Testament, from the Law books given
through Moses, that he quoted (all of Jesus’ quotations are from
Deuteronomy). How many Christians today would run to the OT Mosaic
law to fight temptation? OT? Moses? Law? What relevance do they have
for the Christian living in the NT age of grace? Jesus tells us. The Law is
the vaccination against temptation. It is the Moral Law of God that shows
us what sin is, it is the Law which reminds us to obey, and it is the Law
which challenges us to obey. Christ defeated Satan with a weapon that is at
every Christian’s disposal—the Word, the Sword of the Spirit (Eph 6.17).
Every true Christian (Jew or Gentile) lives on the words that come from
the mouth of God.

Jesus showed in this temptation experience what kind of Messiah he really
is. He went to this temptation to demonstrate that sin can be defeated. His
forty days in the desert remind us of Israel’s forty years in the desert,
which God tells us was a test of their obedience (compare Dt 8.1-5). The
Israelites were given food from Heaven, their clothes did not wear out and
they had the company of a vast multitude. They really did not have any
needs, yet they failed the test and sinned often against God.

Jesus, in contrast, did not use his eternal powers to satisfy his own needs or
to win a large following. He struggled patiently with temptation and he
resisted it to the end. The failure of mankind in the desert has become the
triumph of the new man—in the desert. He demonstrated that he was
qualified to be our saviour and model.

We can have confidence that we can overcome temptation through Jesus’

help (Heb 2.18; Heb 4.14-16). He has faced real temptation and has
conquered temptation and sin, and so can we!
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The Witness of John—to Himself [February 1]
(Bethany, east of the Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.19-28)

The Jews of Jerusalem (probably the Sanhedrin) sent priests and Levites to
ask John who he was. In their opinion he was an unauthorized teacher.
This is typical of the Church hierarchy in every age—they feel threatened
by ‘unauthorized’ teachers and persecute or harass anyone proclaiming the
truth, whom they have not authorized through their system of initiation.
Well-documented examples include the persecution of the Lollards sent
out by Wycliffe and the imprisonment of John Bunyan for preaching
without a licence from the established Church of England.

But John was quick to confess that he wasn’t really a teacher in their
model. His answers are a string of denials. He gives the Jews no positive
statement to put in their report about who he was. Notice the sharpness and
the curtness of his responses. He told them that he wasn’t the Christ, Elijah
returned from the dead as the Jews were expecting, or the prophet who was
to come in the likeness of Moses (Dt 18.15, 18). He said that he was just a
voice, not the Word.

The rabbis of that day were primarily concerned with setting out rules for
men to follow (compare Luke 11.46) and not with helping them find
salvation. John wasn’t a teacher in this sense; so his answer was correct.
His primary purpose was not to teach ethics but to point men to Jesus;
secondarily, to call them to repentance; and then, thirdly, to point out the
way of righteousness.

Is it possible that this provides a lesson in balance for us? Should we
follow this example in our discussions with those who do not know Jesus?
Should we start with all the exact conditions of the law? Or should we
point them to Jesus, call them to repentance for their sin, and, only then,
educate them in the details of holiness? It seems to take time and gentle
persuasion for an ex-pagan to gain a Biblical perspective and come to
understand all that God expects of him. We may be too harsh on new-born
Christians if we expect them to have an immediate full-orbed
understanding of all aspects of the Lordship of Jesus Christ, Sabbath
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keeping, Reformed worship, etc.

Even as John tells the Jews what he was not, there is irony in his words.
For Jesus tells us what he really was. He tells us that John came in the
spirit of Elijah to fulfil the prophecy of Malachi 4.5 (compare Lk 1.17) and
that he was not just a prophet, but more than a prophet (Lk 7.26).

Today there are some ministers who would want you to consider them to
be a ‘Christ’ or ‘Prophet’ or ‘Moses’. They want to be considered as the
ones anointed to be great spokesmen for God. The life of John provides a
lesson here. John does not take any of these titles to himself. He does not
usurp the place of Jesus who is the Christ and the great Prophet like
Moses. Instead, John humbly points sinners to Jesus. Notice that he says
that he was unworthy to unlace/untie the sandals of Jesus. This was a job
the rabbis, the teachers of the law, gave only to their servants. John tells us
that he was less than even a servant of the rabbis. Where is John’s attitude
in the Church today?

This lesson doesn’t apply only to the leaders of the Church—it also applies
to everyone who sits in the pews. It tells each of us what he should be like.
We live in a desert—the great desert of materialistic humanism. We are
not anointed as prophets. And yet, just like John, we can be voices calling
in the desert, setting forth the way and calling people to the Lord. The
imagery of Isaiah quoted by John shows one preparing a roadway by
clearing away the obstacles. This should be our devotion in life—clearing
away the obstacles of tradition, legalism, inconsistency, and parochialism
which keep people from being directed to Jesus.

The Witness of John—to Jesus the Lamb of God [February 2]
(Bethany, east of the Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.29)

The next day, after John had denied that he was the Christ or Elijah, or the
Prophet (like Moses) who was to come, he saw Jesus coming toward him
and said to those who were with him at the river: “Look, the lamb of God,
who takes away the sin of the world!”
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This expression of John is one that has been used a lot in sermons, hymns,
and Christian writings over the centuries. It will often be heard at
communion or in sermons preached during the period called Easter. I am
sure that whenever preachers or writers use this expression, they use it
thinking that they and we know what it means. But do they, and do we?

Considering how often it is used today outside of the Bible, it is surprising
to discover that this expression occurs only twice in the Bible: here (in
verse 29) and in verse 36 where John (the following day) refers to Christ
who was passing by. The expression ‘lamb of God’ does not appear in the
OT; so we cannot turn there for an explanation. Nor, apparently, is it found
in any other Jewish writing known to scholars.

It is true that Paul refers to Christ as “our Passover lamb” (1 Cor 5.7), and
that Peter refers to him as a lamb without defect (1 Pt 1.19), and also that
the Revelation tells us that John saw the Lamb in Heaven. But John the
Baptist alone, in the Biblical record, refers to Jesus as the ‘lamb of God’.

Other expressions are used far more frequently in the Bible to refer to
Jesus. These include: Son of God, Lord, Messiah, Son of Man. We can
find the meaning of these expressions by comparing Scripture with
Scripture. But we have no direct usages with which to compare John’s
words. So then, what does ‘lamb of God’ mean? What did John want to
tell those who were listening to him (and to tell us) when he used these
words?

He could have been thinking of a lamb led to slaughter (e.g., Is 53.7 or Jer
11.19), but in this context there is nothing to indicate that the lamb was to
be a sacrificial lamb to take away sin. The image in Isaiah is of a helpless
animal being led away for shearing or for any kind of slaughter (not
ceremonial or sacrificial). The image of a sheep is also used in the Isaiah
passage to refer to those who went astray in sin (Is 53.6). So, we must be
careful not to impose meaning on a passage which is not clearly there.

John could have been alluding to the experience of Abraham and Isaac
(Gen 22.1-24). Isaac asked about the missing lamb for the sacrifice.
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Abraham replied (prophetically) that God himself would provide the lamb.
This account teaches a total consecration and obedience, and may hint at
the divine initiative in providing a substitute. But again, there is nothing in
the context which speaks of a covering or removal of sin. And the lamb of
God of whom John spoke was to take away sin.

Could John be telling us that Jesus was to be the Passover lamb? Possibly.
But would John have understood this from the OT, since the Passover
lamb was not sacrificed to take away sin as were some of the sacrifices in
the Levitical system. In the OT, the Passover lamb seems to have been a
sign or token of covering or protection, but not of the removal of sin.

Possibly he was thinking of a cleansing- or trespass-offering which could
be a lamb (e.g., Lev 14.10, 24). This is certainly a strong possibility, but
again the direct indication of removal of sin (as in the case of the
scapegoat) is not given in the context.

Where the image of a lamb taking away sin comes from is not clear. There
is no clear OT example, nor is it clear that John had a single OT example
in mind. This leads me to think that John was speaking as a true prophet.
He gave new revelation from Heaven. He was telling his hearers, and
showing us, that Jesus was the culmination of many different symbols used
in the OT. John’s revelation was of a composite image, evoking memories
of several OT passages: the Messiah would be a perfect lamb without
blemish and with no guilt of his own, who would be led to the slaughter to
be a substitute for us (as the ram was for Isaac). This slaughter was to take
place at the Passover, but it would do more than protect us from God’s
wrath—it would actually remove sin forever.

The Jews were looking for a Messiah who would come to set up an earthly
kingdom and redeem them from foreign control. What a strange
announcement of their Messiah this must have seemed: “Behold the lamb
of God.” But Jesus came for a different purpose—he came to be a special
sacrifice and to redeem the world from the dominion of sin, and thereby to
set up an eternal kingdom. On the Lord’s Day, the memorial of the
resurrection, let us behold Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away our sin!
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The Witness of John—to Jesus [February 3]
(Bethany, east of the Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.29-34)

John saw Jesus coming toward him and announced (like a herald before a
king) the presence of the anointed one. But before Jesus could take up his
throne, he first had to be anointed as a perfect sacrificial lamb, without
blemish and with no guilt of his own. John in his pronouncement indicated
that this ‘lamb’ would be led to the slaughter to be a substitute for us (as
the ram was for Isaac). This slaughter would take place at the time of the
Passover, but it would do more than protect us from God’s wrath—it
would actually remove sin forever.

John then spoke of the greatness of the one who was approaching, saying
that he surpassed him because he was before him. Jesus was born after
John, and his ministry began after John’s. How then could Jesus, who
came after John, be before him? The word ‘before’ can have a temporal
meaning (i.e., before in time) and can refer to an order of precedence (i.e.,
one above another). It is not immediately clear which John means here.
Notice that John uses an expression similar to that which Jesus himself
used later in his ministry (Jn 8.58). Even so, with the use of the word
‘surpass’, it seems that John is speaking of the importance of Jesus rather
than of his eternal nature.

John says that he did not know Jesus. What does he mean? It is likely,
although they were probably cousins, that John did not know Jesus
personally before this time. It is also likely that John wasn’t entirely sure
that Jesus was the only one who was to come (the prophet, priest and
king). There seemed to be doubt in his mind even after his own ministry
had drawn to an end (Lk 7.19). But there does not seem to be any doubt in
his mind that Jesus was to be the promised saviour—the ‘son of God’,
‘God with us’. He tells his hearers that it was the sign from Heaven that
had convinced him of this. He knew who Jesus was because he had seen
the Spirit (as a dove) come from Heaven and descend on Jesus. This
special sign had authenticated Jesus’ ministry.
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We are 2,000 years removed from this event, but on the reliable account of
an eye witness we are expected to listen to him and look to the Lamb of
God who takes away our sin. Look to Jesus, your only saviour!

John also gives the reason for his baptism: “that he might be revealed to
Israel.” John’s Baptism is called a ‘baptism of repentance’ (Luke 3.3) since
he called for repentance from those who came to hear his preaching. But
he himself emphasizes the objective aspect of his baptism (the revelation
of Jesus) over the subjective aspect (repentance on the part of his hearers).
This declaration of John provides guidance for us.

Much is said today about what is considered to be politically correct
language and behaviour (e.g., Christless ‘prayer’, acceptance of
homosexuality as ‘normal’ and the minimization of gender distinctions).
According to our pluralistic culture, religion (at least Christianity!) is to be
kept behind closed doors and is not to be brought into business, schools,
politics, science, or entertainment. Religion is to be a subjective personal
experience. Sadly, the modern evangelical Church has swallowed this lure
and is now being reeled in by paganism. It has accepted the ‘party line’
and agrees that Jesus has not been crowned Lord of the nations.

There is no question that Christianity has a subjective aspect to it. You
personally must be born again. Without this you are not a Christian. But
Christianity is more than the personal experience of scattered believers. It
is the proclamation that Jesus Christ is King of kings and Lord of lords,
and that at his name every knee must bow. John’s comment about his
baptism teaches us that the revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ to the world
should be among our primary objectives as one of his congregations.

Beginning of Jesus’ Public Ministry

Jesus’ First Disciples (Part 1) [February 4]
(Bethany, east of Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.35-39)

For a second time John announced the coming of the Lamb of God. This
time, two of his own disciples heard the announcement and began to
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follow Jesus. Think how you would feel in a situation like this, if you had
been a teacher building a following and suddenly some of your followers
went off after another teacher. John displayed a good example of that spirit
of humility which should be displayed in all of us (Phil 2.3, 4), for he
could say: “he must become greater; I must become less.” (Jn 3.30) He
shows us what true greatness really is—it is the ability to put aside our
own selfish desires in order to point people to the Saviour.

There is no indication that Jesus personally called these disciples. This
account is not speaking of the calling of the Apostles (e.g., Mk 1.16-20)
because that event occurred after John was put into prison (Mk 1.14),
although it is probably not a coincidence that these first disciples happen to
be included among those who later became Apostles, since they show their
willingness to accept the Messiah upon first encounter. Was this the way it
was for you on your first encounter with Jesus—a willingness to accept
him as the anointed king?

It appears that these disciples followed Jesus of their own desire. They
believed immediately that he was the Messiah when he was displayed to
them by the proclamation of John. We should consider how hard and cold
so many are who attend evangelical churches for years, who hear the same
proclamation “Look, the Lamb of God,” and yet go on following worldly
teachers. Make sure that this hardness is not found in your heart when you
hear Jesus proclaimed to you today!

The word ‘follow’ in the Greek is in a tense which means a complete and
total following. It wasn’t as if they walked along with Jesus for a little
while, to return to John later. They went over completely to Jesus,
committing themselves to him. Notice also that they called Jesus ‘Rabbi’,
which to the Jewish mind meant more than just a teacher. To us, a teacher
is just one from whom we can learn something and then forget the person
who taught us. But a Rabbi was much more. An equivalent concept,
popular in the late 20" century, was embodied in the term guru. We need
to learn from the example of these disciples and follow Jesus, not just to
learn a few more theological facts but to learn to live like him. Jesus
should become our ‘guru’, and we should become totally committed to his
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teaching and way of life.

Jesus turned and asked the two disciples of John what they wanted. They
asked him where he was staying. This seems to be a funny question to ask.
But they were asking more than where he was going to sleep for the night.
They were probably enquiring about the location of his school. They
wanted to attach themselves to his academy. His academy today is the
Church. Disciples of Jesus today have a similar obligation to ask “where
are you staying” and to seek out the congregation which is most faithful in
teaching everything he has commanded.

Jesus responded to their request by saying ‘Come and you will see’. He
probably wasn’t just telling them that they would see the house in which
he would sleep. Jesus often used expressions like this to refer to spiritual
sight. He may have intended this statement to have a double meaning. The
second meaning could be something like: ‘come with me, follow me, and
you will be given insight into spiritual things.” Whether or not he actually
meant the statement that way, this is in fact what happened. The disciples
went with him about 10:00 a.m. (by Roman reckoning, or possibly 4:00
p-m. by Jewish reckoning) and then spent the remainder of the day, and
probably much of the night, learning spiritual truths from him. It was the
next day, after having listened to the teaching of Jesus, that Andrew went
in search of his brother. It is Jesus alone who can give us the spiritual sight
that we need!

Jesus’ First Disciples (Part 2) [February 5]
(Bethany, east of Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.40-42)

Andrew was one of the two disciples of John the Baptist who followed
Jesus after John had declared that Jesus was the Lamb of God. The Apostle
John (the one who wrote this account) was probably the other disciple.
These two spent an evening learning from Jesus and discovering that he
was the Messiah promised to Israel. The next morning the first thing that
Andrew did was find his brother Simon and tell him that they had found
the Messiah (Christ). Then he brought Simon to Jesus. This account
provides us with an example of how we should begin in our personal
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proclamation of Jesus Christ. The mission field for everyone of us should
begin with our own relatives, then it should extend to our neighbours and
surrounding community, and then to the ends of the earth.

John tells us that Andrew went in search of Simon Peter. When he wrote
the Gospel he was looking back a number of years and referred to Simon
by the name which would be familiar to his readers. In the historical
account Simon had not yet been named Peter, but this was the name by
which he was known to the Church. His new name had become so
intimately associated with him that he was probably not well known as
Simon, and John had to clarify the account by telling his readers who this
Simon was.

What’s in a name? Not much, according to Juliet standing at the garden
window and speaking of Romeo. But this is not how God sees it. A name
is more than just a label for a person. It is more than an arbitrary number
like a Social Insurance Number. A name summarizes the essence of the
person. God himself shows the importance of his own name when he
speaks to Moses out of the burning bush and reveals himself by his special
name—1Jehovah. He also tells us how important his name is when he says
that we are not to misuse his name (Ex 20.7).

But it is not just the name of God that is important. The names of his
people are also important. He showed this when he gave Abram, Sarai and
Jacob their new names. These names were given in special circumstances.
In Abraham’s case it was when the covenant of circumcision was given
(Gen 17.1-14), and in Israel’s case his name was given to him when he
wrestled with God (Gen 32.22-32). A new relationship, a new life, a new
name!

Jesus put himself in the place of the covenant making God when he
continued this tradition by giving Simon a new name. He also indicated
that the calling of the first disciples was a significant event in the history of
redemption—as significant as the calling of Abraham.

It is worthy of note that the name which Jesus gave to Simon was Cephas
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(in the Aramaic), or Peter (in the Greek). You have probably heard that
this name means ‘rock’. Jesus knew the character of Peter, or at least what
it would become. He knew him to be a rock. Is there irony in this? During
Christ’s ministry on earth, Peter seems to be, among the disciples, the one
who is the least like a rock. His apparent impulsiveness and unstable
character, and his denial of Jesus, are anything but rock-like. Yet it was
Peter who made the profound confession that Jesus was the Christ, and he
is the one who became a pillar of the Jerusalem Church. Jesus knew what
he was going to do with Peter. The naming of Peter teaches us that we
should not judge a person (especially a fellow believer) exclusively by his
present character.

Just like Peter, each believer will be given a new name: “To him who
overcomes ... I will also give him a white stone with a new name written
on it, known only to him who receives it.” (Rev 2.17) Each of has been
brought into a new relationship and given a new life, and given a new
name. Just like Simon, God is perfecting his work within each one of us, to
make us Peters in his Church. So each of us must continue to work
together and accept the fact that the character of our brothers and sisters
will not be perfect (but is being perfected) until we all reach glory.

The Calling of Philip and Nathaniel [February 6]
(Bethany, east of Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.43-46)

Have you heard the latest Newfie joke? No, I am not going to tell a joke
here. But my question makes a point by way of comparison. If you'd lived
in Judea in 30 AD. you might have heard jokes like “How many Galileans
does it take to grind grain?” Those living in Galilee in Jesus’ day were
thought of like many in Canada today think of those from Newfoundland,
or Americans think of those from the Appalachians or Ozarks (hillbillies)
or some in the Scottish lowlands think of people from the Hebrides.

The Jews in the south looked down on those from the north and despised
the province of fishermen and sheep farmers with the distinct accent (Mt
26.73). The ‘cultural elite’ of the south couldn’t imagine that anything of
significance could come out of the ‘Newfoundland’ of Israel.
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This is probably one reason for why Nathaniel says: “Nazareth! Can
anything good come out of Nazareth?” [Note the irony: Nathaniel himself
was a Galilean, and yet Jesus declared him to be ‘good’ (Jn 1.47)]. He may
have been conditioned by years of rivalry among the various settlements in
Galilee. He probably also expected that the Messiah would come from
Judea (Bethlehem of David) and was surprised to hear that he was from
the north.

The surprise of Nathaniel provides us with at least two lessons:

1) We must not try to force-fit the work of God into a box of our own
mental model and traditions. Too often the Church, especially the
Presbyterian and Reformed wing, thinks that it has the final answers on
how God must act in history. We may be missing out on opportunities
to witness and to have an impact on our culture because we are not
open to the reality that God works in diverse, and often unexpected,
ways (Is 55.8-11; Heb 1.1).

2) We must examine the ways in which we have been influenced to accept
the traditions of our church context. Nathaniel may have absorbed the
popular view of his peers, which despised the Galileans. Have we in
similar fashion absorbed a false view? For example: What is our
attitude to those who don’t come from the same background as us?
How ready are we to help those in need who have suffered the effects
of their sin—like AIDS?

Nathaniel’s reaction is recorded in the context of Jesus calling two
additional disciples. On the way north to Galilee Jesus found Philip. I
don’t think that this means that he stumbled onto him in an accidental
meeting. Rather, it seems more likely that this was a deliberate and
personal action from Jesus, just as later Philip went and found Nathaniel
(45). It seems that Philip was not a total stranger to Jesus, for the family of
Jesus appears to have been known to Philip and Nathaniel since Philip
refers to Jesus as from Nazareth, and as the son of Joseph (45) as if to
identify which particular Jesus (a fairly common name in its Hebrew form
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‘Joshua’) he was speaking of.

Joseph of course was the legal father of Jesus, and it is quite likely that he
was known to those in Bethsaida. The two villages were about 30 km apart
(about the distance across Metropolitan Toronto) and undoubtedly had
some communication with each other. Joseph may have travelled to
Bethsaida on the Sea of Galilee to carry on trade, and Jesus may have gone
with him during the years of his youth.

Whether or not Jesus was known personally to Philip and Nathaniel, it
appears that this is the first instance during the earthly ministry of Jesus
where he fulfils the prophecy of Ezekiel: “For this is what the Sovereign
LORD says: I myself will search for my sheep ...” (Ezk 34.11)

Philip in turn went and found Nathaniel. This is the second example of
evangelism beginning at home with a relative (compare 2.41). It provides a
lesson for us. We, as parents, must ensure that we are adequately
encouraging our children to come to believe in Jesus, and all of us must be
presenting Jesus to those in our families who do not know Christ. Jesus
took the initiative, and so did Philip. So also should we.

And notice how Philip presented Christ (the Messiah). He didn’t try to
convince Nathaniel by argument. Philip’s response to Nathaniel’s question
was a simple statement: “Come and see.” This should be a key to our way
of leading our relatives and friends to Jesus. We should tell them: “We
have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law [the Prophet], and about
whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”
And then we should invite them to come and see.

Where would you take your relatives and friends to see Jesus? You can’t
take them to meet him in body, as he is currently in Heaven. But your life
should be a signpost to unbelievers, pointing them to Christ. Can they
come and see Jesus living in us and in the body of believers in our
congregation?
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The Introduction of Nathaniel to Jesus (Part 1) [February 7]
(Bethany, east of Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.47-49)

Jesus saw Nathaniel approaching and said: “Here is a true Israelite, in
whom there is nothing false.” This is Jesus’ testimony to a man—a man
like Job who was righteous, or like David who was dear to the heart of
God, or like Enoch who walked with God. But the words of Jesus must not
be misunderstood. He is not saying that Nathaniel was without sin; rather,
he is saying that Nathaniel had a principle of eternal life indwelling him.
He had been possessed by the Holy Spirit and was a true believer.

Why does Jesus use the adjective ‘true’? If he had just said ‘Israelite’ this
would have added nothing. Almost everyone around him was an Israelite.
He used the word ‘true’ because he was speaking of the heart of Nathaniel
out of which proceeded the faith by which he believed in the one and only
God and in his one and only son the Messiah, who was to save Israel. Paul
tells us that not all those who are descended from Israel are Israelites (Rom
9.6). So Nathaniel was more than just an outward Jew, with the sign of
circumcision. He was a true Jew.

Does the adjective ‘true’ apply to us? I know that today there are very few
people who go to church just for appearance’s sake. But I also know that
we live in an age of tremendous shallowness. Without doubt there are
some (possibly many) of the people who make their plodding way to their
pew every Sunday who in their hearts are nothing more than false
Christians. Why anyone would put on such a pretence I cannot understand,
but I have to accept it as a fact. There are probably hypocrites and
‘pharisees’ in every assembly of believers—and, possibly, even in our
congregation. Our personal prayer should be that each one of us would be
a true Israelite.

How can you be known to God as a true Israelite? It is not purely by
showing up in this place of assembly on Sunday mornings. It is by being
seen by God under your ‘fig tree’ day by day. The fig tree provided a
quiet, shady spot. It was there that people in the middle east often went for
their time of quiet reflection and religious meditation. Today, some would
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call this time ‘private devotions’ or ‘quiet time’. It is here that true religion
begins—behind the closed door, meeting with God in a time of prayer and
Bible reading. It is not public religion, but private, which must come first.
But it is not here that true religion ends! True religion goes out to find
Jesus and to follow him, just as Nathaniel did.

Notice that when Nathaniel first approached Jesus there may have been
some doubt about whom he was coming to see. He doesn’t seem to be
even a little surprised when Jesus referred to him as being without
falsehood. There was no false humility on his part. He knew that he was a
true believer and accepted the words that he was ‘faultless’ as a true
statement of his standing before God. He just wanted to know how Jesus
knew his standing. To this point, he approached Jesus as he would have
any man.

But Jesus, without giving a direct answer, shows Nathaniel that he wasn’t
dealing with a mere man. Jesus doesn’t tell him that he could read the
hearts of men. Rather, he tells him that he had seen him in prayer. This
could not have been discerned by mere human knowledge. The divine
nature shows through. Here was one who could not be described by mere
human terms.

At this, Nathaniel changes his attitude to Jesus. The very fact that he now
addresses Jesus as Rabbi (Teacher) indicates a new respect. Those who
were teachers in the first century Jewish context were those who, it was
believed, had special authority and insight from God. They were the ones
who, it was expected, proclaimed truth and were to be heeded. Nathaniel’s
new respect for Jesus is shown further by his declaration that Jesus is the
Son of God and the King of Israel.

It is interesting that these words were used at the beginning of Jesus’
ministry as a public confession by a disciple. Although John had declared
him to be the lamb of God and Peter called him the Messiah when he
spoke to his brother, Nathaniel’s words appear to be the first public
confession from a heart of belief. There is an unexpected irony in his
words. Very similar words are used among the last public statements about
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Jesus before his death. Pilate questioned him with respect to the term ‘son
of God’ (Lk 22.70), and the ones passing by the cross mocked him with
these words (Mt 27.40). And to compound the abuse, above his cross were
the words ‘King of the Jews’ (Israel). From Nathaniel’s confession from
the heart, to the words of scorn as he faces the infinite weight of God’s
wrath against sin, Jesus is the Son of God, the King!

Nathaniel acknowledged Jesus as the Son of God, the King. So must each
one of us. It is from the secret room of prayer that we must come forth to
make a public confession of who Jesus is. We must do this now, or we will
be forced to make it before his judgment throne (Phil 2.10, 11). I hope that,
for you, true religion does not end in secret. I hope that you will come
forward and acknowledge Jesus as your own King!

The Introduction of Nathaniel to Jesus (Part 2) [February 8]
(Bethany, east of Jordan, Winter 30 AD. Jn 1.50-51)

Jesus spoke to Nathaniel about his belief that Jesus was the Son of God,
the King of Israel. His confession resulted from Jesus’ seeing him under
the fig tree. Nathaniel knew that Jesus probably did not see him with
physical eyes, as his tree of meditation was likely hidden from the
searching eyes of strangers. Nathaniel realized that it was by an
extraordinary sight that Jesus had seen him. He knew that he had just been
a witness of a ‘minor’ miracle. In similar manner, Jesus sees you today.
His all-seeing eyes see all that you do. To what extent do his eyes see you
in private worship and meditation under your ‘fig tree’? How often do they
find you there? Does the knowledge of Jesus’ all-seeing eyes encourage
you to believe in him?

But if Nathaniel thought that this sight was something amazing, Jesus
assures him that he would see even greater things. This also can be your
assurance.

What did Nathaniel see that was greater? He saw many great miracles as
he accompanied Jesus during his ministry, beginning with the changing of
the water into wine (see the next meditation). He saw greater things in the
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death of Jesus on the cross, the resurrection on the third day, the ascension,
and the growth of the church through the Mediterranean world. Finally, he
saw the greatest things of all as he was ushered into Heaven by angels at
his death.

Notice that the NIV footnote says that the word ‘you’ in the Greek is in the
plural. Jesus is speaking in general to those present with Nathaniel and to
all those who believe that he is the Son of God, the King of the Jews. Is
Jesus speaking directly to you with these words? You yourself will see
even greater things. You weren’t present to witness the ministry of Jesus or
his resurrection. But if you are a believer, you will see him. And even now
there are great things for you to see.

Jesus says that Heaven will be opened and the angels will be seen
ascending and descending. Have you seen Heaven opened and the angels
going up and down? Think about this question before you answer. Jesus
saw Nathaniel with non-physical sight, and so he is probably referring to
non-physical sight when he says that you also will see. Are you among the
spiritual seed of Jacob (Gen 28.14), the true Israel? If so, then the promise
of the stairway to Heaven that Jacob saw in his dream (Gen 28.12), is for
you. With the eye of faith have you seen Heaven opened and the angels
going up and down?

Consider some of the ways in which you can see Heaven opened today:

e Prayer—Prayer offered in the name of Jesus is a messenger (angel =
messenger) which ascends to Heaven. Do you pray the prayer of faith
which trusts God in all things? If so, Heaven is open to you.

e Preaching—A preacher is given, in the power of the Holy Spirit, a
message from God to our souls. A true preacher is considered to be an
angel of God (compare Rev 2.1) descending on Christ. Do you see
Heaven opened when you listen to the preached word?

o Purification—When a person comes to believe in Jesus and repent of
his sins, he is purified. His sins are washed away. His selfish pride is
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brought into subjection to Jesus. He is given a new power to resist sin.
And he begins to serve the Eternal King rather than a perishing
creature. Among the angels there is rejoicing when Heaven is opened to
receive a sinner. When was the last time you saw Heaven opened and
shared in the joy of seeing a person became a Christian?

e Passing—Heaven is opened when a true believer dies. If his faith is
strong, as he approaches death he looks forward to being with Jesus. In
our anti-spiritual culture we don’t hear as much about this kind of
experience as was heard of in the times of the Puritans. But if you
witness the passing of a man of faith, you will see Heaven opened and
you will see the angels coming and going on the Son of Man as they
carry the spirit of the believer into Heaven.

Heaven has been opened for us by the Son of Man. Heaven was closed to
us by the man, Adam, and has been opened again by the Son of Man,
Jesus, the Last Adam. In the Hebrew, adam is the word for man as well as
being the name of the first man. Jesus can be understood as calling himself
the Son of Adam. Jesus uses the self-designation Son of Man more than
any other, I believe, to remind us that he is the promised seed of the
woman who was to come to crush the head of Satan, and then to take his
place as the one of whom Daniel speaks (Dan 7.13), who is given all
authority, glory and sovereign power over all the nations of the earth, and
whom all peoples worship.

Stephen saw Heaven open as he was dying. He looked through the eye of
faith. Do you see beyond this life into eternity? A major failure of men
today is to be so caught up with the here-and-now and to miss the there-
and- then. Heaven is open now! Will it be open to you when you die?

Jesus’ First Miracle: Water Becomes Wine [February 9]
(Cana in Galilee, Winter 30 AD. Jn 2.1-11)

Mary, the mother of Jesus, was probably assisting at a week-long wedding
feast of one of her relatives. We can infer this since she ‘was there’ and
had authority over the servants. Jesus and his disciples were invited to this
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wedding. And, as we are told, it was on the very day that he came that they
ran out of wine. This was no coincidence. It was planned by God to be the
first event by which Jesus would demonstrate that he was the Messiah.

Jesus had not yet performed any miracles (11); so why did Mary approach
him looking for a solution to the problem? It is possible that she believed
he would have an answer since he had demonstrated wisdom over the
years (Lk 2.52) and since she knew he was special because of the words of
the angel (which she had treasured in her heart) and because of the miracle
of her conception. She knew he was the Messiah and may have expected
that one who was greater than Abraham, Moses, Elijah and David could
solve this ‘simple’ problem.

Social convention held that one should not run out of wine at a wedding
feast, and it permitted those invited to the feast to file a law suit against the
host for failure to show hospitality. It is possible that Mary thought that
Jesus would find a means of resolving the problem, or that he would speak
wise words (as Solomon did about the prostitute’s baby) which would
satisfy the guests and resolve the problem. Jesus did not do what she
expected—he did more!

He turned to her and addressed her politely as ‘woman’ (there is nothing

harsh about this word in the Greek (compare Mt 15.28; Lk 13.12; Jn 4.21;

etc.). The NIV adds ‘dear’ to soften the apparent harshness of the English

word. In his choice of this word there is profound significance:

e He did not address her as mother. This shows that he was no longer
subject to her authority (compare Lk 2.51) but was now subject directly
to a higher authority.

o [t also shows that he was proclaiming that he was now the ‘son of Man’
(compare Jn 1.51), not just Mary’s son. He was now appearing as the
seed of the woman (of Mary in one sense, but of Eve in another) and
was now standing in the place of Adam. Here was the new Adam.

Since he showed that he was the Messiah, why then did he say that his
time had not yet come? Because his primary purpose in coming to earth
was to go to the cross and provide payment to God for sin, not to act as a
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judge on earth (at this time), or to resolve problems and perform miracles,
or even to teach the correct interpretation of the law. These were incidental
aspects of his road to the cross. His time did not come during much of his
ministry (compare Jn 7.6, 8, 30; Jn 8.20). His time finally came in the last
week of his life (compare Jn 12.23, 27; Jn 13.1; Jn 16.32; Jn 17.1). With
these words he was not speaking of his revelation of himself to Israel but
of his purchasing redemption from sin.

So then why did he perform the miracle? The answer lies in three areas:

To begin his progressive revelation of his identity—not to meet the
need of the moment. The steward did not know where the wine had
come from (Jn 2.9, 11) but his disciples did, and they put their faith in
him.

To declare himself as the promised final ‘sceptre’ of the wine prophecy
of Jacob (Gen 49.11-12). Jesus is the true vine (Jn 15.1).

To offer a sign that he would strip away the generations of tradition that
had been imposed on the Church by the elders and replace it with the
fresh energy of the Gospel. He used the water jars of the Jewish
ceremonial rites of purification (compare Mk 7.1-4) and turned them
into the source of a new-age wine. The old wine of Israel had failed, the
wine of the new covenant had come—a better wine, a better washing
(Gen 49.11), a better covenant, an eternal Jubilee.

We can apply this parable in action to our own situation:

The servants were to bring only water. Jesus transformed that into the
best wine. The duty is ours to obey with our faith and talents (to fill the
jars with water); it is God’s to turn our obedience (the water) into wine.
Repent and live in obedience!

The best wine was kept for last. This is how God works. This life is like
water compared to the wine of an eternity with Christ. Don’t miss out
on the wine of Heaven by seeking only the water of this world!

It teaches us that Jesus will take the common and make it special. With
you and me he can take the mundane and turn it into the glorious—sin
riddled bodies will be transformed into spiritual bodies. Hope in glory!
There were great jars full to the brim with wine. There will be no
shortage of wine (Gen 49.11) at the wedding supper of the lamb
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(compare Mt 22.1-14; Rev 19.9). “The Spirit and the bride say,

%9

‘Come’.

First Cleansing of the Temple at the Passover [February 10]
(Jerusalem, Spring 30 AD. Jn 2.12-17)

After turning the water into wine, Jesus stayed for a few days in
Capernaum and then went down to Jerusalem for the Passover. He went
down since all Jewish males were expected to go, if physically possible, to
celebrate the Passover in the Temple where God made his presence known
(Dt 16.16).

Since many of these men would have to travel from distant cities, it was
common that they would carry money and buy their sacrificial offerings
once they had arrived in Jerusalem. This is the reason that the merchants
were selling cattle, sheep and doves, and changing money in the Temple
courts. They were able to ‘justify’ their actions by the need. But the reality
is that they were there not to help the pilgrims but to make money.

When Jesus arrived he made a whip and drove them from the Temple

court, saying: “How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!”

There are likely a number of reasons why he took this action. Each has a

lesson for us:

o They were selling their wares in the outer court, the place in the
Temple where Gentiles were allowed to enter. Jesus was unhappy that
the place of prayer for the nations was being taken from them. How
could they pray with all this going on? What kind of witness were the
Jews to the true God? This reminds us that we must not let our agendas
for what we think the Church should be get in the way of its outreach to
the world. Many in the Church view it only as a place to meet their
needs, in their ways, rather than also as a place where unbelievers can
come to meet God.

e They were adulterating the worship of God. They were turning the
House of Prayer into a market, which may have included the gossip and
entertainment of the world. And today, Jesus says the same thing to the
Church: “How dare you turn the place of worship into a market (a place
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for worldly entertainment)?” The worship of God is to be interesting,
but it is not to follow the entertainment practices of the world. Just
because God does not judge the Church today for its false practices in
the same way that Jesus did here does not mean that he is happy with
the practices which have been introduced. There will be some very
unhappy people when God arises in judgment over his Church.

e The merchants were making their material gain more important
than proper worship. We should ask ourselves seriously if we prevent
people from coming to worship God by the example of our striving for
a ‘better lifestyle’ or for ‘personal peace and affluence’.

How effective was this cleansing of the Temple? From a human
perspective, not very! This was the first time Jesus cleared out the
merchants and their wares from the Temple, but it was not the last. In less
than three years we see him back in the Temple (Mt 21.12-17) taking the
very same action.

We who pride ourselves in being Reformed in doctrine, worship, and
discipline need to learn a lesson from this. Just like in the Temple, wrong
practices and motives can creep into the life of the Church very quickly.
One of the principles of the great Reformation was that the Church must be
reformed and always reforming. The Church will never be perfect while on
this earth. But this offers us no excuse for not taking the responsibility to
be continually making sure that all that goes on in the Church, or in the
name of the Church, will bring glory to Christ.

This is not just a message to the ‘evangelical’ churches, but is also one to
our own. It is important for us, in this congregation, to look regularly at
every practice that we have and assess it against Scripture. If our practices
cannot be supported by direct warrant from God, or if we are failing to
practice what he has required, then we should change our practices. If we
don’t, Jesus will make a whip and cast us out of his Church.

Jesus performed this cleansing because a zeal for God’s house consumed
him (Ps 69.9). Does zeal for doing things in a Biblically-right manner
consume us? How willing would we be to stand for truth in a situation like
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this? Do we have this kind of passion for what we believe to be true? Too
quickly we say things like: “But you can’t change this, it has been done
this way for too long,” or “What difference does it make—we can’t have
much impact when we are such a small congregation?” or “That isn’t how
it’s done around here.”

What we need is more believers who are willing to fight for what they
believe is Biblical, even to the point of upsetting the complacent Christians
of our day. Randal Terry founder of Operation Rescue is an example of
this spirit of zeal. We may not agree with his means, but we cannot deny
that he is consumed with zeal for the cause of life. What would it take to
see some of us consumed with a zeal like Jesus displayed? Who will show
real zeal for the work of Christ and his Church?

The Jews Demand a Sign [February 11]
(Jerusalem, Spring 30 AD. Jn 2.18-22)

The Jewish leaders realized that what Jesus had done in cleansing the
Temple was a messianic action. So they did not claim that his actions were
wrong. They knew that he had in fact done the right thing, whether or not
they liked it. They also knew that the outer court of the Temple was not a
place for the merchants to make money, but instead was to be kept as a
place of prayer for the Gentiles. Rather than question him about the
rightness of his action, they wanted to know who had given him the
authority to do it. With their messianic expectations, they realized that God
could and would provide signs and do miracles when the Messiah had
come. So if a person such as Jesus was acting as if he were the Messiah,
then they expected him to prove that he was the Messiah (compare 1 Cor
1.22). This is why they asked for a sign.

I don’t think that we should read into their question anything more than
curiosity and an honest request. In this verse, the NIV may have over
translated the Greek word for ‘asked’ by using the word ‘demanded’. Jesus
had not yet challenged the position of the Jewish leaders or accused
anyone of being a hypocrite. At this point the Jews in Jerusalem were
unaware of who he was and were seriously wondering by what authority
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he had performed this messianic action, and if he just might be the
Messiah.

What they did not know was that just prior to this he had turned water into
wine to provide a sign of his authority. This miracle showed that he had
power over the elements of nature. But, more importantly, it was a sign
with respect to his authority over the Church. It was a sign that he would
strip away the generations of tradition imposed on the Church by the elders
and would replace it with the fresh energy of the Gospel. In the cleansing
of the Temple, he again demonstrated his authority over the Church.

Jesus didn’t have to give anyone a sign. But since they asked, he agreed to
give one. But notice the nature of this sign—it is a future sign, similar to
the signs given to Moses (Ex 3.12) and Ahaz (Is 7.14). This is a peculiar
way in which to give a sign. What people want is a sign now. Are you like
some people who are reported to say: “If God shows me now by a sign that
he is there, I will believe in him.” You are not to tempt God. You have in
the Bible many signs projected and fulfilled. Do you believe them?

The sign he gave was: “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in
three days.” As he gave the sign he may have been pointing to his own
body, but the Jews missed this. They assumed that he was referring to the
physical temple around them and did not realize that he was speaking of
his body. They were blinded by their preconceived notions of reality. They
thought it was absurd that any one would claim that he could build in three
days what had taken over forty six years to build (this rebuilding project
was started by Herod the Great before Jesus was born and was on-going
almost to the time the Temple was destroyed in 70 AD).

There is irony in this—the very person who spoke these words was the

same one who created the entire universe in six days. He certainly could

build the Temple in three! But it was the temple of his body of which he

spoke. We can derive a number of lessons from this sign:

e [t is very unwise for us to assume that we know how God is going to
work out his plans and to express concern when he acts in ways that we
are not willing to accept because of our preconceptions. I find this to be
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a key problem for many in churches which claim a Reformation
heritage. They are excited about their origins, but they are not open to
the possibility that their church structures and traditions could be in
need of reform just as they were in Jesus’ day.

e Those who claim to have the correct interpretation of prophecies about
the future (especially about the millennium, the judgment, the
resurrection, and the future life) had better be very careful about how
they settle in. Everyone, including Jesus’ disciples, misunderstood him.
How is he misunderstood by men today, including us?

o This is a sign to those who hear and is a call to believe in what Jesus
says about himself. If you are not a total sceptic, then you will see that
at the beginning of his ministry, three years in advance of his death, he
predicted his resurrection. This is clear evidence to the fact that the rest
of what he says is worthy of serious consideration and acceptance.

It is sad to see that at the end of Jesus’ life the crowds mock him with his
very own words and repeat them as a charge to accuse him while he is on
the cross (Mt 26.60, 61; Mt 27.40; Mk 14.56-59; Mk 15.29). It is amazing
how they could remember these words but miss his words about sin and
repentance and the need for belief in him. But his disciples came to believe
(compare Jn 14.26), and so should we.

Early Believers [February 12]
(Jerusalem, Spring 30 AD. Jn 2.23-25)

John tells us that during the Passover feast Jesus performed miracles. But
he does not tell us what they were. Thus it is clear that all of his miracles
are not recorded in the Bible. In fact, John tells us later that there were
many other things that Jesus did that he had not written about in his
account of the life of Jesus (Jn 20.30). From this we can derive three
lessons for ourselves:

e We must not limit our understanding of Jesus’ power. He is the one
who created the entire universe and everything in it (Col 1.16) and
certainly cannot be limited in his power to the 36 miracles recorded in
Scripture (24 healings, nine controlling nature, and three raisings of the
dead).
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e Miracles were used primarily by Jesus as a sign to the Jews that he was
the Messiah and only secondarily to provide assistance to those he
helped (Jn 10.25, 38; Jn 14.11). Miracles themselves are not essential.
We are not to expect miracles, especially this kind (i.e., healing
miracles) today, since the Messiah has already come and has shown
himself to be the one he says he is (Mt 12.39).

¢  We must remember that the Gospels provide all that we need to know
about Jesus for faith and life. The Gospels are not to be understood as a
biography of Jesus. They are given so that we may believe that Jesus is
the Messiah, the Son of God, and through him have life (Jn 20.31).

John says that many believed in Jesus because of the miracles. This is not a
wrong reason for believing in him, but it is not the best reason. It is better
to believe without having seen (Jn 20.29) and because of his words alone
(Jn 14.11). He is truth personified, and we should believe the truth. We are
not to look for evidences but are to accept his words in the Bible as truth.

Note that John says that many believed, in contrast with an earlier
statement indicating that men did not believe (Jn 1.10). This shows that
although some people will not believe the message of salvation, many will.
Jesus began here to fill Heaven with a multitude that no one can number.
At times we may despair at the apparent ineffectiveness of the Church and
of the Gospel. But we must not! Jesus is building his Church, and many
will be saved!

John says that they believed in his name (compare Jn 1.12). This means
that they believed in him. In the Bible, a name often stands in the place of
the person. This is why it is so wrong to misuse God’s name (Ex 20.7). It
is not just his name that is being blasphemed, it is also his very person. Do
you hold sacred his name and believe in it? Do you believe in his person
(as God-man), his holy life’s work, his death and resurrection, and his
visible return?

You do!? But will he entrust himself to you? Why would he not entrust
himself to those early believers? What does John mean? It seems that Jesus
knew that men, even true believers, could be fickle. Peter proved this later
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when he denied Jesus, even after he had confessed truly and had spoken
with great passion about being ready to go to death for the cause of the
kingdom. You know your own heart. How willing are you to speak out for
Jesus?

His hesitation to entrust himself to them shows that the motives of the
early believers were probably tinged with much selfishness. They wanted
physical healing and eternal salvation. They were believers, but their hearts
and minds had not yet been educated to be useful as servants in Gospel-
proclamation. They were ‘Heaven bound’ but not yet ‘Heaven profound’.

The training of the disciples took three years of careful preparation. The
early Church applied this discipline in its catechumen classes. Young
Christians are often very excited and quick to speak about their salvation
experience, and they have a lot of energy and exuberance. As a result,
some leaders in the Church often rush to give them opportunities to teach.
But Paul says that we are not to bring them into teaching and leadership
positions too quickly (1 Tim 5.22). Although there must be a balance in
this. In the Presbyterian and Reformed churches there may be a tendency
to hold back opportunities for service from the people far too long. This
can quickly turn excited new Christians into ‘dead’ pew-fillers.

Jesus does not need the witness of any man today. The Bible (his word)
alone can act as a testimony to him, and many are saved through reading it.
This is one of the reasons why the Bible societies put such an emphasis on
getting the Bible into people’s hands. But even though he does not need
man’s testimony, he desires it today. Jesus has chosen to build his Church
through the testimony of men. He uses this testimony to bring men to
salvation and to educate them in the foundations of the truth.

Are you interested in Jesus omly for personal salvation, or have you
matured to be of service? Does Jesus entrust his testimony of himself to
you?

Nicodemus Meets Jesus
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Nicodemus Comes for an Interview with Jesus (Part 1)
[February 13]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.1-2a)

Nicodemus was a Pharisee and a member of the ruling council
(Sanhedrin); yet, surprisingly, he was interested in learning more about
Jesus and appears to have become a believer (Jn 19.39). Some people
make statements such as: “Not many scientists, or philosophers, or ...
(substitute almost any group) ... believe in Jesus.” But what does this
statement say? It appears that the majority of people (at least 90% of the
population of the world at present, and at least 75% of the population of
most countries) do not believe in Jesus. Therefore, most people do not
believe. But the fact that so many educated, or uneducated, groups of
people do not believe in Jesus does not prove a thing, other than that
John’s words about Jesus are true (Jn 1.5, 10).

It is interesting that not all of the Pharisees were against Jesus. By the
grace of God, some did believe. The Pharisees of all people may have had
the farthest distance to travel when they came to believe. A blatant sinner
such as a prostitute, drunkard, cocaine addict, homosexual, or murderer
may find it easier to come to believe in Jesus than a person who is
outwardly quite moral. Those who are involved in the most wicked sins
are often aware that they are sinners and are breaking the law of God. They
may be more willing to come to Jesus than a ‘pharisee’ because they have
given up on their own righteousness. Charles Colson, who came to believe
through his prison experience, tells of many who in their desperate state
were open to salvation provided by Christ. It is the self-righteous of the
world who are far from seeing their need of Christ or of repentance and
faith in Jesus.

A Pharisee was one who practised all the outward aspects of the law
carefully. But often his heart was not right with God. However, do not
dismiss all Pharisees as unbelievers. There were probably some over the
years from the time of Ezra to that of Christ who, with honest sincerity,
were looking for the coming of the Messiah and were truly repentant of
their sins before God and were therefore Christians. But in general, the
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Pharisees were only interested in outward rites and were not interested in
religion of the heart. I fear that today there are many in the Church who are
following in the footsteps of the majority of the Pharisees. You find them
in every denomination—Roman Catholic, Pentecostal, Baptist, Dutch
Reformed, United Church, Anglican, and among Presbyterian.

The modern ‘pharisees’ are not necessarily as strict about their outward
adherence to the law of God (for example, they may not care about
keeping the fourth commandment), but they are just as sincere in their
(false) belief that their outward life before God will be sufficient to bring
them safely through the Judgment Day and make them right with God.

The reality is that there is no heart-religion in a pharisee. Heart religion is
what God is looking for. He is looking for a heart that has been turned
from stone to flesh. God is looking for hearts that are full of love to him.
Jonathan Edwards, in his work A4 Treatise Concerning Religious
Affections, asks: “Who will deny that true religion consists, in a great
measure, in vigorous and lively acting’s of the inclination and will of the
soul, or the fervent exercises of the heart?”

A key challenge of this meditation is for us to examine our hearts and to
make sure that we are not functional pharisees. We will not be in Heaven if
we go through this life assuming that our outward walk will pass the final
test of the great Judgment Day conducted by the holy Judge.

Notice that Nicodemus came to Jesus at night. He may have come at that
time to talk privately with Jesus, who during the day was surrounded by
crowds. But it is more likely that he came at night because he was timid.
(He did speak up in the Sanhedrin, Jn 7.50-52, but is it not recorded that
he spoke in defense of Jesus at his trial.) I think that this may point to the
biggest failing with most Christians. They are timid about coming to Jesus
in the daylight and before the watching world. I don’t mean that they are
afraid to let people know that they go to Church. But they are afraid of
being seen truly in the company of Jesus.

When a fellow Christian asks them questions like: “What has God been
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teaching you lately?”, “How did you grow spiritually today?”, or “How are
you growing closer to Jesus?”, they squirm. In addition, there is a
hesitation on the part of many Christians (myself included!) to speak at all
times as a member of Jesus’ household. It is far easier to ‘come to Jesus by
night’ than to challenge an unbeliever who is blaspheming God or
committing other open sins. There is a tendency to ‘come to Jesus by
night’ by skirting around moral issues, e.g., mentioning the social
unsuitableness of certain actions or the personal consequences which may
result, instead of speaking out about the holiness of God and his law, and
the absolutes of God’s Law which make actions ultimately right or wrong.
Let us pray that each one of us will be ‘daytime Christians’!

Nicodemus Comes for an Interview with Jesus (Part 2)
[February 14]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.1-2, 10)

Nicodemus addressed Jesus as teacher. First, he called him Rabbi (teacher)
and then he confessed him to be a teacher from God. In turn, the great
Teacher referred to Nicodemus as a teacher. In the midst of their dialogue
about the most important teaching of all (the new birth), a great contrast is
set before us: between the teachings of men and those of God, the
doctrines of men and the doctrines of God, and the ‘light’ of men and that
of God (e.g., Mt 15.9).

The confession of Nicodemus makes it clear that he had an appreciation
for who Jesus really was—the teacher sent from God. As we have noted
previously, Jesus did not come to earth specifically to perform miracles so
that he could provide temporal advantages to the recipients. His miracles
were performed as signs which pointed to who he was. We can see from
the words of Nicodemus that Jesus had demonstrated that he was the
promised Messiah who was to be the great prophet (Dt 18.15; Jn 6.14)
who would explain all things (Jn 4.25). Nicodemus understood this to be
the purpose of Jesus’ coming to earth, and he did not go to Jesus for
temporal healing. He knew that Jesus was the teacher from God. In this, he
had a profound understanding. Let us be like Nicodemus and accept Jesus
as the teacher.
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But if a person is referred to as a teacher, you may ask: “What does he
teach?” So what does Jesus teach? Why is he the teacher? How does he
differ from other teachers and from other ‘prophets’ who have arisen at
many points in history? What is the great contrast that is set up in the
dialogue with Nicodemus? Jesus is a unique teacher for the following
reasons:

Message — The message of Jesus is like no other before or after it. The
message comes across clearly as being absolutely unique. All other
religions on earth have man, man’s worth, and man’s works as the focus of
their message, and place man at the centre of their plans for ‘salvation’.
But the Bible, as Jesus’ message—from “In the beginning ...” to “The
grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s people. Amen.”—is totally
different. The theme is not man, but God—God’s worth and God’s works!

All other religions and philosophies, and science based on these views,
have nothing more than relative ‘truth’. What today is ‘true’ may
tomorrow be nothing more than a myth. In contrast, the message of Jesus
is (to quote Dr. Francis Schaeffer) ‘true truth’. The truth of the Bible is not
that of:

Plato — the love of the “vision of truth’ or ‘Beauty is truth’

Bacon — ultimate truth can be derived by reason or revelation

Hegel — truth cannot be known unless it is known in its entirety

Dewey — truth is proximate, determined by fact interacting with inquiry
Empiricists — truth is conformity of ideas with perception of the senses
Modern sceptics — truth is unknowable, to be sought but never found

The truth of Jesus is not just facts, such as the fact of the events of 1066,
1215, 1688, or 1867. The Bible is fact, but it is much more. Truth is
ultimately based on God and his character, and is final, unchangeable,
perfect and eternal. God is truth (Jn 16.13; 1 Jn 5.6). Yet this truth is
knowable by proximate, changeable, defective, finite creatures (men). To
know Jesus is to know truth. To read the Bible is to read truth. Read it!

Method — His method was not like that of other teachers. He was
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masterful with the probing question. He did this better than Socrates (after
whom this method is named). In the use of stories and parables he has no
rival. Most ‘teachers’ (religious and secular) today seem to believe that
effective learning is based on the Medieval Scholastic model—where an
expert stands in front of passive learners and communicates knowledge.
Jesus used questions, dialogue, problem setting, stories, imagery, sensory
language, concrete examples, points of contact, and energy like no other
teacher before or since. Emulate his example!

Measure — He taught with an authority that astounded his hearers (Mk
1.22, 27). Other teachers speak at best with a delegated authority. But the
author of truth, the author of Scripture—the only God—could do nothing
less than speak on his own absolute authority, and his words are not
suggestions or good advice. They are moral absolutes. To ignore his
authority is to court eternal condemnation. What other teacher has this
authority? Hear him!

Means — The teaching of Jesus is like none other because of the
application supplied by the Holy Spirit (Jn 16.8-15). All sincere teachers
desire to have their students internalize their teachings and to apply what
they have learned. What other teacher can claim the provision of the Holy
Spirit beyond measure? We need the Holy Spirit to apply the teachings of
the master. Ask for the Holy Spirit!

Who is your teacher? Is it Jesus? You can have no better.

Nicodemus and the New Birth (Part 1) [February 15]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.3-10)

Jesus skips the formalities of an academic setting with Nicodemus and
moves quickly to deal with an important point—the new birth. He tells
him that he is telling the truth. Why would he say this? And why does he
need to repeat this point? He says: amen, amen (Greek), or truly, truly, or
verily verily (KJV), or most assuredly (NKJV), or I tell you the truth
(NIV). Why this emphasis on his words which will follow? Clearly it is
not because the truthfulness of Jesus’ words could ever be questioned.
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In the previous meditation I pointed out that one aspect of Jesus’
uniqueness as a teacher was the absolute truthfulness of his message. Here,
it is as if Jesus uses this expression to set up a distinction between his
teachings and those of the Pharisees. Their teaching is presented as truth,
but his teaching is true truth.

The use of the repeated word ‘truth’ may be a form of the Hebrew way of
speaking. When a Hebrew speaker or writer wanted to emphasize a point
(a form of the superlative) he would often repeat the word he wished to
emphasize. Where we would use an adjective, a Hebrew writer or speaker
would often repeat his word. For example in Ex 21.12 the Hebrew says ‘to
die he must die’, repeating the word die. English translations (e.g., KIV,
NKIJV, NIV) give the sense as ‘he shall surely be put to death’. Or in
Exodus 22.5 ‘to repay he must repay’ is translated as ‘he must [surely]
make restitution’.

Jesus is warning Nicodemus that what he is going to say is of
extraordinary importance. What can be more important than the subject of
the new birth? No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again
(or ‘reborn from above’). Jesus’ use of see in this instance means to enter
or experience the kingdom (see, v5), not just to have a vision of it. He is
speaking of becoming a subject of the realm of God and experiencing the
power of the kingdom.

But what does born again mean? These words do not appear in the OT
(the closest parallels seem to be in passages such as Jer 31.31-34; Ezk
36.26-27; Joel 2.28-32). What Jesus says does not seem to be clear to
Nicodemus who asks: “How can this be?” or more precisely “How can a
man be born when he is 0ld?” What Jesus says would not be clear to us
either if we did not have the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit to make it clear.

Nicodemus considered purely in physical terms what Jesus said. It seems
that he did not understand (at this point) what Jesus was saying, because he
was unwilling to let himself believe the full implication of its message. If
he believed, he would have to become like a new born child and learn a

111



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

new teaching from a new teacher. So he put up a false front to avoid
having to face the reality of what was being said by the great Teacher. Not
liking the direction of the conversation, he chose to misunderstand so that
he did not have to apply the message to himself. He was much like
homosexuals, evolutionists and others today who choose (Rom 1.18-23) to
misunderstand the Bible so that they can think that the Bible does not have
moral implications for their lives, and so try to excuse themselves.

So Jesus goes on to explain that the new birth comes with “water and the
Spirit.” This at first does not seem to make his teaching any clearer, and in
fact needs some explanation. So he explains his figure of speech by
contrasting physical birth as being of one kind (flesh gives birth to flesh)
and spiritual birth as being of a different kind (from the Holy Spirit).

Jesus is not speaking to mystify. Rather, he is speaking to enlighten and
teach. He uses figures of speech to clarify, and make concrete, difficult
concepts. Jesus expected to be understood by Nicodemus (see verse 10),
just as he expected to be understood when he used a similar figure of
speech later in reference to bread and wine as being his body and blood.
His figures of speech are clear. But at times men choose to misunderstand
them rather than accept them.

The contrast which Jesus sets up between physical and spiritual birth is, by
the way, clear evidence against the Theory of Evolution. Since kind gives
birth to kind (compare Gen 1.21, 24), there can be no evolution from the
lesser to the greater. One cannot expect a sinful man to evolve somehow
into a spiritual man (even though both are men), any more than one can
expect a lemur-like creature to evolve into a man. The new birth is the
creation a new kind of man, in the same way that the creation of Adam
brought into existence a uniquely new kind of creation, totally distinct
from the animals.

Jesus seems to be referring to baptism when he mentions being born of
water. In the next meditation we will look at the meaning of the new birth
coming with water and the Spirit. For now, think about the meeting of
Nicodemus with the Teacher. What did Jesus feel must be communicated?
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The truth about the new birth! You know what Jesus means when he says:
“You must be born again (7).” Without the new birth you will not see the
Kingdom of Heaven!

Nicodemus and the New Birth (Part 2) [February 16]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.3-10)

In speaking of the new birth, Jesus sets up a contrast between being born
of flesh and being born of the Spirit. He says that the spiritual birth comes
with Spirit and water, whereas physical birth comes with flesh and blood.
It is here that Jesus clarifies for Nicodemus his point about the new birth.
He is speaking of spiritual birth, not physical birth.

The new birth comes with “water and the Spirit.” This is probably a
reference to the baptism of repentance as taught by John the Baptist, since
at this point in Jesus’ ministry he had not initiated any other form of
baptism. A Pharisee such as Nicodemus would have known of various
Jewish washings (‘baptisms’); but he would have also been aware of
John’s baptism, as all the people in Jerusalem had gone out to John at the
Jordan (Mark 1.5). Water baptism for the Christian continues to be a
symbol of repentance and entry into the experience of living with, for, and
through God, as a subject in his kingdom. It is a sign of spiritual cleansing
from sin and of starting life over (a new birth) in the Holy Spirit.

Jesus is probably speaking of the miracle of starting all over again, just like
God did after the Flood and will do again when he restores creation after
the Judgment Day (2 Pt 3.13). The lesser miracle (being born again
physically) is hard for us to understand. But the greater miracle—a
complete reworking of character, the making of a completely new
person—is really impossible for us to understand. Yet, most people seem
to take conversion for granted. They seem to think it is something common
and not extraordinary, and a process over which any person has control
and can bring about on his own under his own power. They claim that by
the power of their own wills they can bring about this change of character.

The new birth is radical. It is not achieved through human effort and works
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(e.g., law-keeping by a Pharisee like Nicodemus, or ‘good works’
performed by us). It is not a person just vowing to be better, or even of
actually improving himself. It is the creation of a new person by God. The
new birth is not brought about by more law-keeping but by the very power
of God.

Upon conversion a person is re-created. His personality becomes
substantially different, and yet at the same time his new personality is fully
concordant with his previous one. His knowledge and unique personality
traits are the same as they were before. Yet he is a different person. We
can intellectually understand what it means to be born with a new body,
but the idea of becoming a new person is so far from our experience that
we cannot fully understand how it comes about or what it really means.

This is why Jesus provides an analogy between the wind and the work of
the Holy Spirit. We don’t know where the wind starts from and where it
ends. But we certainly can hear it and see its impact. In a similar way we
cannot understand the work of conversion in the new birth brought about
by the Holy Spirit, but we can see its impact as a sinner is brought to
salvation.

The metaphor used by Jesus is developed around a play on words. In
Greek (and Hebrew) the word for wind and for spirit is one word. It is as if
Jesus says: “The Spirit breathes where he pleases.” And this is the ultimate
truth about the new birth. It is the work of the Holy Spirit from beginning
to end. It is a sovereign work, where and when he chooses.

Jesus says that we are not to be surprised at the need for a new spiritual
birth. The Kingdom of Heaven is a spiritual kingdom, and those in it must
be born spiritually (i.e., of the Spirit). This does not mean that Heaven is
(or will be) filled only with spirits. Paul in 1 Cor 15.35-49 makes it clear
that the glorified body in Heaven is a true physical body. And don’t forget
that Jesus has a physical body which exists now in Heaven. So also a
number of saints (Gen 5.24; 2 Kings 2.11; Mt 27.52, 53) already have their
physical glorified bodies as tokens for us of the promised resurrection.
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Nicodemus still does not seem to understand; so Jesus rebukes him, a
teacher of Israel, for being unable to discern. He has revealed his meaning
to the simple but has hidden it from the worldly wise. But he has not
hidden the message from us, any more than the message was ‘hidden’
from Nicodemus. The message is very clear—the only way into the
kingdom (Heaven) is to be born again. Jesus addresses this lesson to
Nicodemus, but when he says: “You must be born again” (7), he uses the
plural form of you. This makes it very clear that his instruction applies not
only to Nicodemus but to all mankind—to you and me. We are all under
the must. There is no other way!

Are you guilty of choosing to misinterpret this lesson so that you can think
that you do not have to believe? Don’t think this way, for you must be
born again!

Witnesses to Jesus as the Truth [February 17
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.11-12)

Jesus alerts Nicodemus to the fact that what he is about to say is of great
importance by prefacing his remarks with the words: “I tell you the truth.”
But this time (compare 3) he turns from the truth of the message (about the
new birth) to the truthfulness of the messenger. He emphasizes his own
truth-fullness. Not only is what he says true truth, but he is Truth (Jn 14.6).

He presents himself as a reliable witness who can speak and testify to what
he knows and has seen (13). Nothing can be more reliable than a witness
who knows exactly what has happened and who has seen it with his own
eyes. There is no appeal to circumstantial evidence or second-hand knowl-
edge. This is why he uses the word we to confirm his reliability. But how
does this confirm his reliability? Why does he use it? Whom is he
including?

Here it is not the royal-we. The context won’t support this since he refers
to himself in the first person a few words before and again immediately
following in verse 12. Nor is he including his disciples. They were
probably with him (John recorded what he had heard in the interview) and
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probably could have spoken about their experience of the new birth, but
they are not mentioned as being present. Nor is he speaking generically: “a
person (like a teacher) speaks about what he knows and what he has seen
and learned.”

To understand what Jesus is saying it is necessary to look at the near
context, at similar teachings of John, and at the larger context of the
Hebrew Scriptures. The immediate context points back to the Holy Spirit
(8) and forward to the Father (17). It is Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the
Father who speak and testify that Jesus is the Truth. The whole Trinity
joins in witnessing that Jesus is the Truth (compare also Jn 8.13-18 and 1
Jn 5.6-9). The greater context of Scripture teaches that a solitary witness is
not sufficient to validate truth in a criminal proceeding (Dt 17.16; Dt
19.15). Jesus in effect says: “My truthfulness is on trial, and I will bring
three witnesses to it: myself, the Holy Spirit and the Father.”

In saying we, Jesus equates himself with God. For a Pharisee, such as
Nicodemus, this would be a far greater challenge than the teaching of the
new Birth. Jesus was either speaking a great blasphemy or he is the Truth!

The Jews, especially the Pharisees, as a class rejected Jesus. They would
not accept him as their saviour, nor as their Lord. It is no different today.
Most people continue to reject the testimony of Jesus, of the Apostles, and
of modern Christians. Even though the Apostles knew the Truth and had
seen him, their account is rejected as a myth by most men. Men did not
believe the witness of the Messiah who was in their midst. Now they reject
the eye-witness account (in the Bible) of the Apostles. Is it any wonder that
men reject the evidence of the new birth given by Christians today?

This rejection does not surprise Jesus, but it saddens him (Mt 23.37). He is
not surprised that men won’t believe spiritual/heavenly things, since they
show that they cannot believe earthly things (12). What are these earthly
things that are not believed? In this context, he refers to flesh giving birth
to flesh (6) and the origin and destination of the wind (8).

Do you find this strange? Why does Jesus use the word believe instead of
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understand? After all, men at that time didn’t have our ‘advanced’ science;
so how could they understand such things as the origin of the species or
the nature of weather currents? But the problem is not really one of
understanding, it is one of belief! Jesus does not rebuke Nicodemus for a
faulty view of science or misunderstanding nature. Jesus teaches that in
spite of their supposed science, the Jews did not believe in the one behind
nature.

The words he spoke to Nicodemus he speaks just as powerfully to our
‘scientific’ age. Men today think that they have all the answers. They think
that their theories of evolution (there are many conflicting ones!) explain
how “flesh gives birth to flesh,” and they think that with their models they
can explain how the currents of air produce the winds. To them Jesus says:
“But still you people do not accept our testimony.”

As men learn more about God’s creation, they move farther from him. Yet,
science should lead us to God (Job 40.15-24; Job 41.1-34; Ps 8.1, 3; Ps
19.1-6). The problem is not one of knowledge; it is one of belief. Men
won’t believe in God when they see his amazing works in the natural
realm. So why will they believe in his work in the supernatural realm. The
irony is that people will believe in the supernatural, except when it comes
to what God teaches.

What do you believe about God’s work in creation and in governing the
natural events? But more importantly what do you believe about his work
in the heavenly and spiritual realm, especially in the new birth?

A Lesson on Descending and Ascending [February 18]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.13-15)

In Isaiah (Is 14.12-13) we read that the Morning Star (Lucifer?) wanted to
ascend into Heaven and raise his throne on the sacred mountain above the
stars (angels? saints?) of God. Sinful men, like their father the Devil, want
to ascend into Heaven on their own terms to displace God.

Adam wanted to be like God and know the difference between good and
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evil. He tried to put himself in God’s place. Later men built a high tower at
Babel to reach to Heaven and challenge God’s authority. The rich young
ruler wanted to earn his way to Heaven with his observance of the works
of the law and so displace God’s work of grace. Nietzsche declared God
dead so that he could set up man as Superman. Marx declared Heaven as
nothing more than an opiate so that he could set up heaven on earth in a
communist ‘utopia’. And Carl Sagan, in the introduction to Stephen
Hawking’s book A4 Brief History of Time declares God useless: “This is a
book about God ... or perhaps about the absence of God ... [and about] a
universe with no edge in space, no beginning or end in time, and nothing
for a creator to do.”

The self-deception of man is amazing. He will believe and do anything to
suppress the fact that there is a God in Heaven. He will believe and do
anything in his attempt to move God from control over his life. And he
will believe and do anything to ignore the only one who came down from
Heaven—the only one who can tell us reliably about the cause and
consequences of sin, about the solution (the cross) to the problem of sin,
and about the reality of the new birth. No one else has gone, or can go, into
Heaven to find out about these things and report them to us.

It is the Son of Man, the Son of Adam, the Last Adam, who brings the
message. No mere man or angel can. Why not? Isn’t the message just
words? Couldn’t it be brought by a prophet or an angel? The message is
not just words! The message and the messenger are one. Jesus is the living
Word—message and messenger. Man poisoned by sin can’t be trusted as a
messenger. The angels are not human and can’t come as the living
message. Only Jesus (the God-man) can be both messenger and message.

His words to Nicodemus give the first recorded reference to his awareness
of his pre-existence in Heaven before his incarnation, and his first recorded
prophecy about his crucifixion. In these is irony: he is speaking to a Jewish
teacher of the law, a member of the Sanhedrin, one who would be aware
that his statements were both blasphemous and accursed, if not true. But
they are true. He can tell us about the heavenly and the spiritual things.
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In contrast, an earthly teacher like Nicodemus can’t help us. No man can
give us the answers we need for dealing with the problem of sin. Men are
of the earth, earthly (1 Cor 15.47; Jn 8.38). They cannot raise themselves
up to the heights of Heaven (Prov 30.4) to find the answers. Only Jesus is
of Heaven (heavenly) and is able to bring the message. His authority,
information source, and message are all unique. This is the reason why he
can speak as one with authority—not like the teachers of the Law (e.g.,
Nicodemus). He knows everything, accurately, about which he speaks.

Not only are his authority, information source, and message unique. His
purpose is. Notice that he tells us of his purpose—to be lifted up. With this
image he refers to his death on the cross. Moses lifted up the serpent (Num
21.4-9) to present a vicarious substitute for those dying from the curse
brought by the serpents. So Jesus himself (the Last Adam) was lifted up as
a sacrifice on the cross to provide a substitute for those dying from the
curse brought by the first Adam (a stepchild of the Serpent).

The application of the substitute could be obtained by looking at the raised
serpent. The Jews understood that there was no power in the serpent to
cure them and that they were to look beyond the serpent to God. In the
apocryphal book Wisdom the author recounts the events of Num 21.4-9
and says: “For he that turned to it was not healed by that which he saw, but
by the saviour of men.” (Wisdom 16.7, Douay Version)

Jesus says that he must be lifted up—must! This was the only way God
had of redeeming man (see also, Jn 12.32). God would not have subjected
his son to torture if there had been any other way to pay the debt of sin. It
had to be the one who came down from Heaven who would be lifted up
again to Heaven, first on the cross and then on the clouds. This reminds us
of the seriousness of sin and the importance of what he did for us.

Do you want to be lifted up to Heaven? The only way is to believe in the
one lifted up as a sacrifice. Like the wandering Jews you must look to what
was lifted up to obtain the benefits of the sacrifice. But you don’t need to
look beyond the cross to God. Jesus is the instrument of salvation and the
saviour.
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Jesus’ Teaching on the Love of God [February 19]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.16)

We now come to one of the best known verses in the Bible. I have been
trying to move through the narrative account of Jesus’ life a passage, or at
least a few verses, at a time. But occasionally we need to pause and think
about some of the key verses. John 3.16 is certainly one on which we
should pause and reflect in detail to see God’s purpose in redemption.

Don’t pass over these words because they are so familiar. Grasp their deep
meaning. First, what does it mean for God to ‘so love’ the world?

It speaks of the measure of a love that crosses a greater distance than any
we can imagine. God vs man. Creator vs creature. Infinite vs finite. All
knowing and wise vs ignorant. Holy vs sinful. There is not a thing that we
can do to cross this gulf. Can you, a man, become God? Can you, a
creature, cease to be created? Can you escape your finiteness? Can you
purge your ignorance and know all? Can you wash away your sin?
Consider the chasm! Can you cross it? Be humbled!

A chasm that can’t be crossed is not the end of the message, else there
would be nothing but despair, hopelessness, helplessness. The abyss can
be crossed! But don’t you try to cross it, starting from this side. Greater
men than you and I will ever be have tried and have failed.

In the late 1400s, a monk named Martin Luther tried very hard to cross the
valley of death. He wrote of that attempt: “I was a good monk, and I kept
the rule of my order so strictly that I may say that if ever a monk got to
heaven by his monkery it was I. All my brothers in the monastery who
knew me will bear me out. If I had kept on any longer, I should have killed
myself with vigils, prayers, reading, and other work.” By God’s grace he
came to see the foolishness of trying to earn his way to Heaven. God
showed him that he could not cross from Hell to Heaven on his own.

Scripture starts with God (Gen 1.1). All meaning and motion must start
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with God. To start anywhere else is futile. To start with man is foolish!
The starting point, the mover, must be God: “For God so loved ...” The
mover is God. Thank God that he took the initiative.

From God to man. Not from man to God. It must begin with God. The
crossing must begin on his side. What is the means of crossing the gulf?
John the Apostle tells us. It was love which crossed the infinite chasm.
God is love. It was God who loved. He loved first. He took the initiative in
love. The source of the incarnation, the appearance of Jesus as a man in
human nature, is the great love of God.

But is it just love? No, it is not. It is so love. Jesus did not say: “Since God
loved the world, therefore ...” He said: “For, or since, God so loved ...” It is
important that you understand this.

By God’s grace, love has not been entirely wiped out by the sin of Adam.
Men and women continue to love. But a mother’s love for her child is not
so love. It might cost her a few nights’ sleep or even many days of tears.
But so love is far more costly. The distance between God and man is
infinite. The love needed to cross it must also be infinite.

The means of crossing the chasm has been provided by God. At infinite
cost, he sent his one and only son, truly God and truly man, to die an
undeserved death. This is so love. Infinite love, infinitely costly love.

Why did God cross the gulf? Because he is love. But that isn’t a complete
answer. God is not love in the abstract. Love must have an object and be
practical. When we say that “God is love,” we imply that in his nature
there are persons who love one another. Love is not like knowledge that
can exist in one person without reference to another. Love is sharing with
another, caring for another, doing for another.

Why did God cross the chasm? Because he loved the world. The object of
his love is external to himself. The meotive for his crossing the chasm was
to show his love for the world—mankind from every walk of life, every
language group, and every nation on earth (Rev 5.9; Rev 7.9).
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Jesus Christ did not come into this world to save righteous Jews. He came
to die on the cross as a substitute for sinners from every nation. This was to
fulfil the promise made to Abraham which said that one of his descendants
would bring a great blessing to all nations. Jesus is the saviour of the
world. Not of the natural descendants of Abraham only, and not of the Jew
only. Christianity is the religion of the world. “For God so loved the
world.” Don’t ridicule if you don’t understand. But come to understand.
Look into the infinite and believe!

Jesus’ Relationship with the Father [February 20]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.16)

Every child in Sunday School learns John 3.16. There is nothing complex
about it. You don’t have to be a scholar to understand it. Here the Bible
speaks of a very valuable gift that God gave to men. Men as enemies of
God deserve Hell. But instead of cursing all mankind, God gave a saviour.

Yet the meaning of this verse is very profound, especially the words: “He
[God] gave his one and only son.” (NIV) This clause speaks of the
relationship between God the Father and God the Son, the uniqueness of
the Son, the infinite value of the gift which God gave to rebellious sinners,
and what you must believe concerning God the Father and Jesus.

John tells us that in the Godhead there is one who is the Father and one
who is the Son. Just as we expect that attributes of a father will be
displayed in a son among mankind, so we should not be surprised to find
this in the Godhead. For example: the Father is infinite, so is the Son; the
Father is eternal, so is the Son; the Father knows all and is all wise, so is
the Son; the Father is the truth, so is Jesus—he is the Way, the Truth, and
the Life.

The Son, Jesus Christ, is truly God, as much as is God the Father. He is not
God the Father, but he is God. He is not a created god or a second-class
member of the Godhead. In every respect he is God, equal in power and
glory with the Father.
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Why then is he a son? It is impossible for us to come to a complete

understanding of the nature of God. But from what he tells us in the Bible

we can derive some reasons why Jesus is a son. He is a son because:

e God has chosen an earthly relationship as a model to communicate to
us the nature of the relationship between the Father and the Son.

o Jesus has placed himself in a relationship of submission, like an earthly
son to a father.

o The Father and Jesus are in a relationship of love—Ilike the best
relationship between an earthly father and a son.

o Jesus is the heir of all that the father has.

Many of us memorized this verse with the words only begotten. The NIV
translators choose to translate this verse using one and only. The Greek
word that underlies the translation is used nine times in the NT. In the NIV
it is translated as only or one and only. In the NKJV it is sometimes
translated the same way (Lk 7.12; Lk 8.42; Lk 9.38), but not in the five
occurrences in John’s writings (all refer to Jesus) or in Heb 11.17.

In case you think that the translation one and only, in John 3.16, is some
form of innovation of a modern scholar consider William Tyndale’s
translation of the NT, which was published around 1530: “For God so
loveth the world, that he hath given his only son, that none that believe in
him, should perish: but should have everlasting life.”

Jesus Christ is the one and only son of God. This does not mean that God

does not have other sons. He does. But these sons are his by adoption, not

by eternal sonship and nature. Jesus as a Son stands in a unique

relationship with the father. His being the one and only son means that he:

e Has the right innately to call himself the Son of God. If you recall he
did this among the Jews of his day and they became very upset. They
understood that this right could only be given to one who is God.

e Has been given all the inheritance rights. He is the one to whom the
whole universe belongs.

e [s unique. He is with God. He has stood face-to-face before God from
all eternity.
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o [s the one with whom there is no comparison. He is the well-pleasing
one and the beloved.

God gave his son. To what end? To what purpose? To live and to die. To
live a life of obedience. Jesus Christ obeyed the law of God exactly,
completely, fully, absolutely. Not one defect, slip, or mishap ... no trespass,
no iniquity, no sin. He came to live, to obey, and to be a perfect sacrifice.
And he came to die, to repay God the Father for the debt of our sin.

What love! What mercy! God gave his Son, his One and only son, so that
we could become adopted into his household and be sons and daughters of
the Great King. What is your response to this great offer of privilege?

Jesus Promises Eternal Life through Belief in Him [February
21]
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.15-16)

Many of your neighbours, if asked, would tell you that it really doesn’t
matter what you believe since, as many will claim, the here-and-now is all
there is to life. Even most who believe in a hereafter will claim that the
only thing that matters is that you have led a good life or that you have
searched for truth. With these ideas they are fooling themselves into
eternal death. Doing religious acts as required by Islam, or searching for
truth and enlightenment as in Hinduism, will melt in the furnace of Hell.

What you believe matters more than anything else! But you must not
believe in works. You must not believe in faith. Belief must not be placed
in intellectual effort, or in an abstract faith. These will get you no nearer
Heaven than you are now. Your belief must be in a person—in him.

Christianity is belief in a person. This person is not a myth, a moral idea, a
creation of some pious thinker, or a mystery. Two thousand years ago this
person, Jesus Christ, walked into history and was baptized at the edge of
the river Jordan. Do you know this Jesus? Do you believe in him? A real
person, a real man—the God-man—the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Christianity is belief in a person. Who is this person? Do you know him?
Do you believe in him? What excuse do you give today? Do you say: “I'm
not bad enough to need salvation.” “I don’t need your answers.” “I don’t
even have any questions.” “I'm able to take care of myself, thanks—and,
anyway, God wouldn’t be so cruel as to cast me into Hell.”

Are you a whoever? Did John say that all those who are Jews would be
saved. Did he say that all those who go to church, or those who were born
on July 1%, or those who were born with one blue eye and one green eye
would be saved? Of course not! Yet these are almost as good as the 1001
excuses which you will hear concerning why people won’t believe. You
yourself must believe. I cannot believe for you. Your mother and father
cannot believe for you. The person sitting in the pew next to you cannot
believe for you. Only you can believe in him. Do you believe in him?

The Bible is clear. It says whoever will. That means anyone who wills.
That means you, if you will believe in Jesus!

You must believe in him. You must believe that he is the one who came
down from Heaven to be born, to walk the dusty road to the Jordan, and
then three years later to walk again as he headed toward the cross. You
must believe that his flesh was torn with barbs and whips and nails, that he
died and his body was laid in a tomb, that three days later he arose, and
that he walked the dusty roads again as he travelled toward Emmaus.

Heaven is not reached by abstract belief, but only by belief in him.

Salvation is not obtained by works of obedience but by belief in him.

Every one is not saved, but whoever believes in him is. You must believe

because:

¢ You do not want to perish. You should believe out of a fear of what lies
on the other side of a life of unbelief. You should believe because you
do not want to spend forever in Hell.

e You want to have eternal life. You should want to experience the
resurrection of your body into glory. You should want to live forever in
Heaven with Jesus and all those who have believed.
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Simply, you should believe because you want to have eternal life!

Eternal life—what is it? Verses 15 and 16 are the first verses in which
Jesus mentions eternal life in his teaching. He may have had Dan 12.2 in
mind when he taught this (just as he seems to have taken his self-
designation Son of Man from Daniel). But what does he mean by eternal
life? Other references in the OT may help us understand his teaching:
(Psalm 16.11 ‘eternal pleasures at your right hand’, Psalm 21.6 ‘eternal
blessings’, Isaiah 45.17 ‘everlasting salvation’, and Isaiah 51.11
‘everlasting joy’).

Everlasting life is not just eternal existence, but /ife eternal! A very high
quality of life in fellowship with God. It is not just quantity (i.e., forever)
that Jesus is speaking of, but the quality. It is not just endless existence, but
abundant, overflowing life. We are walking dead, but there is LIFE!

There is one event which I can tell you without any doubt, hesitation, or
question will go down in the records of Heaven as the most significant
event in history. You know what this event is, although you may have
chosen to ignore the significance of this event for yourself. What is this
event? John tells us in the third chapter of his account of the life of Jesus.
He says: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son,
that whoever believes in him shall never perish but have eternal life.”

Unbelief: A Present Condemnation [February 22
(Jerusalem, Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.17-21)

We considered in the previous meditation the importance of our having a
proper belief if we are to obtain eternal life. And we noted that the only
belief that will bring us through death and into Heaven is belief in him—
Jesus Christ.

But to believe in Jesus is the last thing that people think is the most
important thing they must do. If they think at all about eternity or Heaven,
they base their world-and-life view on their understanding of the love of
God and assume that God will not cast them into Hell. “After all,” they
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say, “God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world but to
save the world.” Men in general, if they believe anything about the next
life, believe that God will take all ‘decent’ folk into Heaven.

But there is a serious flaw in their belief system. The belief-system of
sinful men is like that of a man who has a metre-stick that is 10 cm short.
He goes around measuring everything by his standard and assumes that all
his measurements are okay. His belief is placed in his own ruler and not in
the standard metre in Paris. So it is with sinners—they place their belief in
the wrong system. They believe in their own views about how God should
work, rather than in what he actually says they must believe in.

What God does say is that “whoever does not believe [in Jesus] stands
condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one
and only son.” Use the standard measure of God to define true belief!

Notice that if you do not believe in Jesus, you are already condemned—
not “will be condemned.” Your judgment is not pending, if you do not
believe in Jesus. It has already been declared; it is a present reality. The
verdict has already been stated: GUILTY! The verdict is that you are in
darkness and you are evil (19). The only way to escape the verdict (and the
subsequent eternal punishment) is to believe in him.

The Day of Judgment will not bring about your condemnation if you stay
in unbelief. Rather, it will be the public declaration of the fact that you
were condemned in this life, because you refused to believe in Jesus. On
that Day, Jesus will say: “Depart from me, you who are cursed ...” (Mt
25.41).

Jesus tells us the reason that men will not believe in him. It is because they
love darkness instead of light. The teaching of Paul in Romans 1.18-32 is
very similar. Men choose to, and want to, do evil. This is a startling
statement. Men think that they want to do good. But both Jesus and Paul
tell us that men don’t want to do good. They want to do evil.

Men and women do ‘good’ not to please God but for self-preservation, ego
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gratification, potential reward, or for some other selfish reason. Their very
‘good’ is evil. There is no thought of doing anything for God’s glory. This
is why they are condemned and why God gives them over to all kinds of
depravity, darkness, and destruction (Rom 1.24, 26, 28).

Note that men choose to continue doing evil. They “will not come into the
light.” Even though the Bible is very clear that God’s sovereignty extends
to declaring one man evil and another righteous (see, Rom 9.14-18, for
example), the Bible is also very clear that men are responsible for their
continuing depravity. The Biblical balance is one that is difficult for us to
maintain. Do not make the mistake of going to one extreme or the other—
on the one side is fatalism; on the other, is ‘free will’. God is sovereign,
but men are not puppets. They are responsible creatures. Men are not
morally free, but they are held accountable for every one of their actions.

The reason they will not come to the light through belief in Jesus is
because they don’t want their deeds exposed. Exposed to whom? Other
men or God? Evil men don’t care if their evil is known by other men, as
long as it doesn’t result in an uncomfortable situation. For example, they
don’t care if people know about their thievery as long as they are able to
stay free, and they boast of their sexual conquests, so long as their spouse
doesn’t find out. Ultimately, it is not exposure to men that concerns them
but, rather, exposure to God.

Do you see irony in this? Men love evil, and they love to do evil; but they
don’t want to be seen by God as being evil. Why not? Because in their
inner hearts they really do know what God commands and what he
requires. But they will not admit that they must be subject to him. Paul
tells us (Rom 1.18) that they suppress this knowledge as deeply as
possible, even removing this knowledge from their conscious minds. And
so they are condemned!

In contrast, whoever believes in Jesus is not condemned but is saved from
sin. But this belief must be more than intellectual acknowledgement of the
person of Jesus. It must be living by the Truth—Iliving for Jesus and by
Jesus. Live by the Truth! Believe in Jesus!
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John Superseded by Jesus

John’s Second Testimony About Jesus (Part 1) [February 23]
(West of the Jordan, Late Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.22-30)

Jesus with his disciples (see, John 4.2) was baptizing in the Judean
countryside (approximately where the Dead Sea caves are located today),
and John was continuing to baptize nearby. Jesus has just presented
himself as the great Teacher (Prophet). Now Jesus provides an
accompanying sign—the washing of repentance—and shows that, like
John, he is a prophet who came to declare repentance from sin. Thus
John’s words at this point have added significance, as he tells the Jews that
Jesus is the greater Prophet.

For context, we are told that an argument arose between a Jew and John’s
disciples over ceremonial washing. Jews in this area (Qumran) were very
interested in the ‘right’ way to baptize. Things don’t change, do they?
There is still a lot discussion, maybe too much, today over the ‘right’ way
to baptize. To make the form of baptism a distinctive may be to put an
emphasis in the wrong place. Let’s make sure our main focus is not on the
form of baptism, but on what baptism really means.

The people used this argument as an opportunity to compare John with
Jesus; and thus, said that ‘everyone’ was going to Jesus, implying that
Jesus was performing the baptisms ‘right’. The people had two wrong
ideas: 1) not everyone had gone over to Jesus (23), and 2) the baptism of
Jesus was likely the same Baptism as John’s, rather than the baptism
which would be instituted later to signify covenant admission to the
Church.

This gave John an opportunity to testify again about the one to whom he
had previously testified, (see, Jn 1.7, 29-34) and to show what kind of
prophet John really was (Mt 11.11), and how godly he was. John’s
testimony about the Messiah is important for us both in its message and in
its example:
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¢ A man can receive only what is given to him John was probably quite
aware of the miracles associated with his own birth. He was thus
especially prepared to accept God’s hand in providence. He knew,
truly, that his mission and every ability that he had was a gift from God.
Everyone of us needs to learn how to put aside pride like John did, and
truly confess that all of our temporal abilities, and our salvation, are
gifts from God. Let us display the true humility of John.

e I am not the Christ Compare this confession with that of all the
modern false Messiahs (e.g., Jim Jones, Moon, Koresh). But also
compare it with the inclinations of man’s natural heart. Man’s own
heart, if not touched by the Holy Spirit, leads him to think that he is a
messiah—either with a great mission (e.g., to establish peace in the
Middle East or on the Korean Peninsula, or to find a cure for AIDS) or
with the ability to save himself from every form of earthly depravity.
John, in contrast, displays the true understanding that we all must have.
We all need to confess that we cannot save ourselves. We need to turn
to Jesus who alone can save from sin, and who alone can save the
whole person.

e The Bride belongs to the bridegroom John used the illustration of
marriage to make his case. This message was used by the great
prophets of the OT (Is 54.5; Is 62.4, 5; Jer 3.20; Ezk 16.8; Hos 2.19,
20) and later by the NT prophets (2 Cor 11.2; Eph 5.32) to signify the
relationship between God and those he was calling to repentance. Also,
it seems that during the Passover the Song of Solomon was read. The
Passover had been held (Jn 2.13) just prior to these events. John’s use
of this imagery in the context of the prophetic references to God as the
bride indicate that John believed that Jesus was God—the bridegroom.
They also show in John an attitude of full submission. There is no envy
on his part, but complete joy (29).

Our attitude should be like that of a faithful friend of the bridegroom,
who is proud to see his best friend being married to a beautiful bride.
Our joy should be like that of the angels in Heaven who rejoice when a
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sinner comes to repentance. We should never be envious when others in
the Church appear to be more successful in bringing sinners into the
Kingdom, or when other congregations of the Church appear to be
flourishing. We should be very careful about accusing them of false
theology (often this is a cover for envy). Rather, our joy should be
complete, because the Bride of Christ is being made perfect.

e He must become greater; I must become less No prophet can
overshadow the Messiah; it is a divine necessity that the honour of the
Messiah and his kingdom must prosper and grow. John really under-
stood this and displayed an amazing (only by God’s grace!) attitude of
humility. In contrast, some preachers seem to want to draw attention to
themselves even at the expense of Christ (I refer primarily to those in
the tele-evangelism context). But each of us must make sure that his
life is lived for the glory of Christ and his kingdom and not for his own

glory.
Let us heed the testimony of John the Baptist—and apply it in our lives.

John’s Second Testimony About Jesus (Part 2) [February 24]
(West of the Jordan, Late Summer 30 AD. Jn 3.31-36)

At this point (31) some interpreters attribute the rest of the words in the
chapter to John the Apostle rather than to John the Baptist. I believe that
the NIV and NKJV are correct in attributing the quotation to John the
Baptist. Thus John the Baptist continues to contrast the Messiah’s work
with his own and tells us that Jesus, the Christ (Messiah), is:

o A Prophet’s Source John is of the earth, and belongs to the earth. He
speaks from an earth-bound context (finite and polluted by sin). Jesus
in contrast is the one from Heaven who is above all (infinite and holy).
Jesus makes this contrast when he gives testimony about himself (Jn
3.13). It may be that John or one of his disciples had heard the words of
Jesus. John believed them and repeated the essence of them to the Jews.
There is a lesson in this: a true prophet does not invent his own
teaching, for it will be stained with sin. Instead, he takes his teaching
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from the word of God and applies it to his hearers. This points out the
primary problem with the cults (and of some movements within the
Church). They are almost always based on ‘new revelation” which they
claim comes from Heaven, but in fact is from the earth. Only Jesus, in
person and through his prophets and apostles, provides the revelation
from Heaven.

e The Peoples’ Stumbling The Messiah testifies to what he has heard
(Jn 3.11) and declares it to men. In general, people reject his message
(see, Jn 1.5, 10, 11). But there are always some who believe (Jn 1.12;
Jn 2.23). Jesus was rejected by those who heard him, and even
witnessed his miracles. Yet he continued to declare the Kingdom and to
call men to repentance. We must continue as he did—to present the
Gospel regardless of the acceptance it receives from men, because it is
the Truth!

o A Personal Statement When a person says “I believe in Jesus as my
saviour,” his very act of believing is a witness to the truthfulness of
Christ and the message of the Bible—man has sinned, man needs a
saviour, God provides this saviour in Christ, a who man believes will
be saved. If you are a true believer in Jesus then your life and belief are
a personal statement to the truthfulness of God. To believe is to accept
God at his word and thereby testify or certify that God is truthful.

e A Provider of the Spirit The one beloved of the Father was given the
Spirit at his baptism. And he in turn gives us the Spirit (see, Jn 15.26)
because he loves us. The Spirit is given to us to convert, comfort, teach,
empower, and preserve us. This is no minor gift. Along with the
sacrificial gift of his own son, God gives us the gift of his loving Spirit.
The gift of Jesus was of infinite worth to pay an infinite debt. So the
gift of the Spirit is infinite, for he is given “without limit.”

e A Powerful Sovereign Everything was placed in the hands of Jesus by
the Father. John’s statement is similar to Paul’s (1 Cor 15.27-28; Phil
2.9-11; Col 1.18) and teaches that Jesus is the monarch ruling and
governing all of creation. Jesus is not Lord of the Church alone, or just
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a king over a nation that calls itself Christian. His laws do not apply just
to those who profess his name. Religious, cultural, and political
pluralism are the biggest myth of this century. Only Christianity is true.
All other religions are false. Men do not have a right to practice them.
All laws of men not derived from the laws of God in Scripture are false.
Men do not have a right to impose them on other men. Only a religion
centred on the virgin-conceived, crucified and raised, God-man, will be
tolerated by God. Only a rule of law based on Scripture will stand
before God. Because God has placed everything under Christ,
everything is to be subject to him.

e A Promised Saviour John speaks of eternal life in the same way that
Jesus had previously spoken (Jn 3.15, 16). Notice, however, that he
uses ‘has’ instead of ‘shall have’. The difference is that Jesus is
speaking of the eternal life that will be given to one who comes to
believe. John is speaking of the eternal life that one who has already
believed now has. Christians are saved, and are being saved, declared
holy, and being made holy, until they reach glory. Similarly, eternal life
is both a future and a present reality. This is hard for us to understand
when we have to face physical death. Why do we have to face death if
we have eternal life now? The truth is, if we are believers, we already
have eternal life. We will shed our mortal bodies and be given immortal
ones (see, 1 Cor 15.35-49). But of equal importance is the converse—
the wrath of God remains on those who do not believe in Jesus. As we
noted in the previous meditation, condemnation is not only a future
reality, but also a present reality. The truth is that men who do not
believe in Jesus are already condemned, are now being condemned, and
will be condemned.

Notice how few words John uses while he teaches the Jews—yet what a
sermon he preaches! Does it stir you even a little to honour Christ?

From Judea, through Samaria, to Galilee
Rejection and Introduction [February 25]

(From Judea, through Samaria to Galilee, Fall 30 AD. Mt 4.12; Mk
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1.14a; Lk 3.19-20; Lk 4.14a; Jn 4.1-4)

Two events trigger the departure of Jesus from Judea and his return to his
home territory in Galilee: Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that he
was gaining and baptizing more disciples than John the Baptist (Jn 4.3),
and he heard that John had been put into prison (Mt 4.12).

The Pharisees had looked into the ministry of John (Jn 1.19-24) and may
have been threatened by his prophetic activities. It was not they who had
put John into prison; it was Herod. But they probably did not object to his
imprisonment and were likely pleased that he was out of the way. Jesus
knew that the Pharisees were interested in silencing a true prophet of God.
They did not want anyone around who could challenge their interpretations
of Scripture or their positions of authority. Jesus knew that just as they had
taken an interest in what John was doing, so they would be very interested
in determining what he himself was doing.

To this point the Pharisees in Jerusalem in Jesus’ ministry had offered no
public challenge to Jesus, nor had they taken any action against him, nor
indicated that they planned to. But Jesus knew their hearts—he knew that
they would shortly become outspoken in their opposition. Their attitude to
John was enough of an indication of where they would take matters as
Jesus gained a following. Jesus short-circuited any action on their part by
removing himself from their immediate reach. He was going to avoid
direct conflict with them until it was the appropriate time—his time.

Jesus may have also been thinking that Herod would take action against
him, as he had against John. Herod apparently feared a revolution led by
John and did not like being rebuked for having an adulterous marriage (Mt
14.3, 4; Mk 6.17, 18). Jesus as a ‘second John” would have been as much
of a threat, and Herod would take action to remove the ‘embarrassment’.

The action of Jesus to avoid a potential confrontation and conflict indicates
that there are times when it is proper for us to leave a situation of
persecution or to avoid potential persecution (compare Mt 24.15-21).
There have been times in history when people have not avoided
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martyrdom when they could have. Instead, they have sought persecution as
a badge of honour. This is a distortion of the nature of our call to
obedience. Many of the Reformers, Puritans, and Covenanters avoided
persecution when it was possible, and fled from their enemies. We are not
to be fatalistic about persecution, nor to seek it. Conversely, we are not to
be cowards when we are unable to avoid it. We are to face it in the power
of the Holy Spirit.

But those who torment and persecute Christians, or threaten to, will face
judgment from God. Their judgment will begin, in this life, with their
rejection by God. This is what we see happened to the Pharisees.

Notice that we are told that Jesus had to go through Samaria to reach
Galilee. He did not have to go through that province because that was the
only way to reach Galilee. Jews generally avoided going through Samaria
on their way to Galilee because they despised the Samaritans. They would
instead cross the Jordan near Jericho and go up the eastern side of the river
and around the Sea of Galilee. This was a slightly longer route than the
direct route up the western side of the Jordan, but it avoided contact with
the Samaritans. The necessity was not in the route but in the reason.

Why did Jesus have to go through Samaria? It seems that there are two
reasons, which are really just one but seen from different viewpoints: he
had to go through Samaria because the time of the Jews was coming to an
end. They were being rejected by God, and he had to go to begin opening
the Gospel to non-Jews. Guided by the Spirit, Jesus went through Samaria.

John uses a word in the Greek which is translated into English /eft. But it
has a stronger meaning than other words which can be translated as /eft.
The particular word John uses can be translated abandoned, left behind,
forsook, neglected, and divorced (see, for example: Mk 14.50; Rom 1.27).
John seems to tell us by his choice of this word the same thing that Jesus’
action indicates—the rejection of the Jews has begun. The immediate
cause of their rejection is the attitude of the Pharisees to John and Jesus,
who are both prophets from God.
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Jesus’ departure from their territory and his going into Samaria is a sign to
both Jew and Gentile of what is going to come (Mt 21.43; Mt 28.19; Acts
1.8). Jesus shows that the Gospel will be taken from the Jews and given to
the Gentiles. He shows this by starting with a ‘half-Jew’—a Samaritan
woman (Jn 4.5-42). We should thank God that, in the Spirit, Jesus Aad to
go through Samaria and had to take the Gospel to us Gentiles.

An Object Lesson: Living Water [February 26]
(With a Samaritan Woman at Sychar, Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.5-15)

As Jesus left Jerusalem he moved his dealings from one social class
(represented by the Pharisee Nicodemus) to the opposite end of the
spectrum in the eyes of the Jews (represented by a Samaritan woman).
Jesus shows, by speaking with the woman, that he is not a respecter of
persons and that the Gospel is truly for everyone—for every social class,
race and tribe, and for both male and female (Gal 3.28). Also, in dealing
with her he fulfilled the words of God spoken to Abraham—a promise that
all nations would be his spiritual inheritance.

How does Jesus approach the Samaritan woman and find an opening for
the Gospel? He does at least four things to reach her:

o He presents a need which she can fill—he is tired and thirsty, and he
asks her for a drink of water. He gives us an example of a technique
which is an effective means of gaining a spiritual hearing. To ask for a
simple form of help can be an effective way to begin a relationship with
another person.

e He asks for help in a manner that appeared to be humbling—In
general, Jews and Samaritans had no dealings. The Jews considered
them to be half-breeds—worse than pagans. They rejected the
Samaritan offer to help rebuild the temple (Ezra 4.1ff) and in turn
burned, in 128 BC., the temple built on Mt Gerizim by the Samaritans.
For a Jewish Rabbi to speak to a woman in public, and a Samaritan at
that, was considered to be a great breach of protocol. In addition, he
asked her to give him a drink from one of her drinking vessels. This
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action would have made him ceremonially unclean according to Jewish
practice. Jesus never did things just for the sake of social convention or
tradition. In fact, he would break the conventions or the traditions of the
elders if they got in the way of the Gospel. There are undoubtedly
social conventions created by our traditions which are keeping us from
being effective in presenting the Gospel to those around us. We need to
seek wisdom in knowing which traditions we should remove, so that
the Gospel can go forward to the ‘samaritans’ of our day.

o He uses natural circumstances for spiritual lessons—She had come
to draw water, and he needed a drink. There is nothing unusual about
either action. But he reminds her that she will have to come daily to
draw water because the well will not provide a permanent quenching of
thirst. There are many opportunities presented to us where we can use
the circumstances of the obvious to focus attention on spiritual matters.
We must, however, use care and not be perceived as being insincere, or
of twisting every situation into an opportunity to ‘preach’. But I am
sure we let opportunities for speaking truth pass us by every day.

e He challenges her presuppositions—The meeting takes place at
Jacob’s well. The Samaritans considered Jacob to be their spiritual
father. Ironically, they were drinking from an Israelite/Jewish well.
This was an appropriate place for Jesus to make his first introduction of
the Gospel to the Samaritans. He challenges her to think of God as
more than just the provider of material well-being (10). He also
challenges her not to judge by appearances (11), and he challenges (by
offering her water that was better than the water from the well [12]) her
belief that no one could be greater than their (adopted) father Jacob. We
have to learn how to dig below the surface of arguments and challenge
the presuppositions on which the arguments are based. This will help
people to see the falseness of a philosophy of life based only on
material things.

The water Jesus offers is different from physical water. It is living water
springing (jumping, as the word is used in Acts 3.8) up into eternal life
(14). This water is a gift from God (not from Jacob)—a gift of God’s grace
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through Christ. The word used for giff (10) is found only here in the
Gospels. This seems to indicate that a special meaning is associated with
the word. In this case, it appears not to be Christ himself who is the gift.
Rather, it appears that the gift is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit
(compare: Acts 2.38; Acts 10.45; Rom 5.15; Eph 3.7; Heb 6.4). We are
told by John explicitly (Jn 7.38, 39) that the Holy Spirit is the living water
(see also, Jer 2.13; Jer 17.13; Acts 1.4, 5; Acts 2.38). The Holy Spirit is
the gift of living water, given by both the Father and Christ to those who
believe in Jesus.

The woman at the well thinks that Jesus is speaking about natural water
and, probably, about some form of fountain of youth. But she takes an
important step and asks for a drink (15). Jesus is getting through. So he
will now open to her the truth. Has Jesus brought his message to you? Do
you understand what he is speaking about? Are you indwelt by the Holy
Spirit? Are you drinking from the fountain of eternal life?

Challenge and Evasion [February 27]
(With a Samaritan Woman at Sychar, Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.16-26)

Notice how Jesus engages the Samaritan woman. First, he attracts her
attention by discussing his own thirst and her recurring thirst. Then he
moves the discussion from a temporal setting to a spiritual plane. At this
point he is ready to move the discussion to the next stage of engagement—
the woman’s own spiritual condition. As we review the interplay between
the two, note how Jesus presents truth on two distinct levels.

Jesus begins by confronting her with her personal sin. He asks her to call
the man with whom she should share the living water. He uses this to show
her that she is a sinner. She is typical of people today. Many of your
neighbours have sinned just like this woman. They have been involved in
one sexual relationship after another. Like Jesus, we should look for ways
to challenge our neighbours with their sins so that they will start to look
beyond their physical existence and face the reality of moral absolutes.

The number of men she has slept with isn’t her favourite topic; so she tries
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to move the light of interrogation from herself. She chooses to move to a
topic which she thinks is more abstract, will not have any direct bearing on
herself, and might put Jesus, as a Jew, on the defensive. Her behaviour is
similar to the behaviour of non-belligerent people when they are drawn
into serious discussions about spiritual matters. When confronted by their
own sin they find a way to change the subject to another topic on a more
philosophical level which they think will put us on the defensive.

She puts forward her own form of worship—sacrifices on Mount
Gerizim—as the form acceptable to God. This is the tendency of us all.
We want to determine the form of worship that we will give to God,
whether it is through a false religion or by unauthorized innovations in
Christian worship. Jesus refused to be drawn into the traditional argument
between Jew and Samaritan about the proper site for sacrifices. Instead, he
took the discussion to another level. He confronted her with the real issue
in worship—the authority for defining worship. The Samaritans thought
they worshipped the true God, but Jesus shows her that they worshipped in
the wrong way. He says in essence that worship isn’t valid unless it is
spiritual (guided by the Spirit) and true (defined by the spirit).

Both our attitude in worship and the form of worship are important! Good
intentions and unauthorized forms are knocked down with one blow. Men
can only be mistaken when guided by their own ideas about what is
acceptable to God. We must worship with all our heart in the way that God
has defined. Ironically, Jesus deals with the question of Jocation. The
proper location for worship has been defined. Our worship must be in
Heaven—our hearts must be there, and the form must be that defined by
Heaven.

Jesus uses the topic of worship as an opportunity to confront the woman
about the real condition of her heart before God. Feeling the heat once
more, she tries again to move the light of God’s eye away from herself.
She attempts to move the discussion even further away to what she thinks
is the distant promise of a Prophet (Dt 18.18) who might be able to give a
response to the things that Jesus is speaking about. At this point in the
discussion, he leads the woman to the Messiah. He presents himself to her.
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Until the time of his trial, there may be only one other instance where he
speaks so plainly. Don’t miss the opportunity to introduce Jesus to your
neighbours when the conversation leads to him.

His approach and dealings with the woman provide an effective model
(but not the only one) for how we can make the Gospel known to our
neighbours. Jesus doesn’t tell her outright that she is a sinner. Rather, he
challenges her in such a way that she comes face-to-face with her sin.
Also, he doesn’t let her escape the fact that she has sinned against man and
God. Then, when she sees her standing before God, he presents the
solution—belief in the Messiah, Jesus Christ.

Underneath the three challenges that Jesus placed before the woman is the
strategy of his approach to her. Notice that the first challenge is with
respect to a sin from the second portion of the Ten Commandments, which
deals with our relationship to our neighbours. The second challenge deals
with the subject matter of the first portion of the Ten Commandments—
our relationship with God and his worship. In his third challenge he
confronts the woman with the living truth about himself as the Messiah.

Not only are we to challenge people about their sins in human relation-
ships; we are to challenge them about their relationship to God. It is in this
area that most Christians fail. They somehow believe that a pagan or
heathen is not obligated to keep the first four commandments. This is one
of the biggest myths of our pluralistic and multicultural society. Challenge
your neighbours to see their sin and then present Jesus to them.

Harvest Pending, Harvest Present [February 28]
(Sychar in Samaria, Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.27-38)

At the moment that Jesus was declaring to the woman that he was the Mes-
siah the disciples returned from their grocery shopping. They were
surprised to find him talking with a woman. A ‘normal’ Rabbi would not
have been seen talking with her in a public place (a women was regarded
by most Rabbis as inferior), especially since she was a despised foreigner
and a woman of questionable morals. But they did not question him about
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his behaviour. They had been with him for a few months and knew that he
did not do anything just to be conventional. In fact, he would go contrary
to convention if it was not Biblical.

Notice that Jesus treated this woman with respect and as an equal (as a
fellow human). Today you will often hear people say that Christianity is
anti-women. To the contrary! Every false religion—including the religion
of secular humanism—twists and perverts the role of women. Christianity
alone frees women to fulfil their God-given role. But men and women
warped by sin are unwilling to accept God’s role definitions and, with the
sanction of their false religions, go to one extreme (destroying all
distinctions) or the other (oppressing women).

Jesus undoubtedly saw the disciples’ surprise, but he was not about to
challenge them regarding their views about women. His actions alone were
enough of a challenge for them. Instead, he turned their attention to far
more important matters: the contrast between the physical and temporal,
and the spiritual and eternal—the purpose of his mission.

The woman had left her water jar and gone back into the town to tell the
people that she had met the Christ. The implication of her action is that she
had come out for natural water and, abandoning this, had returned to the
village with living spiritual water. Likewise, when the disciples brought
natural food, Jesus abandoned this to turn their attention to the spiritual
food that is far more important.

As is so often the case (e.g., the new birth, the rebuilding of the temple in
three days, the Kingdom of Heaven) in Jesus’ ministry, he is
misunderstood. The disciples think that someone has brought him food
from the nearby village. But Jesus is speaking of his priorities—his
mission and purpose. His hunger and his food are to do the will of God.
His priority is to finish the work (Jn 19.30) which the Father has sent him
to do (see also, Jn 5.30; Jn 6.38; Jn 9.4; Jn 12.49, 50; Jn 14.31; etc.).

As Jesus is speaking to the disciples, the people from the village are
making their way toward him. Jesus knew what was happening back at the
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village, for he uses the coming crowd as an opportunity to continue the
training of the Twelve. He reminds them and us that we are to stay focused
on our primary purpose in life—to serve God and to enjoy serving him. He
directs their attention to the coming harvest. The disciples likely think that
he is referring to the nearby grain fields which were ripening and were
about ready for harvest. But it appears that Jesus is again using a metaphor
and is speaking of the people of the village coming out to meet him. They
are the living harvest—the result of drinking spiritual water and eating
spiritual bread.

To direct their attention to the pending harvest he uses a proverb—four
months more and then the harvest. Most people say, “What’s the rush, the
seed has been planted, we have to wait for God to work?’ This may be the
case in the natural realm, but it is not always the case in the spiritual realm.
The seed can be sown, and a few moments later a harvest can be gathered
in. There is no necessity to wait. In contrast, there should be a sense of
urgency. It is always the time to bring in the spiritual harvest:

e “Open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.” The
people of the village are coming out, even at this moment, to meet the
Messiah. Where is our sense of urgency? Do we look up from our
concerns with the temporal water and food long enough to see the
harvest that is ready for reaping into eternal life?

e “So that the sower and the reaper may be glad together.” The disciples
had not done much sowing. This work began with the prophets (the
Samaritans held Moses to be a prophet), was continued by John the
Baptist and, in this instance, completed by Christ himself. But they
would see the harvest and rejoice. So it is with us. The seed of the
Gospel may be planted by others. God may use us to harvest a soul for
eternity. The work of salvation is rarely accomplished through one
person. Many lay the groundwork. There is no room for pride but lots
of room for harvesting and rejoicing together. Like the disciples, we are
to apply ourselves to bringing in the harvest.
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The First Harvest from the Nations [March 1]
(Sychar in Samaria, Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.39-42)

Many of the Samaritans believed because of the woman’s testimony. The
seed sown by the prophets and Jesus brought forth fruit. But look beyond
their teachings and see what a simple testimony of a true believer can
accomplish. We may think that we can’t evangelize or preach. We may
think that we don’t have the training or the gifts to be useful in reaching
dying sinners with the Gospel. It may be that people won’t listen to us, but
the woman’s example does teach us that we don’t have to be great
prophets or systematic theologians to make the Gospel real to our neigh-
bours. We only have to be prepared to speak of the hope that is in us and
be able to tell about what Jesus has done to, and for, us.

The Samaritans asked (urged) Jesus to stay with them, and he stayed two
days. This is something unheard of—that a Jew would be invited to stay
with Samaritans, and that he in turn would accept. This shows us how
quickly and thoroughly the truth of the Gospel can change hearts and lives.
It is only the Gospel that can truly turn enemies into friends.

Men want peace—in Rwanda, Croatia, N. Ireland, Pakistan, etc. Consider
the 50+ conflicts in the world today—how many of them have religious
differences compounding the problem? Years ago John Lennon sang a
song entitled /magine and said that in his dream-world of peace and
harmony there would be no religion. In their dreams men think that
religion is the problem—the cause of discord. They are right, religion is
the problem—false religion which puts man and his efforts on centre stage
is the problem. But what Lennon and the most of mankind won’t face is
the reality that the only way to real peace is by inviting Jesus into our
homes and asking him to stay with us.

But lest we point the finger too quickly at Islam or Sikhism, let’s look
more closely. Why is there ‘fighting’ in the Church? Why is the Church so
fragmented today? Why can’t one group of Reformed Christians join with
another group? Is it because we have lost the enthusiasm for the pure
truth? Jesus’ prayer was that all believers would be one (Jn 17.21). This
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will not happen until we, like the Samaritans, give up our inconsequential
differences and seek truly to have Jesus dwelling with us.

As Jesus taught in their town, many more became believers. They believed
his words and in him as a person. Christianity is belief in something
concrete and specific. It is not a general belief, or an abstract belief, or a
feeling. It is both belief in the teachings of Christ and belief in Christ him-
self. It is not possible to believe in Jesus unless you understand his
teachings. Christianity is a religion of the mind and the heart.

Notice that they first believed because of the words of the woman (42),
and then their belief was reinforced by what they themselves learned from
Jesus. This is how it often is today. Many first come to believe on the
witness of the one who presents simply the Gospel to them. Then their
belief is strengthened as they come to learn more from, and about, Jesus.
This is a good pattern for evangelism: we are to present the Gospel to our
friends and then to bring them into the Church for continuing education
and development as disciples of Jesus.

Their confession: “We know that this man really is the Saviour of the
world” indicates their own personal belief. But it has a second application.
Remember, these words were not spoken by Jews. Jews in general
believed, based on the prophecies in Isaiah and elsewhere, that Gentiles
would come into the Kingdom of God. But this belief wasn’t a daily reality
to them—it was abstract and distant. As far as the Jews were concerned,
those who believed from the nations would become Jews in order to be
saved. They missed the point of the prophecies—Jesus really is the saviour
of the world (not only of Jews). The Gentiles as Gentiles would come to
the Messiah (e.g., Is 56.1-8; Mt 28.19; Rom 11.11; Rev 7.9). No longer
would a Gentile have to become a Jew to inherit with Israel. The
confession of the Samaritans is far more than a personal confession. It is a
confirmation of the great promise of history, first made to Eve and
repeated to Abraham and to the prophets: “In your seed all nations on earth
will be blessed” (e.g., Gen 18.18).

The Samaritans as a hybrid-people were among the first fruits of this
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promise. Soon to come would be Canaanites (e.g., the Syrophoenician
woman), local Greeks and Romans, Ethiopians, and people from Asia
Minor and Europe. Then the Gospel would go to the ends of the earth.

Do you really believe that the mixed multitude in our city today can be
saved? Most of them are Gentiles just like us. They may have a false
religion like the Samaritans, but they can be saved. Of Jesus let it be said
by everyone of us: “This man really is the Saviour of the world.”

Ministry in Galilee; Calling the Disciples

Beginning the Galilean Ministry—Initial Acceptance March 2]
(Fall 30 AD. Mt 4.17; Mk 1.14b-15; Lk 4.14b-15; Jn 4.43, 45)

After two days of teaching in Samaria, Jesus returned home to Galilee. The
reception in Sychar had been so positive that he probably could have
stayed longer. But in contrast to the initial interest which had resulted in
many conversions, his subsequent preaching and teaching would probably
not have been as fruitful. The hardened hearts of the remainder of the
population would not have been as responsive; so it was time for him to
move on. He could not concentrate his energies on this village when the
initial focus of his ministry was to the House of Israel (Mt 15.24).

When he arrived in Galilee, the inhabitants welcomed him. But their

motives were not pure. It was because of what he had done, not because of

who he was. Their acceptance was really a subtle form of rejection. It
would be shown where their hearts were when his teachings became even

a bit ‘objectionable’ (Jn 6.66). Jesus performed miracles as signs of his

office as the Messiah, and to demonstrate that he was the Son of God. His

works were a sign (Jn 10.38) that what he taught was credible. He did not
perform miracles to attract attention per se but to set the stage for his
preaching ministry. This teaches us at least two things:

1) We are not to seek miracles today. The Messiah has come and has been
attested to. It is our responsibility to believe in him, not to look for
extra-ordinary healing or some other special blessing.

2) Our works of mercy and compassion can give credibility to our
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message. People probably won’t believe our message about salvation if
we say that we love and don’t show it. But they will be more ready to
believe in Jesus if we show them true love.

The bulk of Jesus’ ministry was conducted in his home country. He began
this phase of his work in the town where he had lived for almost 30 years.
He demonstrated the principle that ministry should start at home. And in a
similar way our Gospel proclamation is to start in our own homes and
among our neighbours. We don’t have to go to the ends of the earth to be
ambassadors of the Kingdom.

Where is ‘home’? It is in our families, places of work, school or neigh-
bourhood, working with a little-league team, or attending a home-and-
school meeting. ‘Home’ is among the folk who know us as we really are.
In some ways it is very hard for us to be ‘missionaries’ among those who
know us well, and easier to present the Gospel in a far-off land. In some
ways it is harder for us to be truly open about the Gospel with unbelievers
with whom we interact daily than it is to tell a stranger about Jesus.

It was in this difficult setting that Jesus began to preach, especially and
distinctly, the need for repentance because the Kingdom of Heaven was
near. This message had some key points which we should note and apply:

o Repentance—His message is that man has sinned against God and
must ask for forgiveness. The words Kingdom of Heaven used in
Matthew means the same as the Kingdom of God (Mk 1.15). Our
society has lost sight of the Law of God and sin. We need to show our
neighbours that they are sinners against God’s Law and need to repent.

o Belief—But repentance is only one part of the requirement (see, Mk
1.15). There are two dimensions of coming to Jesus—belief and
repentance. God is the creator, man is a creature; God is holy, man is a
sinner. Belief in Jesus therefore must include an acceptance of our
finiteness as well as our unholiness. We can admit to God that we have
done wrong (repentance). But this isn’t enough. If we don’t also believe
that he is able to forgive through Jesus’ work, we won’t be saved.
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¢ Kingdom—Jesus also emphasized the nearness of the kingdom—the
recognition of the rule of God’s anointed. Jesus did not mean that God
had not been ruling his creation up to this point. Rather, with the
coming of the King, the kingdom was brought closer and there is now a
universal recognition of Christ’s reign. It might seem to you that this
isn’t the case. But it is a fact, for in every true believer’s heart,
throughout all the nations of the earth, Jesus is acknowledged to be the
King of kings. And when his kingdom is fully revealed at the end of
time, all creation will recognize him as King (Ph 2.9-11).

The Gospel writers give us a summary of the content of the message that
Jesus proclaimed. We will see later that he used various means to apply his
message to his hearers. His message was that man has sinned and needs to
repent of his sin and believe in Jesus the Saviour-King. It should also be
the theme of the message to our neighbours and the witness of our lives.

Faith Based on Trust, Not Sight [varch 3]
(Cana in Galilee, Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.46-54)

This account sets before us a contrast between a faith based on trust in the
word of God and a ‘faith’ based on sight. ‘Faith’ based on sight isn’t faith.
It may be belief (see Jn 14.11; Jn 20.29), but it isn’t faith. We are told in
Hebrews that “faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what
we do not see.” Notice the last portion of this verse: “what we do not see.”
Thomas said: “Unless I see the nail marks ... I will not believe ...” Jesus
replied to Thomas: “Because you have seen me, you have believed,
blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

Faith is not based on sight; it is based on trust. This was a great stumbling
block for the Jews. Most of them would not believe in Jesus just because
his teachings and proclamations were true. They said that they would not
believe unless he showed them that he was the Prophet by performing
signs from Heaven. This is why Jesus says in verse 48 that these people
(he uses the plural of you) would not believe unless they saw “miraculous
signs and wonders.” He is speaking here of the Jews, not the royal official.
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The royal official heard that Jesus had returned to Galilee, and he went and
begged him to heal his son. Jesus response was a simple statement: “You
may go. Your son will live.” He took Jesus at his word and departed. He
didn’t say, “But how will I know?” He wasn’t like the Jews who asked for
signs before they would believe. He simply believed. Then he went on his
way. Notice the degree of his faith. If I understand the account correctly,
it appears that his belief was so strong that he was content to rest his
animal for the night and to stay over in Cana. He then returned to
Capernaum—a distance of about 30 kms—the next morning.

While he was on his way, he met one of his servants who gave him the
news that his son was healed. He determined from the servant the hour of
the healing, and he discovered that it was exactly when Jesus had said
that his son would live. The royal official did not ask for a sign. But
nevertheless he was given a sign. But the sign came after he had
believed. His response to showed that his faith was strengthened even
more (Jn 4.53).

Notice also that the man was persistent with his request that Jesus would
come and heal his son (Jn 4.47, 49). If a man can make such an appeal
for the healing of his child, why is it that we are not willing to make such
an earnest appeal for the salvation of those whom we love? And, more to
the point, why is it that most men and women are not willing to present
before God a persistent appeal for the eternal security of their own souls?

“Sight” (material evidences) is the great stumbling block for the vast
majority of men and women today. When they are pushed to the wall of
ultimate logic—which shows clearly that there must be a God, or there
can be no meaning to anything—they respond by saying: “If God will
show me that he is really there, then I will believe.” But for most people
this is nothing more than a convenient escape from facing spiritual
realities. They wouldn’t believe in God, or Jesus, even if someone came
back from the dead (Lk 16.31). The request to see a sign is nothing more
than an excuse!

148



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

People make many excuses for why they will not believe in Jesus. In
their hearts they will not come to believe in him because of pride,
autonomy, or some other self-interest. Trust means giving up our own
cherished notions about reality and self. It means that we are willing to
believe God and Jesus based on what they say and not just on what we
can see, touch, and feel. This is what made the response of the royal
official pleasing to Jesus. His belief was through faith, not sight. He
accepted the words of Jesus at face value without asking for any physical
evidence.

We can live in only one of two kingdoms of belief: 1) the purely material
realm where everything is based on chance motions of electrons and
where there can be no such thing as truth, morality, beauty, love or
meaning, or 2) the kingdom of truth, which proclaims that there is a God
of order and moral absolutes behind the created spiritual and physical
realities.

Are we willing to take Jesus at his word? Do we really believe
everything that God says in the Bible? Do we believe it because it is the
word of God? Or do we look for signs before we will believe? If you are
like the royal official, you will believe and look forward to the
fulfillment of your belief. Like him, you will see your faith tested by a
‘night’ before you awaken to the dawn of new day. On that day, your
faith will be rewarded in glory.

Like the royal official from Herod’s court, we should be willing to accept
the truth about Jesus and God from the teachings recorded in the Bible.
We should not be like the Jews who wanted signs and wonders before
they would even give thought to believing. Let your faith be exhibited
through trust in Jesus and not conditioned on the sight of things in this
physical realm.

Beginning a Galilean Ministry—Opposition at Nazareth
[March 4]
(Fall 30 AD. Jn 4.44; Lk 4.16-31a)
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After his commission through baptism and after his initiation trial—the
temptation in the wilderness—Jesus went back to Nazareth his home
town (where he was brought up, not where he was born) to launch his
public ministry. It was the Sabbath, and he went into the synagogue as
was his custom. Here he read a prophetic passage (Is 61.1, 2) which
announced his coming. He applied it to himself, only to be rejected by
his own people.

This account teaches us a number of things:

e As we noted a few meditations ago, the work of the Gospel should
begin at home. This can be a difficult place to start, since our
relatives, friends, and neighbours know our background (22) and
personality—sometimes in too much detail. It may be easier to be
‘anonymous’ among those who don’t know us intimately than to gain
respect and a hearing among those who do know us. If Jesus, who
was without sin, had difficulty gaining a hearing, how much more
difficult it will be for us who present the Gospel among those who
know us “warts and all.”

e It was his custom (habit) to go to the synagogue. His custom of
regular congregational worship sets an example for us. It also shows
us that Jesus authorized and approved the form of worship of the

synagogue.

Although we aren’t told in the Bible how synagogue worship
developed or was instituted, there are hints that it was established by
the “school of the prophets” and was well-established by the time of
the Babylonian captivity and the return from captivity under Ezra.
Some people argue that synagogue worship did not have Divine
sanction and that therefore this gives us a warrant for establishing our
own forms of worship. However, they don’t know for certain that
there was no Divine warrant given in OT times but just not recorded.
They also miss the point that Christ sanctioned this form of worship
by habitually practising it. His very practice of it proves that it had
Divine warrant, or he would not have participated in it. It is important
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not to miss this point because our form of worship is based upon
synagogue worship, and we believe that men don’t have a right to
create new forms of worship without warrant.

e He declared clearly that he was the Messiah: “Today this scripture is
fulfilled in your hearing.” We are not to accept the view of liberals
that Jesus slowly came to a messianic conception of his ministry.
From the beginning, he knew his appointed task. For example, he
knew that he:

¢ had been anointed by the Holy Spirit at the Jordan (Lk 3.21,
22),

¢ was to preach the good news to the poor—he had just come
through Samaria where he had preached to a spiritually
impoverished village and had just preached in Galilee, the
poor territory of Israel,

O «was to proclaim freedom for prisoners (Jn 8.32-36; Acts
12.6-11),

¢ would heal blind men (Mt 9.27-31) and give spiritual sight

(Jn 9.39),

would release the oppressed (Mk 5.34),

was to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. This is an

allusion to the year of Jubilee (Lev 25.8-55) when slaves

were freed and debts canceled, but its spiritual application is
to salvation from sin.

S <

e All eyes were on him as he finished reading the Scriptures and during
his exposition of its application. After his sermon, the people spoke
well of him and were surprised at the ability with which he had taught
them. They were considering only his human parents and earthly
background and were not considering his divinity. They thought of
him as a mere man. We are not to make this mistake and to think of
Jesus as merely a good teacher with a good moral philosophy. Rather,
we are to acknowledge him as the King who will love and protect
those in his kingdom who obey him and will destroy eternally those
who reject him as King.
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e We are not to expect that the Gospel will be accepted, because of who
we are. “Jesus himself had pointed out,” we are told, “that a prophet
has no honour in his own country.” We are not to be surprised when
we see rejection. If they rejected the Lord of Glory, how much easier
will it be for them to reject us? He went to his own, fully realizing
that he would be rejected by most of them—nevertheless he went!

e There is a time of acceptance and a time of rejection. His use of the
history of Naaman and of the widow of Zarephath reminded the Jews
that there was a time for them to believe the Gospel and a time when
they would be rejected, if they did not believe. So it is for us—God
will offer salvation to us for a time, and then his Holy Spirit will not
contend with us any longer (Gen 6.3).

Do you honour Jesus as the prophet of God, or is he without honour in
your eyes?

A New Headquarters in Capernaum [March 5]
(Winter 31 AD. Mt 4.13-16; Lk 4.31a)

Jesus was rejected in his home town of Nazareth; so he moved on and
took up residence in Capernaum. Mark (Mk 2.1) tells us that Jesus
considered this to be his new home. He stayed in the general vicinity of
Capernaum (with a few trips to Judea to visit Jerusalem) for about two
years. During this time he taught the crowds and trained a group of
permanent disciples from which he would later select a core of twelve
Apostles.

Capernaum was at this time the major centre of the Galilean province
and a cosmopolitan town. It had a full-time tax office (Mt 9.9), a garrison
for Roman soldiers (Mt 8.5-13), and a synagogue built by a gentile (Lk
7.5). The city had plenty of fresh water, was inhabited by an industrious
labour force which included fishermen, and (based on archaeological
evidence) it appears that the city was prosperous. The city was destroyed
sometime around 700 AD, probably by Moslems.
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Matthew tells us that Jesus’ settlement in this area fulfilled a prophecy of
Isaiah (Is 9.1). The prophet spoke of a special blessing which would be
given to the land that was allocated by Joshua to Zebulun and Naphtali as
their inheritance. The blessing was to come to the people living on the
north and west shores of the sea of Galilee and along the west bank of
the north portion of the Jordan. In addition, according to Isaiah, the area
to realize the blessing was to be a Gentile area. Capernaum, where Jesus
settled fulfills, completely Isaiah’s prophecy. It was a Roman colony,
occupied by Gentiles, and was located in the midst of the former territory
of Naphtali on the northwest shore of the sea of Galilee.

One of Matthew’s objectives in writing his Gospel was to show clearly
how Jesus fulfilled the prophecies of the OT. He continually reminds us
of the prophecies that are being fulfilled through the life of Christ. It is
good for us to remember that Jesus’ setting up of his headquarters in
Capernaum did not occur by chance. This provides two simple but very
important lessons for us: 1) it provides clear evidence that the Bible is
the word of God—no other writing can so accurately predict events 600
years in the future, and 2) it reminds us that God is in control of all
events—his plan is always being worked out in every detail. Nothing is
out of control.

The blessing for the Gentiles is the light of salvation. Don’t think that
Gentiles weren’t saved before. Gentiles were saved outside of Israel
(e.g., Melchizedek, Job, Naaman, Queen of Sheba) or by becoming Jews
(e.g., Rahab, Ruth). The point of the prophecy is that through Christ the
Gospel would be opened expansively to Gentiles. No longer would the
message be heard only in dim observance of Jewish ceremonies and
hidden in Hebrew. Rather, the ceremonies would be replaced with the
light of Reality (Christ), and the Word would become available in a
thousand tongues (Acts 2.4-11).

The people living in darkness would see the great light. The darkness
that the Gentiles lived in was superstition and paganism. The native
religion of this region at the time of Jesus may have been a form of
Zoroastrianism which includes sacred writings, a twisted perversion of
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the sacrificial system of the ancient Near East, and a hierarchy of gods.
There would also have been some observance of the mythical religions
of Greece and Rome and many who believed in astrology and the zodiac.

Men claim that they aren’t pagans. But our city is filled with pagans
who, for the most part, live as atheists but have a mystical religion not
much different from that of ancient pagans. The primary god in the
pantheon of modern society is ‘chance’. The lesser gods are the ‘fates’
ruled by the stars (zodiac), nature (e.g., Gia), and environment (i.e., the
psycho-social background of each person). The pagans of today also
have sacred writings including the works of Plato, Darwin, Dewey,
Freud, Mead, Keynes, McLean, and the horoscope. R. C. Sproul points
out that the primary god of the pagans is no god: “Chance exercises
absolutely no influence ... chance can do nothing because it is nothing. It
is no thing ... It is merely a mental construct. It has no power because it
has no being. It is nothing.” (Chosen by God, p. 193) Chance is no more
a god than the useless idols of Psalm 115.4-8.

The light of the Gospel came in Jesus Christ (Is 42.6, 7; Is 49.6; Jn 1.4, 5,
9). It is the only truth which can dispel the darkness for those living in
the land of the shadow of death. Jesus placed himself in the heart of
darkness—spiritual darkness—in Capernaum and presented the clear,
clean light of truth. The Church (and we in this city) are placed in the
land of the shadow of death to present the light of truth.

The light shone in the area of Capernaum for a few centuries, but night
fell again. In Jerome’s day, the ‘Nazaraeans’ were neither faithful Jews
nor Christians—religious syncretism prevailed. As we see from Romans
1.18-32 and Romans 2.1-16, God will not tolerate a society which does
not honour him and which embraces paganism. How long will it be until
God turns off the light in our city?

Call of the First Four Disciples [March 6]
(Near Capernaum, on the Sea of Galilee, Winter 31 AD. Mt 4.18-22; Mk
1.16-20; Lk 5.1-11)
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If you have not studied in detail the history of the disciples of Jesus, you
might find it surprising that it was almost a year after the beginning of his
public ministry that Jesus selected from his followers and hearers a small
group who would become known as the Disciples or Apostles. Most
people confuse this formal call of the Disciples with the original response
of followers of Jesus (e.g., Jn 1.35-51).

There was a group of people (probably a few hundred adults and children)
who assembled regularly to listen to Jesus’ teaching while he lived in
Capernaum, and who believed that he was the Messiah. In general, these
people went about their daily business and came together on the Sabbath
or at other times when Jesus was teaching. None were yet part of Jesus’
core- ministry team. The evidence for there being a larger group of
followers than the Twelve is given in such passages as Luke 10.1 where
Jesus sends out seventy-two followers, and Acts 1.21-22 where an Apostle
is chosen to replace Judas. Using our Presbyterian terminology, we could
say that Jesus as a Teacher-Pastor had started a new congregation but that
additional elders had not yet been ordained in the congregation.

Luke tells us that the calling of the first elders for Jesus’ congregation
occurred one day when he was teaching beside the Sea of Galilee (also
called Lake Gennesaret, Sea of Tiberias, and Sea of Kinnereth). Simon
Peter, Andrew, James, and John were among this group of followers in the
congregation of Jesus. They continued to work in their fishing business but
seem to have been regular pupils at Jesus’ teaching sessions.

On this particular day, Jesus was teaching in the morning as the fishermen
were cleaning up from the night’s work. After he had finished teaching for
the day, he asked Peter to do something which seemed rather strange. He
asked him to put out again to fish in the middle of the day. Peter was
surprised at this request. Fishermen know that the best time to catch fish is
early in the morning. Peter and his men hadn’t been successful; so why
would they hope to find fish now with the sun high overhead? But he
obeyed anyway.

Jesus used the surprise on their part to provide them with a concrete object
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lesson in faith. The lesson certainly made its point, for Peter realized how
weak his faith had been and acknowledged that his doubt had been sinful.
But Jesus didn’t perform this miracle to demonstrate his power or increase
the disciples’ belief in himself, although both of these ends are certainly
supported by the miracle. The faith that Jesus was focusing on with this
lesson was not faith (belief) in him per se, but rather, he was teaching them
to have faith in him as the one who would build his Church (Mt 16.18).

He was preparing the disciples for their call to become church organizers.
Just as the disciples brought in overflowing nets of fish from an ‘empty’
sea, so they would bring in overflowing churches from an empty (vain)
culture. This is a lesson that we also need to learn. We need to confess our
sin often for doubting that Jesus can fill the nets. We look around at the
empty sea of humanity and say: “What can God do!?” We really don’t
believe that God can bring about radical change, at what appears to be a
most unlikely time, and fill the churches to overflowing. We need to pray
for the kind of faith that believes that Jesus is building his Church.

It was after this lesson in applied faith that Jesus gave the call to the four
fishermen who became his first Disciples. They became the core of his
full-time ministry team. It appears that after this call they took up a more
permanent residence with Jesus, or at least devoted themselves to full-time
training for evangelism and teaching. It also appears that they left their
fishing business until after the crucifixion. They returned then to their
former occupations for a short time (during their period of perplexity and
confusion) until after the ascension of Christ and the Day of Pentecost.

We must understand that their calling was not a ‘cold call’. There were a
number of experiences in their background which prepared them for the
call to be fishers of men—evangelists (Lk 5.10). They had been at the
baptism of Jesus and knew that he was the Messiah (Jn 1.41), they had
been members of his congregation for about a year and had heard his
teachings, and now they had a specific lesson to strengthen their faith.

Nevertheless they followed when he said: “Come, follow me.” They were
obedient to the call and immediately left their nets, boats, fathers, and
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hired men. They took discipleship seriously. We may not all be called to
full-time evangelism, but we are called to be full-time disciples. We cannot
be just followers of Jesus—we must be his disciples! How long will we
remain in his congregation hearing great teaching without becoming his
disciples, willing to work with him as he builds his Church?

Healing a Demoniac [March 7]
(Synagogue in Capernaum, Spring 31 AD. Mk 1.21-28; Lk 4.31b-37)

Here we find Jesus teaching in the synagogue. Although he had not
attended formal rabbinical training, he seems to be taking advantage of a
custom that allowed visiting teachers to participate in the service if they
were invited by the synagogue leaders. Paul, although a trained rabbi, also
takes advantage of this custom when he goes to new cities (see, Acts
13.15; Ats 14.1; Acts 17.1; Acts 18.4). But Jesus did not need the training
of men. He came with training from Heaven, and in his own authority.

The teachers of the law based their instruction (rightly) on Scripture, but
they also appealed to tradition and to the writings and sayings of previous
generations. As a result, there were various opinions among the rabbis
(like denominations in the Church today). These rabbis often interpreted
Scripture incorrectly, because they misunderstood God’s grace and the true
requirements of his laws. They had added so much to the basic counsels of
God that their interpretations were often self-contradictory, and they con-
fused the people. But Jesus came with his own authority and cleared away
all the cobwebs of rabbinic interpretation. Compare his words in the
Sermon on the Mount, where he says: “You have heard that it was said [by
the rabbis] ... But I tell you.”

Notice that Mark says that Jesus taught with authority, and Luke tells us
that his message had authority. Jesus teaches truth, and he is Truth. Preach-
ers today can teach with authority. But their message cannot have more
than a derived authority. Jesus’ message had authority, because he was its
author. He didn’t quote human authorities. We must never forget that Jesus
is the final authority. Modern ethics and morality are based on individual
opinion or crowd opinion—a vote of the majority, or opinion polls. But
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opinion can never make something absolute. We must make sure that our
morality is based on the word of Christ in Scripture, and not on what we or
the crowd think.

It is in the context of this display of authoritative teaching that a demon
comes onto the scene. In God’s providence, this demon comes to challenge
the authority of Christ. But in the very act of a challenge the demon
reinforces Jesus’ authority. The demon digs a pit and falls into it!

The cry of the demon has three points. Each is an attempt to trip up Jesus
and to make him look like a fool instead of the final authority.

In each statement, Satan is the accuser:

e What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? In effect the chal-
lenge is: “Why are you, a man (Jesus, from a place), meddling with
demons and the supernatural? Men shouldn’t concern themselves with
demons. But if you deal with us, maybe that shows that you are on our
side.” This is a challenge for him to show his real colours, and in so
doing to make him look silly. If he answers that he can deal with
demons, he will be misunderstood; if he says he has no dealings with
them, he will look weak. He answers with silence.

o Have you come to destroy us? “If you are not on our side, then you
must be our enemy; let’s see what you can do.” Again there is a moral
quandary. If Jesus says he wasn’t there to destroy the demons, then he
might be viewed as being on their side. If he said that he was there to
destroy them, then the people would expect to see action. Jesus knew
that this was not the time to discuss the coming judgment of Satan and
his demons by God. Jesus answers with silence.

e I know who you are—the Holy One of God! It isn’t until the ex-
posure of his Messiahship that Jesus finally reacts. Jesus did not want
his sovereignty declared at this time by the demons. They will declare it
(Phil 2.10), but now is not the time. It will confuse the people about his
nature as they ask: “Who is this, a man with power, making himself
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equal with God?” Jesus responds with a rebuke.

Jesus did not even bother to give an answer to the demon. He just told the
demon to be quiet. A demon has no right to demand from God anything. A
demon cannot bring God to account. Scripture tells us not to answer a fool
according to his folly (Prov 26.4). Demons are the worst of moral fools.
There was no reason for Jesus to give an answer.

Jesus demonstrated on whose side he really was—God’s—as he comman-
ded the demon to get out of the man. This showed that his authority as a
teacher could not be challenged by men, angels, or demons. What kind of
authority does Jesus have? Even the demons obey him. This is the one in
whom we trust. He has the ultimate authority. Believe him, trust him,
accept his teaching—it has authority.

Healings March g]
(Capernaum, Spring 31 AD. Mt 8.14-17; Mk 1.29-34; Lk 4.38-41)

The scene changes to Peter’s house. Jesus and his disciples probably went
there directly from the Synagogue after the Sabbath service to take part in
the traditional afternoon fellowship meal. It is on this Sabbath afternoon
that Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law. We should understand the purpose
of this healing in its context. It follows directly after the events in the
Synagogue where Jesus demonstrated his authority. We must not think of
this healing as some kind of preferential treatment for Peter’s family. The
purpose of the healing seems to be to demonstrate Jesus’ Divine authority
which has just been declared. By healing on the Sabbath he breaks Jewish
tradition and interpretation of the law and teaches that it is valid to perform
works of mercy on the Sabbath. He shows that he is Lord of the Law and
of the Sabbath.

It is important to observe what is happening. Notice that the people of the
town, hearing of the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law, waited until after
sunset (i.e., until after the Sabbath was over) to bring their sick to Jesus. It
was a Jewish tradition that a person was not to carry a burden of any kind
on the Sabbath. But notice also in Luke’s account that there is a hint that
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the people walked on the edge of the Jewish interpretation of the law. They
began to carry their sick while the sun was setting.

We can learn two things from these events:

1) We are all prone to walk as close to the edge of the law as we can.
Instead, we should walk well back from the edge.

2) But there is a more important principle—the law that we observe
scrupulously must be a valid law. We must ensure that we understand
God’s intent for Law and that we don’t impose our own traditions or
interpretations on his Law. This should apply in our personal lives and
in the corporate life of our church or nation.

We should also note that there is another example of how these two
principles are to be applied. It was Peter’s mother-in-law whom Jesus
healed. It is clear that Peter was married (see also, 1 Cor 9.5). Celibacy
was not a requirement for an Apostle of Christ. Forbidding clergy or
anyone else to marry is wrong (1 Tim 4.3). The Church over the centuries
has misunderstood God’s intention (e.g., 1 Cor 7.1) and has set invalid
boundaries. Then it has put people into a situation where they are burdened
with rules and walk too close to the edge, and even cross the boundary, of
God’s Law (e.g., by committing sexual sins). By observing the proper
balance—God’s Laws, not man’s laws and additions—we will not have
too much law or too little.

Jesus’ miracles were performed primarily for didactic (teaching) pur-
poses—to declare his Lordship. Each writer provides a different
perspective on the scene. By this they help us understand the purpose of
the miracles.

Matthew’s focus is on the kingship of Christ. He says that what Jesus did
was touch (with kingly authority) her [Peter’s mother-in-law], and she was
healed. Mark considers Jesus’ life and ministry from the perspective of his
suffering, humiliation, and servanthood. He tells us that he took her hand
(with priestly care) and helped her up. Luke’s focus is on Jesus as an
historical teacher. As a doctor he provides details about the fever and tells
us that with a (prophetic) rebuke Jesus healed her.
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Although each writer has his own focus, there are two additional lessons

that all three accounts teach us:

1) After she was healed she began to wait on them. Her healing was fol-
lowed by service. And so it should be with respect to our spiritual
healing. We don’t serve to be healed. We are healed to serve. Obedi-
ence and service are to be the fruits of salvation.

2) The healing of Peter’s mother-in-law opened a flood-gate—the people
brought their sick and demon possessed, and Jesus healed them all.
Matthew applies the prophecy of Isaiah (Is 53.4) to these events. Notice
that the parallel images of this prophecy relate not to physical
infirmities, but to spiritual infirmities (see, Is 53.5, 6). The healing of
the sick and demon possessed was a sign that Jesus would accomplish
the far greater miracle of removing sin and its guilt—a greater miracle
because it provides healing for those who are guilty of infinite sin and
should be left eternally dead, and it gives them eternal life.

Through these healings Jesus continued to rebuke the demons because they
wanted to lead the people astray and have them set him up as an earth-
bound king and healer. But with his victory over Satan through the
resurrection, the demons have been silenced. Now we who have been
healed of our spiritual infirmities need to declare him as the Prophet, Priest
and King.

Prayer, Healing, Teaching and Preaching [March 9]
(Galilee, early Summer 31 AD. Mt 4.23-25; Mk 1.35-39; Lk 4.42-44)

The next day, after showing his Lordship over the Sabbath by casting out a
demon and by performing a healing miracle, he went out to pray very early
in the morning in a solitary place. This action of Jesus provides a few
lessons for us:

e He prayed after a significant victory over Satan—It is after his
victory over evil and sin’s consequences that he makes a special point
of going out to pray. There are times when we especially need to
pray—when we are at a low point, but also, surprisingly, when we are
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on a high. I think that we can all understand why we would want to
pray when we are in the ‘dumps’. But why should we pray when we are
on a high? Because it is at precisely this point that the Devil can tempt
us and lead us astray. Jesus would have been as open to temptation at
his point of victory as he was during his low point after fasting in the
wilderness. He could be tempted in all the ways that we are, and the
temptation to be proud probably led him to ask his Father to refocus his
ministry and to keep him from glorying in successes in his human
nature. He continually reminded his disciples and hearers that he had
nothing which had not been given by the Father. We need to think and
act the same way.

¢ He went out very early, at daybreak—Our time of prayer should be
like his. Regardless of the nature of our calling we should start each day
with prayer—before we begin our work. The idea of rising early to
spend time with God seems to be a challenge in our culture. Maybe it
always has been, but I wonder how much evening-television has influ-
enced our lives and made it harder for us to rise early.

e Went to a solitary place—He spent time with his Father in private. In
the Middle East places of private worship (think for example of
Nathaniel under a tree and the place of prayer for Lydia near a river)
were often outdoors because most of the indoor living-spaces were
communal. We think of indoor spaces as private. Like Jesus, we should
resort to one of our private places to spend time with our Father.

Simon and his companions went looking for Jesus because a crowd was
seeking him. Why did they go looking for him? Why do we go looking for
him? Because of what he can do for us, or because of who he is? It is not
wrong to seek Jesus for what he can do for us—forgive our sins and teach
us. But it is better to seek him because of who he is—to worship and
honour him.

The people were looking for him primarily because they were seeking
healings. But as Matthew tells us, his ministry consisted of three parts:
teaching, preaching, and healing. As we have noted before, the healings
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were secondary. What they signified was primary—the message of
salvation. His primary purpose was to preach the good news of the
Kingdom of God, which in various contexts means: the eternal kingship of
God, the rule of God, the personal presence of God in Jesus, a spiritual
domain, and a coming eternal realm.

So beside healing, he taught and preached the kingdom in the synagogues
and open air, depending on the day of the week and locale.

The root word, in the Greek, for teaching is didasko, which has been
brought into English as ‘didactic’. In English, didactics is the science of
systematic instruction. The word in NT Greek appears to have a somewhat
similar meaning—systematic instruction in doctrine and Apostolic
tradition. Teaching is not specifically preaching in the NT sense, although
teaching and preaching are very closely aligned and often occur at the
same time and in the same context (e.g., Acts 15.35; 1 Tim 4.13; 1 Tim
5.17). Preaching in the NT sense is the proclamation of the gospel of
salvation through Jesus Christ, and is a translation of words such as,
euangelion, euangelizo, kerygma, and kerysso. We often make a
distinction today between types of preaching by adding a qualification—
‘evangelistic preaching’ and ‘doctrinal preaching’. This is necessary
because we use the word ‘preaching’ today to mean both teaching and
gospel proclamation.

You may be thinking that this distinction is not worth much consideration.
But it appears that the Church does not fill its commission from Jesus
unless it provides a balanced diet of teaching and preaching. Too much
preaching (gospel proclamation) will produce hearers with little under-
standing of what God requires of us by way of obedience. Too much sys-
tematic teaching without the gospel will leave us dry without an ap-
preciation of the great work accomplished on the cross.

It is significant that Jesus began his first tour of teaching and preaching
with prayer. Let us pray for the ministry of teaching and preaching.
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Healing (Cleansing) a Leper [March 10]
(Galilee, early Summer 31 AD. Mt 8.2-4; Mk 1.40-45; Lk 5.12-16)

In the past few meditations we have considered a number of healings in
succession: a demoniac, Peter’s mother-in-law, and then some general
healings. Now we find Jesus healing a leper—again on the Sabbath. In the
next meditation we will consider his healing of a paralytic. Why is it that
after the general healings, Jesus performed these two specific healings? It
appears that he wanted to demonstrate through these healings that he was
the Messiah. Healing people of their fevers, muscular pains, etc., was an
amazing thing, but the result was really incidental. Jesus’ purpose was
much greater than healing the illnesses of people who in a few years would
die.

Temporal healings are a sign of what Jesus does in the spiritual realm—he
removes the curse of sin, including spiritual blindness, spiritual paralysis,
and the guilt of spiritual leprosy (total depravity). He is the Messiah, and
he wanted to demonstrate through the healings that he was fulfilling the
prophecies of the OT (for example: Is 35.56-6; Jer 30.17; Jer 33.6; Zeph
3.19). Jesus shows through temporal works applied to the flesh that he can
provide eternal spiritual-healing.

Notice how the gospel writers give us different details to fill in the picture.
The full picture shows that a man covered with leprosy came to Jesus and
knelt before him with his face to the ground and begged him saying: “Lord
(sir, master) if you are willing you can make me clean.” The request of the
leper teaches clearly that it is not ultimately the faith of the recipient that is
required for healing but, rather, the will of God. The leper probably had
very little knowledge about Jesus; yet he understood the facts about
healing.

Why is it that the ‘faith healers’ of every age continue to emphasize the
faith of the recipients and are quick to ignore the will of God? The folks
who flock after today’s healers should test the healers. When the healer
says to the invalid: “if you believe, you will be healed,” the invalid should
respond as did the leper: “If you are willing, you can make me whole.”
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This would quickly demonstrate the unreality of their ‘ministry’ and place
an authenticating seal on the ministry of Jesus.

In the request of the leper, there is a lesson about the way of salvation. It is
not our faith that saves us. It is God’s work and willingness that save us.
Our faith is the instrument for applying the healing, much like saliva was
used by Jesus to heal a blind man.

Jesus showed compassion for the leper and reached out and touched him
with his hand. This leper had been cut off from human company, and all
who saw him would avoid even looking at him. Yet Jesus came along and
not only looked at him and spoke with him but also touched him. He
brought upon himself the ritual defilement (Lev 13.45-46; Lev 5.2) that
came from touching something unclean. For Jesus, ceremonial con-
siderations were over-ridden by his compassion.

As our Priest, Jesus does the same for us. He overlooked his absolute
holiness and took upon himself a human nature with its weakness and
temptations. From conception and birth we are outcast—nothing to look at,
spiritually polluted, foul and unclean. But Jesus reaches out his hand and
touches us with the Holy Spirit, and draws us into his bosom.

Jesus then ordered the healed man not to tell anyone about the healing, and
sent him on his way. What is the reason for this? It is often said that Jesus
gave these instructions because it was not his purpose to be seen as a
miracle worker. He did not want to be distracted from his teaching
ministry. Although this is true, there is a more explicit reason given in this
account. It seems that the ex-leper was to tell the priests so that they in turn
would receive Jesus as the Messiah. Jesus says that the ex-leper’s
appearing before the priests was to be “a testimony to them.” If the priests
knew their history (2 Ki 5.1-14), they would realize that a greater than
Elisha had come—who could only be the Messiah.

The man disobeyed Jesus. We can try to excuse the man for his ex-
citement. But he did disobey, even if he thought he had a valid reason.
This is an example of letting “the end justify the means.” Notice the result
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of this man’s disobedience. Mark tells us that Jesus could no longer enter a
town openly. People came for healing rather than for teaching, and
probably more opposition arose from the Jewish leaders (Lk 5.17). This
provides a clear lesson—how easy it is to spoil the work of Christ by our
disobedience, even when we think that the end is good. We can’t pick and
choose which commands we wish to obey.

The lessons from this portion of Jesus’ life are:

e Jesus came to heal our souls of their eternal, spiritual ‘sickness,’

e we are to seek the spiritual healing that he alone can provide, and

e we are to obey his commands (Jn 14.15).

[ ]

Healing (Forgiving) a Paralytic varch 11]

(Capernaum, early Summer 31 AD. Mt 9.1-8; Mk 2.1-12; Lk 5.17-26)

Jesus returned to Capernaum from the outlying regions of Galilee where
he had healed a leper. When the people heard that he was at home, they
crowded into the house. Do you think that this was a good thing? What
was their motive for being there—for temporal or spiritual healing?

In the previous meditation, we noted that Jesus ordered the healed leper
not to tell anyone except the priests about his healing. He told him to go to
the priests because this was required in the Law, and so that the priests
might receive Jesus as the Messiah. In addition, Jesus gave this instruction
because he did not want to be viewed as a miracle-worker and healer, and
thus to be distracted from his teaching ministry.

As we noted, the man disobeyed; and now we find Jesus and a crowd
assembled primarily for healing, not teaching. In the crowd were some
Pharisees. This is the fist time in the life of Jesus that the Pharisees are
mentioned in the Galilean context. From the ex-leper’s talking, the
opposition has begun in Galilee; and it will continue to grow.

Even though he wanted to be preaching and teaching, he had compassion
on the sick and was healing people. For this reason, four men brought a
paralytic on a mat. Because the entrance was blocked by the crowd, the
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four went up onto the flat roof and removed the floor used for drying foods
and other household activities, and lowered the man in front of Jesus.

It is at this point that Jesus reminds his hearers that he was on earth
primarily to proclaim the coming of the Eternal Kingdom, and not to heal.
We are told that when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man: ““Your sins
are forgiven.” This isn’t what the four men expected. They had brought
their friend to be healed of his paralysis. But Jesus spoke of healing
(forgiveness) of their sins.

Notice also in passing: it isn’t only the faith of the crippled man that is of
importance but also the faith of the carriers. This presents a real challenge
to modern “faith healers.” Do they ask the person who drove the cripple to
the auditorium about his faith before they perform a ‘healing’?

Doesn’t it seem strange that Jesus forgave the paralytic’s sin when this was
not what he was expecting. He hadn’t hoped for this, nor did his com-
panions carry him to Jesus for this reason. This twist of events shows us
that Jesus wanted to focus attention on his work of salvation.

The Pharisees and teachers were thinking to themselves that Jesus blasph-
emed since only God can forgive sins. In their opinion he blasphemed—
not by using God’s name in vain but by claiming to be equal with God
through his words and actions.

Jesus’ divine nature came through, and he knew what was in their hearts.
So he challenged them with questions. First, he asked why they were
thinking these things (it must have been a shock to them to see that Jesus
knew even their thoughts) and then asked a rhetorical question, to compare
the difficulty of forgiving sins with commanding a crippled man to walk.
On the surface, the expected answer seems to be that it is easier to tell
someone that his sins are forgiven.

But it may be that the expected answer is not the immediately obvious one.
Is it really easier to forgive sins than to heal the lame? Surprisingly, it is
easier to heal the lame! From a human perspective, we find it difficult
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(though possible) to forgive a person, but impossible to heal a cripple. But
from God’s perspective, it is the opposite. It is not difficult for God to heal.
After all, he created the entire universe in six days. He created Adam from
dust. It is no challenge for him to heal a man’s legs.

But what about God’s forgiving sin? Sin is an infinite affront to God’s
character and Godhood. To forgive sin is impossible without the debt
being paid. It was difficult (using a human term) for God to forgive sin. He
had to show great love to unrepentant rebels by sending his son to die. Do
not underestimate the difficulty God the Father faced when his son cried
out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

For man, providing physical healing is difficult. For God, providing
spiritual healing is difficult. Jesus uses the difficulty of one to illustrate the
difficulty of the other.

At least the people realized that the healing was from God, even if they
rejected the Healer. And they praised him. Can we learn a lesson from
this? We need to believe in Jesus as the Spiritual Healer and praise him,
when he provides eternal healing from sin.

The Calling of Matthew the Tax Collector [March 12
(Capernaum, early Summer 31 AD. Mt 9.9; Mk 2.13-14; Lk 5.27-28)

We know from elsewhere in the Bible (e.g., Lk 3.12, 13) and from other
historical documents that tax collectors were prone to exact more taxes
than the Romans wanted collected. In general, men in this trade were
dishonest and had no scruples (see Jesus’ reference, which places tax
collectors in a bad light, in Mt 5.46). The Romans had vague tariff rates
relating to the trans-shipment of goods, and a tax collector could levy
tariffs based on his own interpretation of the rules. Usually the interpret-
ation would be to his benefit and he would skim off the difference.

It appears that Levi became rich from this practice. One evidence is that
we find him holding a feast in his home (e.g., Lk 5.29). A second is the
location of his tax-booth. It was in a prime location for collecting tariffs on
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merchant goods in transit by sea (Mk 2.13-14) and on the main highway
from Damascus to the Mediterranean—the “way of the sea” (Is 9.1). Both
the feast and the location of his booth seem to indicate that he made more
money from being a tax collector than the basic clerk’s wages would have
supplied.

Tax collectors were, as a group, despised—primarily because they were on
contract to the Roman Government, but also because they collected more
money than they should have. Because of their compliance with Rome,
they were usually excommunicated from the synagogues. To compound
matters, Levi may have been a Levite (this suggestion is based on his
given name). If he was a Levite, he was not living as one who served the
temple.

Consider someone working in a gambling casino or bingo hall. We might
despise him for his chosen profession. It might be hard for us to see how
he could be brought to Christ. But the fact that Jesus called Levi teaches us
that God can bring anyone to faith and repentance.

Notice that both Mark and Luke refer to Matthew by the name Levi. Yet he
refers to himself by his name Matthew in his own Gospel. Jesus may have
given him the name Matthew as his apostolic name just as he gave Peter
his new name. Matthew means Gift of the LORD. Is he not a fitting
example of someone saved by grace? He had experienced grace and he
wants us to know it.

Don’t think that his formal calling was a sudden thing. Many people think
that Jesus just walked into town and went up to the booth and told Levi to
follow. The reality is that Jesus had been in Capernaum for three to six
months teaching in the synagogue and in homes. It is also likely that Levi
had heard the preaching of John the Baptist and may have been among the
tax collectors who had gone out to see him (Lk 3.12, 13). Just as others
whom Jesus called as Apostles were at the Jordan, Levi probably also had
been there. It appears that a qualification for one who would be an Apostle
was that he had been with Jesus from John’s Baptism (see, Acts 1.22).
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Levi’s heart had been prepared by Jesus’ teaching and the witness of the
miracles. When Jesus called, he followed. Notice that the command of
Jesus is “follow me” not “believe in me.” I think that by this point Levi
was a believer in Jesus as the Messiah. He had not yet made the formal
commitment to break with his former life, but at his call, he became a true
disciple and he became a Matthew.

Jesus broke the tradition of the Rabbis by calling this social outcast. In so
doing he shows us that he does not go by the outward appearance. In
contrast are we quick to judge by outward appearances? Are we quick to
make assumptions about who should or should not be part of our congr-
egation, based on our traditions?

We have noted previously that the word follow in the Greek can mean
more than just walking behind someone. It can mean going over compl-
etely to Jesus, committing entirely to him, and becoming a disciple. This is
what Matthew did. He left everything (Lk 5.28) and followed Jesus. He
left his occupation and the income from it—never to return to them. By
this Jesus shows that his saving and calling are without return.

The Apostles took discipleship seriously, they gave up their old ways of
life—whether considered honourable (e.g., fishermen) or dishonourable
(e.g., a Roman tax collector or a zealot)}—and committed themselves
wholly to the Lord Jesus. We may, or may not, have to give up our careers
at this time to follow Jesus, but we must be ready to do so if he calls us.

Please note in passing that this tax collector became the author of a gospel.
As you read his account notice how often there is an emphasis on ethics
and law (e.g., the Sermon on the Mount). Levi as a conniving law-
compromiser came as Matthew to understand what Biblical Law really
means, and he wants you to understand this with him.

The Banquet at Matthew's House [March 13
(Capernaum, Summer 31 AD. Mt 9.10-13; Mk 2.15-17; Lk 5.29-32)

After becoming a permanent disciple of Jesus, Matthew held a great feast
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at his house and invited his associates to come and meet Jesus. But outside
stood the Pharisees, being critical. This living parable provides us with a
number of lessons about salvation:

o Fellowship Feast—Matthew confessed his discipleship by eating with
Jesus. And so it is in the Church—we partake of the Lord’s Supper as
a public confession of our union with Christ. The Lord’s Supper is not
an evangelistic ordinance; it is a feast of fellowship with those who are
striving with us to have the mind of Christ.

Don’t, however, carry the analogy too far. Although eating together is
a sign of fellowship with like-minded individuals, Jesus is found
eating with the despised folk (the outcasts from synagogue and
society), many of whom probably had not put their faith in him. Why
did Jesus eat and drink with tax collectors and ‘sinners’? To fellowship
with them? No, rather to be among them as a witness. How can we
follow Jesus’ example? Matthew’s actions do not teach us that we
should invite every kind of sinner to the Lord’s Supper. But they do
teach us that a meal (such as our monthly fellowship lunches) is a
place to which we can invite our neighbours and friends so that they
can learn more about Jesus.

Jesus’ eating with the outcasts upset the Pharisees. It was contrary to
their tradition to eat with anyone who, in their opinion, was not an
upright citizen. How can we cross the cultural divide in our generation
and city? Jesus as the Son of God knew how best to reach the outcasts.
We need to ask him to show us how we can reach the ‘unreachables’
in our city.

e Sincere Sinners—Many tax collectors and ‘sinners’ came to the
banquet at Matthew’s house. Outwardly, this class included prostitutes
and thieves. But the folk in Matthew’s house were in their hearts no
worse sinners than the Pharisees. This is one reason why the NIV puts
the word in quotes.

But there was something more notable about them than their outward
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sins, and it provides another reason for putting the word in quotes. The
Pharisees outside Matthew’s house were also sinners because of their
self-righteousness and rejection of Jesus.

Pious Pharisees—The sect of the Pharisees arose during the period
166-142 BC and by the time of Jesus had become the most prominent.
As a group, they were both formalistic and hypocritical. Among them
were teachers of the law, but not all teachers of the law were
Pharisees. It was members of this pious sect who stood outside the
door of Matthew’s house being critical of Jesus’ actions. We must be
very careful that we don’t act like the Pharisees. We can act this way
when we criticise the work of others working in Christ’s Kingdom. It
seems to be very easy to find something wrong with everyone else’s
work in order to justify our own feeble efforts.

Real Repentance—What is needed to be right with God? Not the
pious self-righteousness of the Pharisees, but real repentance. Jesus
says that it is not the whole/healthy who need a doctor but the sick.
The ‘whole/healthy’ are those who think that they are not sinners, just
like the Pharisees thought. The necessary condition for repentance is a
recognition that we are sinners before God. Without this knowledge
there is no repentance. This truth is illustrated by those at Matthew’s
feast.

But recognition of our state before God is not enough. Jesus came not
to call the righteous but sinners. The guests in Matthew’s house knew
that they were sinners and because of this knowledge were on their
way to becoming righteous, and so they came to meet Jesus. A person
who really understands that he is a sinner will come to Jesus. Often it
is the ones who are most ‘down and out’ who realize their need for
salvation. The outwardly ‘good’ have no time for Jesus. Self
righteousness is the greatest form of blindness.

Satisfactory Sacrifice—To challenge the Pharisees’ smugness Jesus
quotes from Hosea 6.6: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” He tells them to
go and learn what this means. We also need to learn the meaning.
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Sacrifice with a bad attitude and with no love in our hearts is corrupt.
We should all be put to shame by this. Our worship may be ‘pure’, but
what are we doing to reach out to the unsaved ‘sinners’ in our com-
munity? Do we love them as Jesus did? Do we bring them to meet
with Jesus as Matthew did?

The Disciples’ Feasting Instead of Fasting [march 14]
(Capernaum, Summer 31 AD. Mt 9.14-17; Mk 2.18-22; Lk 5.33-39)

Some of John’s disciples and the Pharisees came to Jesus with a question
about fasting. They asked him why they had to fast but his disciples did
not. Why did they question him about fasting? What did God require? The
only regular fast appointed by God in the OT was the Day of Atonement
(Lev 16.29-31; Lev 23.27-32). It appears that four other fasts were added
around the time of the Jewish captivity in Babylon (see, Zech 7.1-7; Zech
8.19). By Jesus’ day, it seems that the Pharisees were fasting twice a week
(e.g., Lk 18.12).

Of course there were occasional fasts proclaimed for various reasons (e.g.,
1 Sam 7.6; Neh 9.1; Est 4.16), and individuals often fasted to “afflict the
soul” in repentance, to suppress their personal will, to facilitate grieving, or
to obtain guidance and help from God. Fasting sometimes included total
abstinence from all food and other proper pleasures, and at other times it
meant a restriction of food (e.g., a small amount of bread and water).

Notice that this dispute about fasting follows a feast—the banquet at Mat-
thew’s house. It is possible that Matthew held his banquet on either a
Monday or a Thursday which had become the traditional fast-days of the
Pharisees, and thus the feast on this particular day seemed to be out-of-line
with the prevailing thinking about ‘holiness’.

Jesus often did not provide a straight answer to questions. In this instance
he answers indirectly because he may not want to challenge the Pharisees’
notions about fasting with John’s disciples present. For John’s disciples,
fasting may have been a matter of true faith and repentance, whereas for
most of the Pharisees it was nothing more than an outward ritual. If he
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challenged their ritual he may have discouraged John’s disciples who were
heading in the right direction through faith. Later in the same year, after
another visit from John’s disciples, Jesus did challenge the Pharisees
directly on their attitude to his eating and drinking (see, Mt 11.2-19; Luke
7.24-35). In that instance he contrasted his ministry and life with that of
John, which included fasting. He rebuked them for not accepting either
ministry.

Jesus assumed that his followers would fast (Mt 6.16-18). He does not
speak against fasting in the passages we are considering today. He only
speaks about the right time to fast. He showed by example that there is a
proper time to fast. The Apostles showed by their example that fasting is
proper at special times (e.g., Acts 13.2-3; Acts 14.23). Proper fasting is one
of the neglected aspects of worship in our hedonistic age. I expect that we
all need to think seriously about how we should apply fasting in our lives.

When is the right time to fast? Jesus says that the guests of the bridegroom
don’t fast (mourn) while he is with them. He implies that while he is
present with his people it is like the time of a wedding week. A wedding is
a joyous occasion—a time for feasting, not for fasting.

A time will come when Jesus, the bridegroom, will be taken from their
presence. Then it will be the right time for his disciples to fast. When
would this be? When he went to the cross as a sacrifice for sin—when he
became the atoning sacrifice. This took place on the final Day of Atone-
ment when Jesus fulfilled the sacrificial system. All of the fasting of the
Jews had pointed as a sign to that day when Christ would pay the penalty
for sin. But his hearers did not understand this.

So when should we fast? In one sense Christ is always with us (e.g., Mt
28.20). But there are times when we drift away from Christ. It is when we
are out of his presence, and are far from him, that we should be humbled
with real fasting and confession of our sins. When else should we fast?
When we desire to have a special measure of God’s grace poured out on
us; for example, when we are going to undertake a particularly difficult
venture for his kingdom or face extreme difficulties. It is at these times that
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we should seek the Lord with fasting.

Jesus concludes this dispute about fasting with three illustrations:

e Men don’t sew a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment otherwise
the patch will tear the garment when it is washed and the patch shrinks.

e Men don’t pour new wine into old wineskins because the skins are
already stretched and will burst with the fermentation of new wine.

¢ No one who is used to drinking old wine wants to drink new wine, for
he says, “The old is better.”

These illustrations teach essentially the same thing as the object lesson of
turning water into wine. A new order has come, the old ceremonial system
has passed away in Christ. The Pharisees did not accept this new order.
But we, under the new order, are to worship Christ in Spirit and in Truth,
fasting not by the ‘letter of the law’ but to refresh his presence in our lives.

Sabbath Controversies, the Son’s Equality with
the Father, and Choosing the Twelve

Jesus Heals on the Sabbath varch 15)
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.1-9)

Jesus went from Capernaum to Jerusalem to attend one of the feasts. It was
probably the Feast of Tabernacles (also called the Feast of Ingathering or
Feast of Booths). This feast was not based on myths like a pagan harvest
festival; it came from God. Sincere Jews understood that this thanksgiving-
feast signified that Israel’s life rested upon redemption supplied by God.
God took the initiative to supply forgiveness from sin.

The same is taught by the actions of Christ. In the Gospel of John the
events at the pool take place one year after Jesus met the Samaritan
woman. At harvest time Jesus gathered in the Samaritans. Here also he
performs a miracle as a sign of the ingathering of helpless sinners.

This miracle has an added significance—it was performed on the Sabbath.
This, however, is not the first time that Jesus healed on the Sabbath. For
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example, after a Synagogue service (Mk 1.29-34) Jesus provided healing
for Peter’s mother-in-law. But this is the first time that he performed a
healing-miracle in Jerusalem. His previous miracles were all performed in
Galilee.

It is evident that Jesus uses this miracle on the Sabbath as a means of
establishing his authority as the Messiah. It provides a challenge for the
Jewish hierarchy and is the first of a series of controversies about the Sab-
bath. Later in his ministry there will be others (Jn 9.13-34; Lk 13.10-21;
Lk 14.1-24). It is interesting to note that Jesus seems to use the observance
of the Sabbath as a benchmark for truth. He gives teachings related to the
other nine commandments, but it is only over the fourth commandment
that there seems to be such heated controversy.

The Sabbath also is a benchmark-commandment for our generation.
Anyone who calls for a proper observance of the Sabbath is challenged
even by people in the Church, just as Jesus was. The Jews seem to have
made the Sabbath the most important of the Ten Commandments and had
placed a ‘straight-jacket’ around its observance. In contrast, most of the
Church has thrown out this Commandment. We must make sure that our
thinking about the Sabbath is Scriptural and conforms to Jesus’ practice.

Jesus went to the pool (Bethesda) near the Sheep Gate. The pool was
surrounded with a courtyard of four colonnades. A fifth colonnade divided
the pool into two sections. The water from this pool was used in a pouring-
ceremony (Jn 7.37; Zech 14.17; 1 Sam 7.6) and was believed to have
special healing power. Whether it did or not, the fact is that many people
were waiting in the colonnades believing that by remaining there, there
was a chance that they would be healed.

Jesus approached one man who had been there for thirty-eight years and
asked him if he wanted to be healed. This man had never been able to get
to the water first when it was stirred because he had no one to help him get
to the pool. Notice that the man does not ask Jesus to heal him. He didn’t
know who Jesus was, or that he could heal him. (Contrast this man with
Blind Bartimaeus who had heard of Jesus and called out [Mk 10.46-52].)
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The man explained that he couldn’t make it to the water on his own in time
to be first. Notice also that in this account no mention is made of faith or
belief on the part of the man. All that is mentioned is his need.

It is significant that as Jesus began his public ministry in Jerusalem he took
the initiative. This is how it is with salvation in general—God goes looking
for the lost (Mt 18.10-14). Adam was in great need after his sin, but as
God was walking through the garden he did not hear Adam call out: “Lord
save me!” Rather God went looking for Adam in his need—"*[Adam,]
where are you?” Today, men are not calling out to God for salvation. But
God still goes looking for them, and he sends his people to help find the
lost (Mt 28.19-20).

Why are we told about the healing of only this man? Many others who
needed healing were around the pool. Jesus’ purpose was not to heal but to
teach. The person he chose to heal was one of the most needy present. He
had been there half a lifetime and had almost lost hope. Jesus saves the
hopeless and helpless—which is all of us. The man was helpless—no
action on his part could bring him healing. And so it is with us—we have
no hope. God takes the initiative and goes looking for us. We need to
respond to his call and thank him as we respond.

Then Jesus commanded him to pick up his mat and walk. John makes
special reference to the fact that this took place on the Sabbath. The
Sabbath is a day of physical rest and the sign of God’s provision of eternal
rest in eternity. It is a sign of physical and spiritual healing.

The ‘Problem of Evil’ [March 16]
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.10-15)

Jesus continued to show that God’s general grace provides benefits to men
even when they don’t know the source of their blessings, and don’t thank
him for their blessings (Rom 1.21). The man who was healed did not know
who Jesus was because Jesus didn’t tell him, nor did he tell him that his
sins were forgiven (as he did, for example, with another paralytic [Mt 9.1-
2]). So the man was unaware that the one who had healed him was the
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Christ or that his healing was the work of God.

Not everyone whom Jesus healed came to salvation. For example, there is
no record that nine of the ten lepers (Lk 17.11-19) whom Jesus healed ever
came to give thanks to God or that Jesus offered them the Kingdom of
Heaven. We are not told that the man who was healed by the pool thanked
Jesus. Nevertheless, he may have been truly thankful since we are told that
Jesus found him later in the temple (14). He may have been there praising
God for his physical ‘salvation.’

When Jesus found him in the temple, he used this encounter as the oppor-
tunity for spiritual instruction. Every physical infirmity is not the result of
a specific sin (Jn 9.1-3), although sin in general is the root cause of all evil
in this world. But some infirmities are directly related to sinful practices
(e.g., the destruction of a liver through alcohol addiction, or AIDS
acquired by a homosexual). It may be that this man’s lameness was the
result of a particular sin. So Jesus told this man to stop sinning or somet-
hing worse would happen to him.

From the human perspective, what could have been more serious or worse
than having been handicapped for thirty-eight years and lying by the side
of a pool waiting for healing? The world looks at this kind of affliction and
says: “How terrible!” and then presents Christians with the so-called
‘Problem of Evil.” Men say: “If God is all-good and all-powerful, why
does he allow bad things like this to happen?” Men argue that God is either
not really totally good or, if he is, is not all-powerful.

But in saying these things men choose to ignore some very important
truths:

e A person who says that God can’t be good if he allows such evil has in
one breath contradicted himself. How can man say that there is evil
without God’s standards for right and wrong? He can’t. Without God’s
moral standard one man’s ‘evil’ is another man’s perverse pleasure.
The man who has the real Problem of Evil is the one who denies
God’s existence or holiness. He cannot provide a definition for evil, let
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alone demonstrate that it exists. We must accept God’s standards, not
man’s.

God has morally good and sufficient reasons for permitting sin and its
evil consequences that always result in fulfilling his plans (Ps 145.17;
Jn 9.1-3). We must not judge God and his actions by our standards (Is
55.8,9; Rom 9.19-21). We must trust God.

We see only part of the picture. Things that appear evil when taken out
of context can in fact result in good. When a child suffers through a
series of vaccinations (e.g., for rabies), people don’t say this is evil
because they know the context. Yet if someone looked through a small
window and saw only a screaming child being poked by a needle, he
might draw the wrong conclusion. We are like the man looking
through a small window at God’s working out his plans of Providence.
We do not know his context for anything that happens around us. We
must wait and see how God will work out his plan.

Man has sinned. We cannot blame God for sin or evil. Bad things
happen to sinful people, not sinless people, if there were such. Bad
things happen to us because we are all by nature sinners. We must
repent of our sins.

God has provided a way of escape from sin and evil — salvation
through Jesus Christ. To claim that God is not good because he
permits evil is to slap him in the face. Jesus has paid the debt of sin
through the Cross. Men have no right to say that God isn’t a good and
loving God. We must believe in Jesus.

God will bring on any who don’t stop living a life of sin something far
worse than the infirmity of the man lying by the pool. What are thirty-
eight or even eighty-eight years of physical misery in this life when
compared with an eternity of punishment? We must flee from the
eternal destruction of Hell.

Thank God that Jesus found this man in the temple and offered him the
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message of life. He also offers it to each of us today.

The Jews Try to Kill Jesus [March 17]
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.10-18)

Jesus told the healed man to carry his mat. The Jews told him that it was
wrong for him to do so. They believed that it was wrong because of their
mis-interpretation of the Law’s instructions against carrying loads on the
Sabbath (e.g., Num 15.32-36; Jer 17.21-27; Neh 13.15-22).

When they saw the man carrying his load, they wanted to know who had
commanded him to ‘break’ the Sabbath. They eventually found that it was
Jesus. Although they claimed ignorance about the origin of Jesus, it is clear
that they knew that he was more than a mere man—they acknowledged
that he had healed the man so that he could walk again (11).

In this confrontation is the challenge which man has faced since the
Garden of Eden. Will we obey God’s commands or man’s? Satan asked
Adam and Eve: “Did God really say ...?” As they persecuted Jesus for
healing on the Sabbath the Jews asked essentially the same thing: “Did
Jesus really say ...7”” Nothing has changed in thousands of years. If God
said it, men question it and replace it with their own commands.

Man’s existence today seems to be premised on the will to disobey God. If
God says something, men do exactly the opposite. We are like children
who do the opposite of their parents’ wishes. For example, think of how
the world responds to God’s prohibition against homosexuality, adultery,
and divorce. Lest we become self-righteous, the Church plays the same
‘doubting game’. For example, even when Christians hear solid, logical ar-
guments about Sabbath-keeping, the propriety of capital punishment, or
the merits of exclusive Psalm-singing in worship, they respond “Did God
really say ...?”; and they go and do what they want to do.

We must assess seriously how committed we are to God. Are we really
trying to please him, or are we living for self-gratification? If we are
concerned about doing what is right—what God requires—then we will
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constantly try to understand what he says in the Bible about how we
should live. We will stop looking for ways to excuse ourselves from
obedience. The Church would be far stronger today if all Christians made
it their goal to please God.

The Jews wanted to know who was challenging them: “Who is this fel-
low? Who is it who can reinterpret Moses?” The man found out and told
them, and they became angry in their self-righteousness. So Jesus conf-
ronted them by telling them that he worked just like his Father. God does
not cease on the Sabbath from his work of governing and preserving his
creation. Jesus used this as his justification for working on the Sabbath.
But he implies that the kind of work that he was doing was the same as
what his Father does—works of mercy. The kind of work which we can do
on the Sabbath is to be similar to that which God does and Jesus did while
on earth—work that proclaims the Gospel of the Kingdom and work that
provides for the safety and survival of men.

The Sabbath was not set aside for us to do as we please (e.g., Is 58.13-14),
although it was given to us for our well-being. We achieve this well-being
through worship of God, meditation on God’s work and revelation, and
physical rest — not through pursuing our worldly pleasures and business.

To support his interpretation of the Sabbath law, Jesus stated that he stood
in a special relationship to God—he called God “My Father.” The Jews
could have accepted his saying “our Father,” but they understood by the
expression he used that he was claiming equality with God. They would
not have challenged him if he had claimed to be some kind of pagan god
or just a human miracle-worker—they would have dismissed him as
lunatic. The problem, as far as they were concerned, was that this man
claimed to be the very Jehovah who gave the Sabbath to man and defined
its bounds.

Jesus cared for doing what was right on the Sabbath. For example, it was
his regular practice to attend the synagogue. But he also cared for lost
sinners and thus healed and saved them, regardless of the day of the week.
In contrast, the Jewish leaders claimed to care about the proper observance
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of the Sabbath, but they were all talk and outward show (Is 29.13). The
true spirit of their hearts was shown by their attitude toward the healed
man and toward his healer. There was no rejoicing among them over the
man who had been healed and they went out of their way to find
opportunities to persecute Jesus. They cared only that their law had been
broken.

We should care for the things God cares about, and in the same proportion.
We are to keep the Sabbath holy. But as Jesus has shown us, we are not to
neglect the weightier matters of love and mercy. It is not Sabbath-keeping
or mercy that God wants—it is Sabbath-keeping and mercy.

The Son’s Equality with the Father [March 18]
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.19-30)

How would you react if someone claimed that he was God? You would
dismiss him as liar or a ‘nut’. This is how the Jews dismissed Jesus when
he claimed to be God. There is, however, a difference between his claim
and that of someone today. A person today could make the claim, but it
would be false, and he could not prove it. Jesus made the claim and he
substantiated it by miracles. The Jews chose to ignore this evidence. Much
of the world continues to ignore the evidence as it is recorded in the Bible,
and most men continue to dismiss his claims.

The Jews didn’t accept his miracles as evidence that he is God and so they
persecuted him (16). But he replied to their scepticism by answering it
with an emphatic declaration of the truth about himself. But in his
declaration he didn’t use the words “I am God.” It is not that he cared that
such a bald statement would have upset them. Rather he chose to use an
approach which would add to the revelation about God.

To this point in history God had not revealed fully that, while there is only
one God, there are three persons in the Trinity. If Jesus had claimed to be
God, the Jews would have thought he was claiming to be the Father. His
tactic was to declare his divinity through an explanation of the relationship
between the Son and the Father. By describing aspects of this relationship
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he declared that he is God—mnot a created god, not a lesser god, not a man
endowed with divinity, but a person equal in power and majesty with the
Father. This is a tremendous claim. It was too much for the Jews!

He declares his divinity through the illustration of his relationship with the
father in the following ways:

e Co-working Father and Son (19)—Jesus is not speaking here from
the perspective of his human nature. He is not stating that he is limited
in his actions. Rather, he is speaking of the unity of purpose in the
Trinity. The Son cannot work in a way that is contrary to the Father
because they have a unity of purpose. It is impossible for the members
of the Trinity to act contrary to one another.

e Mutual Love (20)—The love between the Father and Son means that
they communicate intimately their purposes with each other and so
work together. It is because of their mutual love that the Father reveals
and the Son acts.

¢ Divine Work and Honour—Jesus declares that the Father will reveal
to the Son great things (20) and in response the Son will perform the
great works of God and be honoured in them. There are four things that
Jesus says that he does with the Father:

O He Raises the Dead—The Jews believed that God would raise the
dead. Jesus claims the divine prerogative to restore life “to whom
he ... pleased” (21). Jesus raised the dead while on earth (Jn
11.38ff) and he will raise the dead at the Last Day (25, 28, 29).

¢ He Gives Life—He does more than restore life — he gives it
absolutely. Jesus says (26) that he has been granted the right by
the Father to communicate life to others. Just as the Father is the
author of life (Gen 2.7; Dt 30.20; Job 10.12; Job 33.4; Acts 17.28),
so the Son is the author of spiritual life (Jn 5.24, 25; 1 Jn 5.10-12).

O He Judges (22, 27, 30). God is the judge of the earth (Gen 18.26;
Ps 94.2), and he judges through the Son (Rev 22.12, 13). Jesus is
an impartial judge, judging each man’s case by its merits (30).
Who, on the final day, will accuse Jesus of being unfair? What
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room will there be in his courtroom for a mistrial or a procedural
mistake?

O He is Worshipped (23). Only God is to be worshipped (Dt 6.13;
Rev 19.10). Jesus is to be worshipped as God (Jn 20.28; Rev
5.12). Those not honouring the Son do not honour the Father.

In each of these statements Jesus declared his equality with the Father, and
each time the Jews dismissed him as a heretic. They knew that he was
making himself equal with God (18), and they would not accept it.

Jesus declared himself to be God by showing his relationship with the
Father. As God he has a claim on us. A day is coming when we all will be
called back to life to appear before the great Judge. We must have settled
out-of-court with Jesus and “crossed over from death to life,” or “rise to be
condemned.” Don’t dismiss his divine rights as the Jews did.

The Son is Life and He Gives Life [march 19]
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.26)

In the previous meditation we considered how the Son shows his equality
with the Father. Today I wish to explore in more detail one aspect of their
equality—in Jesus, like in the Father, is life which he himself gives.

A common question of children is: “Who created God?” The answer is as
difficult for us to understand as it is for them — no one created God. God is
the creator (Gen 1.1). Thus, he is both eternal and self-existent (Ex 3.14).

The difficulty with getting our minds around this aspect of God’s being is
not so much a problem of understanding his eternal existence. We can
obtain a limited understanding of how God could have existed forever
because we can think of extending time, which is a familiar concept to us,
into the infinite past. Of course, we really don’t come close, for true
infinity is not just the addition of one second to another — it transcends
time altogether. But our approximation of infinity is enough for us to feel
comfortable with the concept of infinity.
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It is the realm of self-existence that really boggles our finite minds. We
have nothing in our spatial-temporal experience which comes close to
approx-imating the concept of self-existence. In fact, we can only define
self-existence in negative terms: God did not create himself, nor was he
created by anyone.

It is ironic that even though the keenest philosophical minds have had

difficulty understanding the concept of self-existence, modern man is

quick to accept the myth that the universe is self-existent. Men realize that

if they don’t declare the universe to be self-existent, they are left with only

two other possibilities:

1) The universe created itself—they know that this is absurd since
something cannot exist and not-exist at the same time, or

2) The universe was created by something or someone—they know that
this opens the door for God, whom they do not want to acknowledge
(Rom 1.18-23).

Men in blind faith believe the myth that the universe is self-existent, and
that chance working on matter through time created life. At the same time
they deny the possibility of there being a God who is self-existent.

They also deny this divine attribute to Jesus. Jesus says (26) that “as the
Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in
himself.” Jesus is claiming that he also is self-existent. Jesus declares the
same thing elsewhere when he says “before Abraham was born I am!” (Jn
8.58; compare with Ex 3.14)

Do not misunderstand his words. Jesus is not saying that he is a created
god. A self-existent being cannot be created—that would present a logical
impossibility. Jesus speaks (26) in terms of his office as the Mediator and
the role he has been granted by the Father. Notice that he refers to himself
as the Son of Man (27)—this is his self-designation as the Mediator. As
the God-man he has been given the authority to be the life giver.

The Jews (and the Greeks, when being intellectually honest) understood
that it is God alone who can give life to creatures (e.g., Gen 2.7; Dt 30.20;
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Job 10.12; Job 33.4; Ps 36.9; Acts 17.28). So, Jesus says (26) that the
Father has delegated to the Son the right to be the author of life.

The Father gives the essence of life and Jesus claims this right also. As the

author of life’s essence, his authority, extends to two other dimensions:

1) He Raises the Dead — Jesus claims the divine prerogative to give life
“to whom he is pleased to give it” (Jn 5.21). Jesus raised the dead on
earth (Jn 11.38ff) and he will raise the dead at the Last Day (Jn 5.25,
28, 29).

2) He Gives Eternal Life — Those who have heard the words of Christ
and believed have eternal life (Jn 5.24, see also 1 Jn 5.11). They have
been granted life (“have crossed over from death to life””) by the Son.
Eternal life is more than just /ife. The kind of life Jesus gives is more
than mere existence. The resurrected beings condemned to Hell will
exist (Jn 5.28, 29); they will not be annihilated. But their life will be a
shadow compared to the life of those in Heaven.

Men in their pride think that some day they will create life either from
proteins or from silicon chips. Many are eager in this hope, because they
think they can dismiss God. But God alone is the author of life. Let us turn
to the one who alone gives life—eternal life now and at the resurrection.

Testimonies to the Son [varch 20]
(Jerusalem, early Fall 31 AD. Jn 5.31-47)

After claiming equality with the Father, Jesus continues his discourse with
the Jews. Logically, he moves on to consider the question of who, or what,
supports his claim. You will notice that there are witnesses that Jesus calls
to defend his claim, and others he rejects. Who and what are they?

o Himself—He rejects himself as a witness (Jn 5.31), not because his
testimony is untrue but because his claim cannot be self-validated. He
knows that he cannot make a claim without the Father. Ultimately his
claim can be validated only by revelation. It takes the Holy Spirit (sent
by the Father) to convince us that he is the Christ. Also, Jesus knows
that the Law required legal matters to be validated by multiple
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witnesses (Dt 19.15). His claims are so weighty that they need more
than one witness.

o John—He rejects the testimony of John (Jn 5.34) not because it is
untrue but because it can be thought of as from human origin. John
declared that Jesus was the Lamb of God sent to save sinners (Jn 1.29).
Jesus reminds them that if they believed John’s testimony they would
be saved. Although what John declared was true, the Jews could doubt
him because he was a man. No human testimony can be guaranteed to
be accurate, so Jesus doesn’t appeal to human authority.

o His Work—Jesus says that a weightier witness than the words of John
is his own work. He probably means that the healing miracles he per-
formed should provide a sufficient testimony that he was sent by the
Father. No one can do what Jesus did, unless he has been sent by God.

o The Voice from Heaven—An even more obvious witness is the
testimony of the Father (Jn 5.37) which was given in a voice from
Heaven (Mt 3.17). At that time the Father publicly declared that Jesus
was his beloved Son. The Jews present at the Baptism of John probably
heard the voice, but because of the hardness of their hearts they didn’t
listen and apply the word in their lives (Jn 5.38). Instead, they denied
what they had heard or attributed the voice to a natural phenomenon.

It is the same today. Men hear the ‘voice’ of God (e.g., in the heavens [Ps
19.1]) and are blind to their maker. Notice that Jesus says that they did not
understand because they did not believe (38). This reminds us that all the
evidence in the world will not convince a person to believe in Christ. You
cannot argue someone into the Kingdom. It is only when the Holy Spirit
changes his heart that a man will come to believe the evidence (e.g., your
life and words) that you present.

e The Scriptures—Jesus claims the Scriptures as a valid testimony to
himself (39). But those who diligently study them will only come to
possess eternal life if they believe in him. We must study the Bible to
learn more about Christ. But it is not the Scriptures that we need to
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know— it is the Christ of the Scriptures. There are many who have
studied the Bible in detail, as a botanist might study a plant, and have
memorized many verses; but if they don’t know Christ, about whom
the entire Bible is written, they don’t know anything of real importance
for eternity. Man’s problem with sin is a problem of will, not of
knowledge.

o Men—lJesus will not accept praise from men (Jn 5.41). Here he uses
praise as a substitute for a testimony. He is to be worshipped by men,
but this is not the final authority for establishing his equality with the
Father. General praise from men (e.g., from those who say Jesus is a
good teacher or fine example) does not count, since it isn’t from the
heart (42) and is offered to men who come in their own name (Jn 5.43,
44).

o The Father—It is praise from God (the Father) that really counts (44).
This is ultimately the only testimony to a person’s character which has
value. Jesus implies through his statements that this is the very
testimony that validates his ministry, but because the Jews rejected this
testimony, they themselves would not receive praise from God.

e Moses—The final testimony that Jesus claims is the great prophet of
the Jews (Jn 5.46). Moses gave the Jews the Law to teach them about
sin, and told them of a coming prophet whom they were to listen to (Dt
18.15). Moses wrote as a witness, or testimony, to Jesus as the saviour;
but the Jews would not believe his words. So they rejected their
Messiah (Jn 5.47).

Weigh the evidence of the witnesses. It is overwhelming. Jesus is the
Anointed Son of God sent by the Father to save his people from their sins.
How many witnesses will it take to convince us of this truth? Piling
evidence on top of evidence will not provide any more truth. It is time to
appeal to God the Holy Spirit to open our hearts so that we might believe.

Controversy about Picking Grain on the Sabbath March 21]
(Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 12.1-8; Mk 2.23-28; Lk 6.1-5)
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Among congregations or families that believe that the Lord’s Day is the
Christian Sabbath what do you often find is their emphasis? Do you find
that there often is an emphasis on what we should not do rather than on
what we should do? It seems that both children and adults rarely ask what
God expects from us on this day. Instead, we seem to begin our
consideration of the Sabbath with a negative focus.

The Pharisees of Jesus’ day seemed to be of the same mindset. They were
caught up with the negative aspects of the Sabbath and focused on what
should not be done rather than on why the Sabbath was ordained by God
and what its value is to us. Their negative attitude is displayed by their
reaction to what they saw Jesus and his disciples doing.

As Jesus and his disciples walked along, probably heading to the
synagogue meeting (Mt 12.9), they passed through some grain fields and
picked heads of ripe barley or wheat. As they continued, they rubbed the
kernels in their hands to remove the chaff and then ate the grain. Taking
the grain was not wrong, as God had made provision for this as a means of
caring for the poor (Dt 23.25). The Jews did not react to their taking the
grain. They reacted because their tradition taught that what Jesus’ disciples
did was equivalent to reaping, threshing, and winnowing, and therefore
was work (Ex 34.21). So they told Jesus that his disciples were acting
unlawfully on the Sabbath.

How does Jesus respond to their charge? Note that he does not start his
challenge with the proclamation he used in the Sermon on the Mount:
“You have heard that it was said ... but I tell you ...” He isn’t ready at this
point in his ministry to present himself as the final prophet. He is still
validating his ministry through sign-gifts. But he gives a hint of what is to
come shortly when he declares himself greater than the temple and Lord of
the Sabbath (i.e., the one with authority to interpret how it is to be
observed). He begins his challenge of the Pharisees by pointing to the
Scriptures and asks them how they understand what is taught there.

He points them to two examples of godly men. Their actions appear to be
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examples of ‘breaking’ the ceremonial Law. The two examples he uses

are:

1) David’s eating the consecrated bread. Twelve fresh loaves were
regularly set out before God. The bread being replaced was to be eaten
only by the priests. Jesus indicates that David’s necessity overruled the
ceremonial aspects of the law.

2) A baby boy was circumcised on the eighth day, even if this fell on the
Sabbath. By this he showed that one ceremonial law overruled another.

Jesus points out in these examples that godly men did something that in
general was ‘unlawful’. But he is not denying the importance of the Law,
nor is he undermining the principles taught by the Law. Rather, he is
showing that there are circumstances where we may be required to act in a
way that is ‘beside’ the Law. We learn from this passage that:

o The Sabbath Law continues to apply to us. Jesus does not say that it is
okay for his disciples to pick grain because the principle of the Sabbath
(weekly rest) is cancelled. Rather, he says it is okay because the
Sabbath, when properly interpreted, was made for mankind’s (not the
Jews’) benefit and as such has perpetual value.

o There appears to be a hierarchy of law. Sometimes a law can be set
aside, temporarily, for a just cause (but not doing evil for a good result).
We see an example of this hierarchy when someone sets aside a no-
trespassing law to rescue a drowning child.

e Jesus is not teaching some form of subjective morality or ‘situational
ethics’, nor is he trying to find a way to rationalize the Law, as we are
prone to do. By giving examples from the Scripture, he shows that it is
God who defines how we may act in ways that are beside the Law.

e One way of acting beside the Law is doing a work of necessity (e.g.,
preparing food) on the Lord’s Day. He quotes from Hosea (Hos 6.6) to
show why works of necessity and mercy are lawful on the Sabbath.

e Jesus is the interpreter of Law. What we do on the Lord’s Day should
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be what he has told us to do or shown us, by example, what we should
do.

The multiplication of negative laws by the Pharisees made the Sabbath a
burden for the people. Let us remember the purpose of the Sabbath and
look for opportunities to use it for God’s glory and our benefit in spiritual,
mental, and physical refreshment. Let it be a delight and joy, not a burden.

Healing a Man’s Shrivelled Hand on the Sabbath (varch 22)
(Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 12.9-14; Mk 3.1-6; Lk 6.6-11)

Leaving the grain fields, Jesus and his disciples went to the Synagogue
where they were confronted by the Pharisees and others who were looking
for a way to accuse Jesus of doing something unlawful. In the Synagogue
was a man with a shrivelled hand who the Pharisees thought they could
use as a means of trapping Jesus in sin or a contradiction. A Pharisee
doesn’t care about helping those in need; he cares only about how to apply
his strict definition of ‘holiness’.

The Pharisees asked Jesus if it was lawful to heal on the Sabbath. Their
rabbinic teaching said that it was unlawful to heal someone unless it was
necessary to save his life. Notice how Jesus uses their own teaching to
confound them (Mk 3.4). Jesus had already healed on the Sabbath (e.g.,
Mk 1.29-34; Jn 5.1-9); and although the Pharisees did not seem to be
around at those times, they had undoubtedly heard about the healings.

They knew that Jesus could heal — the question wasn’t could he, but would
he heal on the Sabbath? They wanted to know if he was a ‘moral’ healer.
They were looking for ‘inconsistencies’ in his teaching or practice so that
they didn’t need to heed him. Men are the same today. His teaching
demands a response, so men use any means they can to deflect the moral
challenge of it. If they can find some ‘problem’ in the Bible, then they can
claim it faulty and think that they don’t need to adhere to it. It is better,
from their perspective, to find fault with God and his word than with
themselves.
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In the grain fields, Jesus demonstrated the justice of doing works of
necessity on the Sabbath. Now he must show the justice of doing works of
mercy. In the previous case, he responded by using scriptural examples as
the base for his defense. In this case, he uses an example from everyday
life. Jesus used different means at different times to present truth.

His example is that of rescuing a sheep that has fallen into a pit. Today if
he were speaking to a ‘pharisee,” he might ask him if he would help a
stranded woman fix a flat tire. You must realize that he was dealing with
people who had drawn incredibly tight boundaries around what was lawful
to perform on the Sabbath. We don’t find this problem too often today,
since most people in the Church have removed all boundaries from around
the Sabbath. But the attitude of the Pharisees still plagues the Church.
Modern ‘pharisees’ draw boundaries in other places, making laws where
God does not. We need to guard that we don’t place the rules of men on
the level of God’s Law.

Notice that Jesus answers a question with a question. He asks the Pharisees
to compare the value of an animal with that of a man. (This is a good
question for men today. Many in our culture place the value of a baby seal,
whales, or even trees, above the value of an unborn human.) He then asks
them whether or not it is lawful to do good or evil on the Sabbath. As Jesus
does so often, he places them in an impossible situation. They cannot
answer without condemning themselves. He knew that in their wicked
hearts they were rationalising why it was okay to rescue an animal but not
to heal a man, or why it was ‘proper’ not to help the man.

Having silenced them with his questions, he performs a miracle to answer
their question. He had asked the man to stand at the front of the
synagogue, and he now commands him to stretch out his hand, and he
heals it. Notice that the man’s hand was ‘completely restored’. What Jesus
does is not by half measure, nor is it done in secret.

Jesus did not answer the Pharisees’ question with words, but he did show
them the foolishness of their position through words. He then went on to
demonstrate by action a proper way of observing a holy Sabbath. Here we
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see the living Word — Word in action. God also works this way in
Salvation. The crucifixion was visibly public, and it demonstrated God’s
love for us (Rom 5.8). We also are to demonstrate our words with action
(James 2.14-26).

Instead of being pleased that the man was healed, or accepting the rebuke
of Jesus, the Pharisees went out of the Synagogue in a huff, plotting how
they could kill him. What an irony! They refused to accept his doing good
on the Sabbath and plotted evil on the very steps of the Synagogue. At
times, the heart of the Pharisee pumps in all of us. It is easy for us to make
‘rules’ for others to follow, easy to be angry when we don’t get our own
way in the Church, and hard to accept a rebuke. Do we then set out to ‘get
even’ as the Pharisees did? Watch out for this kind of heart, it pumps black
blood.

Jesus has shown us that God desires mercy not ‘sacrifice’ (Hos 6.6). He
has shown us how to keep the Sabbath holy with works of necessity and
mercy.

With Crowds by the Sea [March 23]
(Sea of Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 4.25; Mt 12.15-21; Mk 3.7-12)

Jesus was aware that the Pharisees were plotting to kill him because he
had healed on the Sabbath; so he left the populated regions of Galilee
and went into the countryside. Beside moving away from the threats of
the Pharisees, Jesus may have also left the town (probably Capernaum)
for practical reasons. Excavations at Capernaum have shown that the
Synagogue there held 130-150 people. It is possible that the crowd that
assembled to see Jesus was around 10,000 people. Likely, no meeting
hall or theatre in Capernaum could have held an assembly of that size.

News of his work had spread throughout Galilee and to regions beyond.
People came from a distance to see the ‘miracle worker’. They were
crowding him, pushing forward to touch him so that they could be healed
(Mk 3.10). To avoid being pushed into the lake, Jesus told his disciples
to prepare a boat in which he could sit. It is not necessary for Jesus to
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touch a person to heal him. It is possible that he taught the people from
the boat (e.g., Mk 4.1, 2), but he may have only provided healing from
the boat.

Besides healing the people of their diseases, he cast out evil (unclean)
spirits. The people possessed by the demons fell down before him and
declared his relationship to the Father: “You are the Son of God.” Jesus
warned them (the people and the evil spirits) not to tell who he was. The
time for revealing his identity still had not come. The publicity about his
healing hindered his teaching and attracted antagonism from the
Pharisees.

We have noted previously that Jesus’ primary purpose in coming to earth
was to go to the cross to pay the debt of sin for his people. Other
purposes included announcing the Kingdom, and teaching. To provide
healing for the sick was not his main purpose in coming to the earth. The
miracles were performed to demonstrate that he had come from God.
This is what Matthew shows by quoting from Isaiah (Is 42.1-4). From
this passage we learn that Jesus is the:

o Chosen Servant — As the Son of God, endowed by the Spirit, Jesus is
the appointed servant who came to do the Father’s will. His miracles
demonstrated that he was from the Father (Jn 10.25, 38; Jn 14.11).
There is no other Servant, there is no other way to the Father, there is
no other Saviour (Acts 4.12). He is the one we must turn to.

e Loved Son — Jesus is loved by the Father for who he is, the one who
shares all glory with the Father, and because of what he has done,
fulfilling the will of the Father by saving sinners. As the Father loved
the Son, so must we, for who he is and for what he has done for us.

o Just Judge — Jesus proclaims justice in two ways: 1) He declares to
those who are not his sheep that they are condemned for their
disbelief and wicked actions, and 2) he declares to his sheep that they
are blessed because they have believed in him and obeyed him (Mt
26.34, 41). His justice is not for the Jews alone. It is for all nations
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like those who came from the regions around Galilee (Mk 3.8). Those
who put their hope in him (Mt 12.21) will be led to victory, but those
who do not place their hope in Jesus will be cast out.

¢ Gentle Healer — The miracles of Jesus pointed to a greater healing.
He came, ultimately, not to heal the sick of their bodily ills but rather
to heal the spiritually sick, just like he healed the sick beside the Sea
of Galilee (Mt 12.15) and ‘healed’ a woman by the well (Jn 4.4-42).
He came to heal our lives when we feel like a bruised reed or a
smoldering wick; having no life, burned out, and crushed. When we
are his sheep, we can turn to him no matter how we feel and can know
that he will care for us and heal us.

e Humble Messenger — He didn’t come with a shout, an earthly army
with weapons of war, trumpets and royal robes, a bugle corps and
drums, or a ticker-tape parade to take the praise of a hero. His
approach was almost silent. He arrived in poverty, in a stable. He
came to bear scorn, hatred, persecution, and torture. He came to live a
rebuke, to die a curse. He didn’t come to argue with the Pharisees or
carry on debates in the city streets (Mt 12.16, 19). He left Capernaum
to avoid these confrontations. He came with healing, to bring true
peace. He came to save and help the needy. He knows our situation,
our infirmity, needs, hurts, and frustrations. He came to help us!

Matthew, in his Gospel, continually shows how Jesus fulfilled the OT
prophecies. He reminds us that the earthly life of Jesus was like no other.
“The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (Lk 19.10)
You and I are lost, without Jesus. Go out to meet him and receive him.

Choosing the Twelve [March 24]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mk 3.13-19; Lk 6.12-16)

We are about two and a half years into Jesus’ ministry on earth. He has
been followed by a great number of disciples since his baptism. From
this large group of followers (at least seventy-two, see Luke 10.1) he
called his disciples to him (Lk 6.13) and from theses he selected twelve
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Apostles.

It appears that Jesus is at this point ready to commission some of these
followers to as the founders of the NT Church (compare Eph 2.19-20).
This isn’t stated, but notice that the Sermon on the Mount (Lk 6.17 and
following) and other extensive teaching portions of his ministry follow
their appointment. This seems to show that Jesus selected the twelve for a
special commission as teachers, and that they were to communicate his
teaching to build the NT Church. We note their appointment was:

e In prayer — Jesus spent the night praying before selecting the Apostles
from men he knew well. He sought extraordinary guidance from God
when he made an important decision or had an especially difficult
challenge. Do we pray for even five minutes before significant
decisions? The Church should appoint men to leadership only after it
knows the men well (1 Tim 5.22) and after considerable prayer (Acts
1.14, 24).

e To be with him — They were to be more than just students. They were
to participate with him in prayer, worship, fellowship, and teaching.
Jesus wants all of his disciples to be not just hearers but doers. The
leaders in the Church are to be “with Jesus.” But, so also are all the
saints.

e To be sent — The term apostle means “sent one.” These disciples were
selected as the ambassadors of Christ, to represent him on earth as the
NT Church was being established. Jesus was an Apostle sent from the
Father to do his will (Jn 4.34; Jn 5.36-38; Heb 3.1). He in turn sends
men to do his will. The formal office of Apostle has been completed,
but today Christ still has his “sent ones” — pastors — who represent him.

e To Preach — Those selected by Christ as his representatives were given
a specific mandate: they were to preach the gospel of salvation from sin
and to teach the converted the fundamentals of the Faith.

e To Drive out Demons — The Apostles had special authority to validate
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their ministry — power to drive out demons and perform miracles.
Pastors don’t have this authority, since the foundations of the NT
Church have been laid. But they do have an authority which validates
their ministry — proclaiming the Word of God to drive out the ‘demon’
sin.

o To Represent Israel — Twelve Apostles were chosen to represent
symbolically the twelve new tribes that make up the Israel of God (Gal
6.16) — the NT Church. With this new phase of the Church, Jesus
selected a cross section of society, John, from the priestly line,
Matthew, a tax collector; some fishermen, and an (ex) Zealot.
Leadership in the NT Church does not belong to any class or segment
of society. It is made up of the spiritually mature who have been called
to their office by Christ.

e By name — We are told the names of all of the Apostles. Some we
know nothing about, other than their names. Others, we hear about a lot
in the rest of the NT. Yet all were Apostles. Jesus knows all of his
sheep by name (Jn 10.3), and he calls all his “sent ones” by name. This
reminds us that we are not to hold up one leader in the Church as better
than another. We are to treat with respect all faithful leaders in the
Church who have been called by God (1 Cor 3.21-23).

e By Outward Profession — To men, the Apostles appeared to be godly.
Even Judas Iscariot made a good impression. This teaches us that the
Church is to judge a man called to office by his profession of faith,
substantiated by practice. Paul provides the qualifications (1 Tim 3.1-
12). Although we may make mistakes when we elect leaders in the
Church, it is not for us to probe into their motives. Only God knows the
heart of a man, and he often hides a person’s true character from other
men.

o By the will of God — The choosing of Judas (the one “who betrayed
him” and “became a traitor”’) to be an Apostle teaches us that it is God
who ultimately appoints Church leaders to their office, not men. We
must remember this and respect them because of their appointment by
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God to office (1 Tim 5.17-21).

The special office of Apostle ended in the 1% century. But just as there
were other leaders then who were “sent ones” (e.g., Barnabas, James,
Jesus’ brother, Timothy, Titus, etc.), so there are “sent ones” today in the
Church. We can learn much about the calling of Church leaders today
from Jesus’ appointment of the Twelve.

Sermon on the Mount

The Setting for the Sermon March 25
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.1-2; Lk 6.17-19)

Large crowds continued to follow Jesus around Galilee. Soon after the
appointment of the twelve Apostles, we find him in a rural area on a
plateau on a hillside. As he was standing among the people he healed their
sick. He then sat down, as the custom was of Jewish Rabbis (Mk 4.1; Mk
9.35), and began to teach them. The particular teaching that he gave that
day has become known as the Sermon on the Mount.

It seems that we are to find in the actions of Jesus on the hill a deliberate
object-lesson. He positions himself as the second, but greater, Moses. We
can note some of the similarities and differences between the two to see
how Jesus is the fulfilment of Moses, who was the foreshadow:

e Appointed Representatives — Moses was encouraged by Jethro, his
father-in-law (Ex 18.17-26), to appoint assistants to represent God to
the people. In effect, he appointed apostles who were to assist him.
Jesus did the same by appointing the Apostles.

e Works of Mercy — Prior to delivering the Law, we find Jesus healing
the sick. Moses did not perform this type of miracle, but we do find
him as the instrument of God showing mercy through the manna, quail,
and water from the rock (Ex 16-17).

e The Law on the Mountain — The obvious similarity between the two
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is that the Law was delivered in the OT on Mt Sinai (Ex 19.3) and in
the NT it was re-applied by Jesus on a hillside, with emphasis on its
proper interpretation.

Here the similarity ends.

e Keeping Distant vs Drawing Close — In Moses’ case the mediator
separated himself from the people who were told to keep their distance
from the mountain. In Jesus’ case he let the people draw near on the
hillside (see, Lk 6.19). Do not misunderstand this contrast. It is not a
change in God’s nature, but in the way he graciously changed his
dealings with men. The Mosaic Covenant teaches us that God dwells in
unapproachable light and purifying fire, and that we are entirely
incapable of approaching his holiness on our own merits. The New
Covenant teaches us that Jesus as the God-man opens the way to the
Father so that we may now enter his presence.

e One Law — What law did Jesus teach in the Sermon? The Law of

Moses! He did not deliver a new law code. It was the Law of Jesus that
was given to Moses on Mt Sinai. Jesus tells us (Mt 5.17-20) that his
Law stands forever. His teaching in Galilee did not contradict the Law
given far to the south; it placed it in its proper context.
The Sermon is an exposition of the Law given through Moses. Jesus
teaches his disciples how that Law is to be applied by Christians, not
how it is annulled. He teaches the hearers, and us, what he means when
he summarizes the Law in the ‘new commandment’ — to love God and
our neighbours with all our heart.

This Sermon is the first example of Jesus’ teaching recorded in the Bible.
Both Matthew and Luke give reports. The differences between their
accounts seem to indicate that Jesus taught more than either records. We
will be blessed by studying what Matthew remembered and by comparing
it with what was reported to Luke (Lk 1.2) by other eye-witnesses.

Although the Sermon was directed specifically to Jesus’ Apostles and his
other disciples (Mt 5.2; Lk 6.20), it was given in the hearing of a crowd; so
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they were indirectly included (see, Mt 7.28; Lk 7.1). The Sermon applies
to all of us. It presents a picture of what the Kingdom of Heaven is like and
how we are intended to live in it. It shows us how a Christian, whose life is
ruled by the Spirit, will interact with his neighbours and walk faithfully
before his God. It is a lesson in ethics.

We will find that it contains two of the key elements of a Covenant:

1) Blessings (beatitudes — Mt 5.3-12) and curses (Lk 6.24-26), and

2) Exhortations (Mt 5.13-20; Mt 6.1-7.23) to live by the Spirit and the
letter of the Law.

Jesus will contrast a proper interpretation of the Law with Jewish
traditions (Mt 5.21-48) and will illustrate the importance of practising his
teachings (Mt 7.24-27). We should listen to his instruction and live our
lives in his presence, with obedience to his Law.

Blessings and Curses [March 26]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-26)

Compare Matthew’s account of the Sermon on the Mount with Luke’s and
you will notice that after Luke records the Beatitudes he lists some
corresponding curses. The opening of the Sermon reminds us of the
blessings and curses in the covenant which God made with Israel (Dt
28.1-68). Jesus as the greater Moses (Heb 3.1-6) teaches in this Sermon
how the covenants of the OT are to be properly understood by Christians.

We are prone to make too sharp a distinction between the Old Covenant
and the New Covenant. We need to see that God has made one Covenant
with man, with various administrations named for their human mediators
(e.g., Abraham, Moses, David). These administrations are
representations, or types, of the Eternal Covenant (Heb 13.20) made with
Christ on our behalf.

All covenant administrations in the Bible (including the New Covenant)
appear to have the basic elements of a covenant: calling the people (Mt
11.28; Rev 22.17), recitation of history (Mt 1.1-17; Lk 3.23-38; Acts 7.2-
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50), a mediator (Heb 9.15), covenant obligations (Mt 5.13-7.27), a
profession or creedal statement (Rom 10.9-13), blessings and curses (Lk
6.20-26), a sign (1 Cor 11.25), and a ratification before witnesses (Jn
19.17-20; 1 Tim 3.16). The NT serves as a legal document in which God
has given us the record of the Eternal Covenant. He calls Heaven and
Earth to witness that he has made a covenant with man through his Son
Jesus Christ.

The Sermon is part of this covenant. It includes a primary record of the
covenant obligations. It also opens with blessings and curses. If you
observe the covenant obligations, you will be blessed, if you do not keep
the obligations, you will be cursed. But notice a key difference between
the Old Covenant and the New Covenant. The Old states first the
obligations and then the blessings and curses. The New starts with the
blessings and curses, and follows with the obligations. Why is there this
difference?

Under the New Covenant the emphasis is reversed, because you must be
before you can do. The stipulations of the Old Covenant demonstrated
that man cannot obey the Law and be saved. Jesus obeyed it on our
behalf, and now we can obey the Law — but only after we have become
new creatures.

The fact that the blessings and the curses appear before the stipulations
demonstrates that man needs a saviour. Man in his state of sin cannot do
anything that will please God, and he can never do anything which will
provide payment to cover his sin.

Jesus does not begin his teaching ministry by demanding obedience. He
first describes the type of person who will be blessed and the type who
will be cursed. Who is the person who will be blessed? The one who is a
member of a special realm — an eternal, spiritual, and heavenly kingdom.
The man who is cursed is the one who is not a member of this kingdom.
How is citizenship in this kingdom obtained? Not by works of
righteousness, but by displaying a character that is righteous — one that is
right with God.
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The remainder of the Sermon, which follows the blessings and the
curses, is a commentary on the OT Law. It shows what kind of obedience
is expected from a member of the Kingdom of Heaven — that is, the fruit
that a righteous person will bear. But we cannot begin with the fruit; we
have to start with the tree. For if the tree is not righteous, it cannot bring
forth righteous fruit (Lk 6.43-45).

So we should begin where Jesus begins, with the character of the
Christian. This character must proceed his conduct and must permeate
every pore. The Christian must, in other words, not only hunger and
thirst after righteousness but must also be in poverty of spirit; mourn
over his sin; and be merciful, pure in heart, and a peacemaker.

These are spiritual attributes which cannot be obtained by a man steeped
in sin. These are attributes of a different kind than the attributes of the
world, and are not a matter of degree. The only way that a man can
display the character of the Christian is to be a Christian, converted by
the grace of God. Therefore, before we consider the Covenant
obligations, we should ensure that we are right with God — by receiving
his Son Jesus as our Saviour.

Conditions for Blessing (Part 1) [March 27]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-22)

The Beatitudes are named for the blessings of the Christian life. But
before we can have the blessings we need to meet the conditions. These
conditions do not describe what we must do to earn the blessings; they
define those who are truly Christians. They are the descriptive spiritual
attributes of the person who is already in the Kingdom of Heaven. If you
are not a Christian, you cannot perform some Herculean task to endow
yourself with them. But you can ask God to empty you of sin and self
and change your heart. If you are a Christian, you will display the
attributes that Jesus defines by his life and in his teaching. Ask God to
strengthen you and make you more like Christ, so that you will be:
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Poor of Spirit — You cannot be part of the Kingdom unless you believe
that you are poor before God — poor because you are finite and he is
infinite, and poor because you are a sinner and he is the Holy One. It is
humility before God. This is not a weakness, false humility, or a lack of
courage. It is knowing God, being utterly dependent on him like Jesus
was (Jn 5.19), and using every gift and talent he gives you for his glory.
To be filled with the Spirit we must be emptied of ourselves.

Mourning over Sin — The world’s philosophy can be summed up with
one icon: ©. Pleasure, worldly happiness, and a hatred of the doctrine of
sin are the essence of existence for most men. The Christian, in contrast,
mourns over things the world thinks will bring happiness — satisfying
covetous and lustful desires, and believing the “health-and-wealth”
superstitions of our age. This does not mean that he is a dour crank full
of false piety. He is a realist, hating the weight of sin (Rom 8.23; Heb
12.1) that drags down himself, the Church and our nation.

Meek — Meekness has nothing to do with weakness or being lazy or
flabby. It is being humble with men, being obedient to lawful authority,
and showing respect for others. It is not looking for honour or a position
of respect, asserting yourself, seeking prominence, or wanting respect
from others. It is not worrying about what others think of you.

Hungering for Righteousness — Men of our age hunger for food, drugs,
sex, alcohol, entertainment ... none of these will satisfy our deep need for
meaning and a purpose in life. The only thing that will satisfy is being
right with God and wanting to be like Him in holiness. Really to live, we
must desire to be free of sin — its guilt, power, and curse. We must love
his people, worship, and law, not a passing experience or the latest fad.
We must want to be holy as God is holy.

Merciful — Those who seek to do the will of God, will follow his
example of showing kindness to those who do not deserve it. A Christian
will work to relieve misery and will not repay evil with evil. Since we
have received mercy we will be quick to dispense it.
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Pure in Heart — Men tell us that man’s problems arise from his social
environment or from a lack of education. Adam in Paradise had a perfect
environment and the best education possible. What makes men think
they can provide better? God tells us that the problem is with our heart.
Out of the heart comes evil or good. Good comes only from a pure heart,
not just in outward actions. Before we do we must be. Purity of heart is
not just believing a set of doctrines; it is bringing the mind, faith, will,
and emotions into conformity with God’s holiness.

A Peacemaker — Jesus is not speaking of those who forge treaties
among nations, of those who appease or compromise, or of Nobel Peace
Prize winners. He is speaking of a peace that overcomes sin. It isn’t war,
it is sin, that is the ultimate problem. A peacemaker is, first, one who has
made peace with God. His primary concern is the glory of God. A
peacemaker is, second, one who lives a co-operative self-sacrificing life
modelled after Jesus who made peace through his blood (Heb 13.20; 1 Jn
1.7).

Persecuted — This is not a description of Christian character, but of the
Christian situation. A true peacemaker will not be honoured by the
world; he will be persecuted. Those who are righteous and live godly
lives will be persecuted (2 Tim 3.12). A Christian is not nosy, bossy,
objectionable, self-righteousness, or fanatical. Yet he will be hated by the
world because he is like Jesus (Jn 15.18-20). Christians are not to seek
martyrdom or to be persecuted. And they are not to die for a political
cause. Instead, they are to live righteous, holy lives to please God. They
are to live with their hearts already in Heaven.

Conditions for Blessing (Part 2) (March 28]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-22)

When Jesus began to teach about the nature of the Kingdom, he started
by listing the attributes which define a citizen of the Kingdom — a
Christian. These are the attributes of living faith. Jesus did not teach in
the Beatitudes the way to become a Christian, he taught the way a
Christian will live — not the way to Christ, rather the way from Christ.
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Jesus taught the same thing his brother James, about thirty years later,
would teach: “faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.”
(James 2.17) One dimension of salvation is the act of justification which
is applied to us by faith alone — faith unaccompanied by works. But
another dimension of salvation is the process of sanctification, by which
we work out our salvation (Phil 2.12). From this perspective, faith alone
is nothing — an un-applied faith is not true faith. Belief alone — belief in
God, in facts about God, and that what God says is true — is not true
faith. The demons in Hell believe these things (James 2.19) but it doesn’t
mean that they live a life which responds to belief. True faith is displayed
with evidences as it has an impact in our lives.

The evidence of true faith is the set of attributes that Jesus lists in the
Beatitudes. Just as light is made up of the seven colours of the rainbow,
so a Christian is defined by the entire set of attributes that Jesus lists. Of
course, you and I display the attributes in varying degrees because of the
remnants of sin still inhabiting our natures. If one of the colours of the
rainbow is filtered out, there will not be a pure white light. In like
manner, if one of the Christian attributes is polluted by sin we will not
display the pure white light of Jesus Christ. We need to ensure that the
full spectrum of our lives shines forth pure and bright.

You will notice that Jesus lists the attributes in a deliberate order,
mirroring the logical, but not necessary chronological, process of
salvation. The attributes of the Christian life build upon one-another. He
starts with poverty of spirit. Without knowing our poverty in sin, it is
impossible for us to mourn over it. Once we are truly sorry about having
broken God’s holy law, we can see ourselves in a proper light and be
humbled before God and our fellow men.

It is impossible for us to see that we are totally depraved without the
Holy Spirit showing us our poverty. But if this is impossible, it is harder
still for us to confess our sins and swallow our pride. Of course, literally,
nothing can be more difficult than something that is impossible. The
point is that we cannot mourn over sin and display a spirit of humility
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until we have been set right with God and have come to understand our
total poverty before his infinite holiness.

Our age is one of self-reliance and self-confidence. We do not want to
accept a doctrine which would cause us to be devalued. But the reality is
that all our own spiritual wealth (self-righteousness) is absolutely
worthless (Is 64.6). Do you really believe this about your own abilities
and works? You must start at the root and ask God to show you your sin
so that you can confess it. Once you have been emptied of self, you are
ready to move on in the Christian life.

The first three attributes define the emptiness of our souls as we are born
sons and daughters of Adam. Once we have measured the vast emptiness
we can seek to fill it. It is then that we begin to hunger and thirst after
righteousness. As we begin to seek God’s righteousness, we move from
an inward focus to an outward focus — we move from considering our
condition to considering God and his laws.

As our emptiness is filled we begin to over-flow with righteousness, and
we have an impact on those around us — both a positive and a negative
impact. The positive impact that we have is a direct result of each of the
internal changes that have taken place. We are merciful only because we
have seen our own poverty and the mercy we have been shown by God.
We are pure in heart as a result of mourning over sin. And, we can be
peacemakers only if we are truly humble.

The other impact that flows from a righteous life is negative. To the
extent that we live righteous lives, to that extent we will confront our
friends and neighbours with their sin. They will react against the
challenge to their self righteousness, just as we did before we were
brought to see our poverty. Thank God that he has shown you your
poverty of soul and he has filled it with his righteousness.

The Blessings of the Covenant (Part 1) [varch 29]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-22)
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Remember that the Beatitudes do not provide a list of things that you
must do to earn your salvation. Rather, Jesus describes the attributes of a
living faith — he shows what a Christian will be like, to a greater or lesser
extent, as he lives out the Christian life. It is to the degree that we live as
consistent Christians, loving and obeying the law of God, that we
experience the blessings of the Christian life.

There is a three-fold cause-and-effect relationship that results in
blessings in the Christian life. The first, and ultimate, cause is the gift of
salvation that we receive from the Holy Spirit, and is the greatest
blessing. It means that we are saved from the guilt and curse of sin and
will reside in Heaven for all eternity. The assurance of this blessing is
written in indelible ink in the record books of Heaven and cannot be
erased.

The other two categories of blessing are the result of living as a
Christian. They are determined by how much we desire to obey Jesus
and by how much we actually do obey him. When we strive to serve God
we can expect additional, and increased, blessings in two areas: 1) as we
live out our lives on this earth, and 2) as we fulfil them in eternity.

There seems to be much confusion about the blessings that flow from
living the Christian life. There are some who think that the primary
blessings are material, such as increased financial resources or a life
without illness. These blessings may be the result of living a sincere
Christian life. For example, Moses tells us (Dt 28.3-14) that Covenant
keepers will be blessed with large and healthy families and that the
“LORD will open the storehouse of his bounty.” Malachi tells us
similarly that those who are faithful to God will be blessed (Mal 3.10-
12).

As much as we may like material blessings, they are really secondary. In
this life there are many sincere Christians who gain very few material
blessings. Are they in some way inferior Christians? If this were the case,
we would have trouble explaining why God allows many wicked men
and women to prosper materially. The measure of a true Christian life is
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not that of the world: “he who has the most toys has won the game.”

What are the primary blessings of the Christian life both now and in
eternity? Jesus tells us that they are:

Inheritance in the Kingdom of Heaven — This is not just a future
blessing. We already are adopted sons or daughters of the King of
kings. We have been made princes through salvation and have
received part of the inheritance. Being declared righteous
(justification) and being made righteous (sanctification) are part of
that inheritance. We are no less princes because we have not obtained
the full inheritance.

Comfort and joy — We have an answer now to the sin-problem. The
worldly man has neither an explanation for evil, nor the solution. And
in glory, we will have even more joy as the consequences of sin are
replaced with eternal comfort (Rev 21.4).

A renovated earth — We have a promised inheritance of a new Eden:
all creation will be restored (Rom 8.19-22), the new heavens and new
earth will be established (Is 65.17-25; 2 Pt 3.13; Rev 21.1), and Heaven
will be extended to earth (Rev 21.2-4).

Filling to satisfaction — All of us are born with big holes in our souls.
We try every pleasure and escape of this world to patch the hole, but
the gnawing emptiness remains. Our souls can only be made whole by
the Holy Spirit, through salvation. After conversion our souls can be
filled more or less by the Spirit. The more we live out the Christian
life, the more we are filled. In Heaven we will be filled to
overflowing.

Mercy — We are inclined at times to say “it isn’t fair.” Do we really
want what is fair, or what is best for us? Hell is fair; it is what we
deserve. But God gives his people what they don’t deserve — Heaven!

Seeing God — Augustine said that the summum bonum (greatest good)
that man could ever obtain was to be with God forever. What more
could we need or want? In eternity we will be in his presence; we will
see the glory cloud of the Father and will walk with Jesus.

Of all these blessings, only the renovated earth is physical. What does it
take to teach us to stop seeking material objects and experiences, and to
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begin storing up treasures in Heaven? Why do we doubt Jesus when he
tells us that the best blessings are those which we take into eternity?
“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Mt 6.21)

The Blessings of the Covenant (Part 2) [March 30]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-22)

There are many things that men born in sin find hard to believe. One of
the most difficult is that nothing in this world will make them happy.
Most men are fooled by the attraction of wealth, some by power, and
others by pleasure. But, at honest moments, men without Christ in their
lives sometimes confess that the things of this world have not really
made them happy. Occasionally they will admit that there is an
emptiness that has not been filled by all their possessions, pleasures or
experiences.

In the Beatitudes Jesus tells us what makes a man truly happy. It
certainly isn’t wealth, power, or pleasure — it is instead the attributes that
he lists as conditions for blessing, such as being poor in spirit or being
merciful.

The Greek word translated ‘blessed’” can be translated ‘happy’.
Happiness is the subjective, inner state that results from being blessed.
But the best translation of the Greek word, in this context, is ‘blessed’
since it shows that there is an objective reality on which our eternal
happiness is based.

It is the objective reality of being blessed by God, and understanding that
one is blessed, that is missing in our culture. Men hide from God, and
neither seek blessings from him nor give thanks for those they do have
(Rom 1.21). They emphasize feelings over truth and say: “if it feels
good, do it” instead of “do what is right.” They claim that each man
should be true to himself and his own standards, and reject even the
possibility that there are absolutes outside of man which govern his
behaviour. They attribute their prosperity to their own efforts, never
giving a thought to God and his providential dealings with them.
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Feelings and self, rather than beliefs and God, are key marks of our age.

Although there are many -isms or ‘beliefs’ filling the feeling-based
thoughts of contemporary man, they can all be collapsed into two basic
views of reality, or world-and-life-views:

1) Paganism — this includes all -isms that at root involve the worship of
nature (e.g., pantheism, New Age, Astrology), false gods (e.g.,
Hinduism), or a god of ‘self’ (e.g., materialism and nihilism).

2) Moralism — This includes any form of philosophy which places
man’s hope or meaning on the adherence to a set of rules. Islam,
Judaism and Roman Catholicism are the most prominent. Followers
of these systems hope to earn a ‘heaven’ through adherence to a
codified system. Other forms of moralism include systems which
emphasize moral systems with no hope beyond this life (e.g.,
Buddhism).

All non-Christian philosophies and -isms can be distilled to one single
factor — man’s opinion. Only Christianity is based on an objective
standard — God and his Law. In all other systems man is the measure.

Notice that the Beatitudes teach us the failure of both classes of -isms.
The first three deal with our hearts before God (being poor in spirit,
mourning over sin, and being meek before him). These remind us that
God alone is worthy of worship and that we are to live for God. The fifth
through seventh show us that we are to live out the truth of our faith —
living from God. These two sets of Beatitudes are the opposites of
paganism and moralism. We can view these as sides of a triangle. At the
top point of the triangle is the fourth Beafitude. The pinnacle of true
religion is a hunger and thirst for righteousness. At the bottom of the
triangle is the result of a life lived for God, and from God — a life marked
by confrontation with the systems of paganism and moralism, a life
marked by persecution.

In the Beatitudes Jesus teaches the same thing that we find in the rest of
the Bible, because it is the core message of God’s covenant with man —
we are to /ove the LORD and obey him. Who is a covenant keeper? He is
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one who seeks to be holy as God is holy (hungering and thirsting after
righteousness). He is one who worships God correctly with a proper
understanding of his position before God, and who lives out his life in
service to God.

The Jewish audience of the Sermon on the Mount would have understood
that Jesus was not teaching a new religious paradigm, but that he was
expounding the Covenant as it is properly to be understood.

A question we must ask ourselves is: do we understand what Jesus is
teaching? Do we have a heart that is focused on loving and worshipping
God? Do we as a witness to our love for God live out our lives in
obedience to all his commands? If we are Christians, then we will
understand what Jesus is teaching and will be truly blessed. To the
measure we are blessed by God to that measure we will be truly happy.

The Blessings of the Covenant (Part 3) [March 31]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-22)

God has dealt with mankind, from creation, through a number of
Covenant formulations. The first was made with Adam. Subsequent
formulations include the covenants with Moses, Abraham, and David. In
each there is a statement of obligations and consequences of obedience
or disobedience. In a previous meditation we noted that the Jewish
audience listening to the Sermon on the Mount would have understood
Jesus to be restating the Covenant obligation of Law-keeping and the
blessings that result from it, or the curses that result from disobedience.

In the New Covenant, Jesus (as the mediator) expounds the obligations
of the Covenant in the Sermon on the Mount. What he teaches does not
provide a new kind of covenant but only a new, and final, form for the
Covenant. In essence, there is one Covenant. All of the covenant
administrations emphasize one or another aspect of that one Covenant.

In general, each covenant administration also has promises associated
with it. These are often given in the context of the blessings that will
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result from obeying the covenant obligations. This is what we find in the
Sermon on the Mount. In each of the Beatitudes, Jesus’ audience would
have heard a restatement of an OT promise. Let’s consider each of the
blessings and see how it applies the spiritual reality of a promise from
the OT economy.

¢ Inheritance in the Kingdom of Heaven — When God gave Israel the
royal law he told them that they would be “a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation” (Ex 19.6). A believer among them who considered this
promise would think about Adam who forfeited his service as king
(with appointed sovereignty over creation) and priest (to bring
worship to God). He would also consider the typical nature of the
king/priest Melchizedek and see that a greater than David was to
come. This one would be a king/priest (Ps 110.1-4) ruling an eternal
kingdom (Dan 4.3) in which righteousness and peace would dwell
together (Is 9.6-7).

o Comfort and Joy — The Jews suffered great trials throughout their
history — persecution in Egypt, wandering for forty years in the
desert, occupation by enemies, the Babylonian captivity. A wise
believer knew that Joshua had not given Israel eternal rest (Heb 4.8).
He was looking for the “consolation of Israel” (Lk 2.25), which he
knew would come with the eternal kingdom (e.g., Is 52.1-12; Is 54.1-
17, etc.) and would restore fellowship between men and God to its
form after creation.

o A Renovated Earth — The Garden of Eden was lost in the waters of
the Flood. OT believers knew that the land of Cannan was not a
restored Eden but that it was typical of the new, and eternal, Eden that
was to come (Is 65.17-25).

e Filling to Satisfaction — The land of Cannan flowed with milk and
honey and provided for all Israel’s needs as long as they remained
faithful to God. But the curse on the earth still affected their labour in
the land. The OT saints knew that Palestine was not their final abode
(Gen 47.9; Heb 11.10). Instead, they looked for a new land in which
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there would be a great feast into eternity (Is 25.6).

e Mercy — The life of the OT believer was paced by the rhythm of the
sacrificial festivals and services. But those who understood the ways
of God knew that these sacrifices were not of themselves the source
of God’s mercy. They knew that the sacrifices pointed to a final
sacrifice which would satisfy God’s demand to punish sin and show
him to be pouring out eternal mercy on undeserving men (Ps 40.6-8;
Is 53.1-12).

e Seeing God — In the Garden, Adam communed with God. Fellowship
was shattered by sin. The Tabernacle and Temple of the OT economy
brought God close to the people, but because of sin the way of access
to the Holy of Holies was veiled. The true believer looked forward to
a great high priest who would enter a final time to restore fellowship.

Do you see the blessings of the Sermon on the Mount as spiritual ones?
Do you understand their eternal, spiritual nature? Consider each blessing
again with its eternal fulfilment for all believers:

Inheritance in the Kingdom of Heaven — Mt 25.34; 2 Tim 4.8
Comfort and joy — 1 Cor 1.3-7; Jude 24; Rev 21.4

A renovated earth — 2 Pt 3.13

Filling to satisfaction — Rev 19.9; Rev 22.2

Mercy — Heb 4.16; 1 Pt 1.3

Seeing God — Heb 10.19-22; Rev 4.2-3 with Rev 7.9-10

What promises! Is your hope placed in Jesus who gives us Heaven?

The Curses of the Covenant [Apiil 1)
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.3-12; Lk 6.20-26)

What do Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal mean to you? These hills are
located in central Israel. Between Ebal (to the north) and Gerizim (to the
south) is a valley. At the eastern end of this valley was located a
Cannanite town called Shechem. Abraham built an altar there after God
had promised him the land in a covenant (Gen 12.6-7), and Jacob buried
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the strange gods (Gen 35.1-4) and raised an altar to God (Gen 33.20).
Later Joshua called the elders there to give them their final charge (Josh
24.1), and they buried the bones of Joseph there (Josh 24.32). This is also
where Jesus met with a woman at the well (Jn 4.5-6). When the woman
pointed to “this mountain” (Jn 4.20), she was pointing to Mount Gerizim.

Moses told the people that when they came into the land they were to
write a copy of the Law on plastered stones (Dt 27.1-4; Josh 8.32) and to
set them up on Ebal. He also ordered them to read the Law publicly and
then to pronounce a series of blessings and curses (Dt 11.26-30; Josh
8.34-35) — the blessings from Gerizim and the curses from Ebal.

The Law was set up in the heart of Cannanite territory as a reminder that
God rules over all people (Jew and Gentile). It was set up on the hill of
cursing to remind all observers that they would be cursed if they
disobeyed the law (Dt 11.29).

The Law was read in the natural amphitheater formed by the hills. Joshua
may have read a few lines and then the priests repeated them as a form of
amplification system. The blessings and curses would have thundered
through the valley. The impact of the voices like thunder (Rev 6.1), on
the people in Shechem, would have been overwhelming. The account
would have swept through all the nearby nations. Gerizim and Mount
Ebal stand as visible reminders of the blessings and the curses of the
Covenant.

Our nations have rejected the Covenant, and the Law of God is being
removed from public places. The Law cannot be posted in a government
building or read in a public forum. This shows the degree of moral
deterioration which has overtaken our civilization. In our ‘enlightened’
society God’s Law cannot be posted lest it offend those with another
religion. The reality is that modern ‘Cannanites’ do not want God’s
moral obligations restricting their pagan practices. How desperately we
need the public posting and reading of the Law of God today!

As the mediator of the New Covenant, Jesus took his place on a
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mountain and proclaimed the Law. This included an enumeration of the
blessings and the curses (Lk 6.24-26). When we read the Sermon on the
Mount in Matthew, we often miss the parallel account in Luke. Even if
we did not have the account of the curses in Luke, we could infer it —
because when a blessing is given for obedience, a curse is implied for
disobedience.

But Jesus did not skip the curses. He proclaimed them along with the

blessings, just as they were declared 1,500 years before, at the time of

Joshua. What are the curses that are the result of disobedience to the Law

of God? They are the consequences of not receiving Jesus as saviour,

and continuing to disobey him. All the curses associated with
disobedience are summarized by Jesus under four categories of temporal

‘blessing’:

e Full Purse — Those who place their hope in riches will find that the
money, toys, and trinkets they have now are the full extent of their
wealth. With this they will never be happy. They will always look
for more with covetous eyes. And, when the end comes, they will be
left with nothing.

o Full Plate — The gluttons of this world are well fed and stuffed to
nausea. But their burps are useless for improving, and providing
meaning for, man’s sin-filled life. If they consider the situation of a
starving sub-Saharan as disgusting, what will they think when they
are cursed with an eternal gnawing spiritual hunger?

e Full Party — The crowd that ‘parties until it drops’ under the hot
lights and in smoke-laden air, is destined for destruction. In the
searing heat and smoke of Hell, their laughs will be turned into the
weeping and wailing of eternal death. There is no dancing and
laughing over there!

o Full Persona — Those who seek meaning in power, friends and
reputation will gain an eternal reputation of being fools. The demons
won’t be their friends or bow down and worship them — they’ll mock
them forever.

If we rebel against the Covenant and despise the righteous requirements
of God’s Law, we will be cursed. Our age is not unique. God will judge
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us as he did the Canannites. Heed the curses for they will be heard again!

Persecuted for Righteousness [apiil 2]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.10-12; Lk 6.23)

Jesus expands on the blessing of persecution. How can it be a blessing to
be persecuted? This seems to make no sense. From the world’s viewpoint
persecution is a curse, not a blessing. But the logic of God is not the
logic of men. Because sin pollutes our whole being we do not “think
God’s thoughts after him” and are not able to understand spiritual things.
We must believe what Jesus says — those who are persecuted because of
righteousness are blessed and will receive a great reward in Heaven.

What does it mean to be persecuted because of righteousness? It is being
hated for being a Christian or for proclaiming that the righteous demands
of God’s laws apply to all men — whether or not they proclaim Christ as
Lord. It is being excluded from the public forum because we reject
wicked practices. For example, if a Christian organization speaks out
against homosexuality, it won’t be allowed to use facilities which are
funded with ‘public’ money. If Christians reject humanistic philosophies
of education, they will be driven out of the public schools.

Persecution for the cause of Christ also comes in the form of jokes and
innuendo in the media that label us as ‘fundamentalist’ or ‘the radical
right’. It comes when godliness is called fanatical and when breaking
God’s Law is encouraged. For example, if a Christian defends capital
punishment it is said that he is not compassionate. Or, if he dares to
suggest that all stores should be closed on Sunday, he is called intolerant.

These are forms of persecution without physical abuse. But sometimes
persecution comes in the form of property confiscation, imprisonment,
beatings, and execution. In God’s Providence we are not, at this time,
persecuted like the early martyrs, Reformers, Covenanters, Huguenots,
and Puritans; or like many Christians today who suffer under Buddhist,
Islamic, or Hindu oppression. But we all still must face persecution of
one kind or another (Jn 16.33; Acts 14.22; 2 Tim 3.12). Christianity
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cannot be challenged rationally, so persecution will come in one of two
forms—either with farce or force, scoffing or scourging, ridicule or
repression—because there are really only two ways that pagans can
persecute Christians.

The more Christ is displayed in the lives of Christians the more there will
be persecution against them. There are many reasons that pagans hate
Christians and persecute them. Some of these reasons are:

e They hate God. Anything that reminds them of God brings them
closer to their rebellion against God’s sovereignty. They cannot
tolerate fundamental truths: God is the creator, God is the author of
moral standards, and God is sovereign over life and death.

e They do not want to have their sinful lives challenged by
Christians living God-honouring lives. Christians remind them of
God’s judgment and of eternal death. They do not want to deal with
death.

e They do not want God to have a sovereign choice in salvation.
Ironically, they claim to believe in chance, yet they say that salvation
cannot come from outside of man but must be earned.

e They hate Christ — his perfect life, his perfect standards, his perfect
demands, and his perfect sacrifice for sin. So they hate anyone who
is a spiritual brother or sister of Christ.

When we suffer because of righteousness we should not be concerned;
rather, we should rejoice (James 1.2) because this persecution reminds us
that we are:

e Living lives that honour Christ. Only Christians suffer because of
righteousness. We must be having an impact on society if people
care enough to hate us for the sake of Christ (1 Pt 4.14, 16).

o Considered worthy to share in Christ’s suffering (Phil 1.29; Acts
5.41) and the suffering of the prophets and apostles. This means that
we are not weaklings but champions.

e On our way to Heaven (2 Cor 4.17, 18). A non-Christian will do all
he can not to think of Christ, death, and eternity. But this is not the
case for a Christian. The more he knows of Christ, the more he longs
for death (not with a death-wish!) so that he can be in eternity with
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his Lord (Phil 1.23).

Do you trust God in this? Do you believe Paul when he says “that in all
things God works for the good of those who love him ...” (Rom 8.28)?

Salt and Light (Part 1) [april 3]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.13-16)

Consider the flow of the opening of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus first
presents the attributes of Christian character in the Beatitudes. He
follows this with the reality of persecution for those who live a righteous
life. He reminds us that our reward is Heaven. If he left it there we could
argue that Jesus is telling us that we are to live consistent Christian lives
for his glory, accept the world’s persecution, and wait to be taken into
Heaven.

But he does not stop there. After mentioning the hope of Heaven and
reminding us that we share our persecution with the ancient prophets, he
returns to consider the role of Christians in the present world. This tells
us that the reason we must accept persecution on behalf of Christ is not
to prepare us for Heaven but rather to prepare the world for judgment.

Trials and persecution do not prepare a Christian for Heaven. Rather
Heaven is being prepared for Christ’s people (Mt 25.34; Jn 14.2; 1 Cor
2.9; Heb 11.16). A person is ready for Heaven at the moment of
conversion; his name is written in Heaven (Heb 12.23), from all eternity;
and he has been declared righteous (Rom 5.1, 2). It is true that God is
continually perfecting our holiness throughout our lives. But if the final
goal of the process of sanctification is to make us fit for Heaven, then it
will fail. We will never be ‘good enough’ for Heaven through the lives
we live on this earth. If God’s only objective was to make us holy, then
the most effective means of accomplishing this would be to remove us
from the world. At that moment we would be made completely holy.

Why do trials come upon Christians? They come so that as we persevere
through them we can bring glory to God (e.g., Jn 9.3; 2 Cor 4.10) and
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help others (e.g., 2 Cor 1.3-4). It is as we live the Beatitudes, especially
through persecution, that we bear witness to God before the world. This
is why Jesus follows his instruction about Christian character with the
statement that a Christian is the salt of the earth and light of the world.

We should not take salt and light as separate components. They need to
be considered together. A Christian living the Beatitudes is both ‘salt’
and ‘light’. It seems that Jesus uses these metaphors because Christians:

e Provide Preservation — It is not the value of salt as a seasoning
agent, but as a preservative, that Jesus is considering. It is not as if
the world had a good flavour that could be made richer by the
presence of Christians. Rather, the presence of Christians protects the
world from putrefaction, decay, and total rottenness. As God would
willingly have preserved Sodom from destruction if there had been
ten believers in the city, so he preserves a city or nation because his
people are there.

o Reflect Radiance — The world is in darkness without the light of
Christ (Jn 1.4, 5, 7-9). Christians reflect his light as Moses reflected
the glory of God (Ex 34.29-35). We derive our light from the Holy
Spirit living in us, and from the means God uses to communicate his
grace to us (the Bible and the sacraments). As the moon reflects light
derived from the sun, so Christians reflect the light derived from the
eternal Son. It is not our light that we give to the world; it is the light
of Christ.

Christ uses the salt of Christians to keep the world from becoming as
rotten as it could. He uses the light of Christians to give direction in the
darkness of sin and depravity. Christians are a witness to the world in
two ways — they keep the world from going totally bad, and they show
the world the way of good.

Christ left his disciples on the earth as his ambassadors. But it is not just
the Apostles, theologians, seminary professors, or those ordained to
Church offices who are salt and light. It is every Christian. Remember
that Jesus was not teaching just his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount
(see, Mt 5.1; Mt 7.28). It is ordinary men, women and children who, as
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true believers in Christ living out the Beatitudes, are salt and light.

When you live consistently, showing that you care about God’s righteous
requirements given in the Ten Commandments, when you display the
character traits of the Christian which Jesus lists in the Beatitudes, and
when you persevere through the trials which will inevitably come, then
you will be salt and light in the world. You will act as a preservative
among your family members, friends, and school or business associates;
and you will point the way to Jesus, the light of the world.

You are the salt and light “of the world.” You have not been called out of
the world. You have been sent into it as Christ’s witnesses until he comes
again to complete his work with total victory and vindication.

Salt and Light (Part 2) (april 4]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.13-16)

Jesus teaches that Christians are the salt and the light of the world. By
implication, the world of non-Christians is rotting and is in darkness.
Non-Christians cannot preserve or enlighten the world. This seems
contrary to evidence. Are not most philosophers, scientists, doctors,
engineers, politicians, and businessmen non-Christians? Where does all
the ‘success’ of the world come from, if not from non-Christians? Aren’t
Christians, as a group, ineffective and generally inconsequential in the
flow of history?

A superficial answer to these questions seems to undermine what Jesus
teaches. But the truth lies deeper. The fact is, the non-Christian world is
‘successful” (however you wish to define it) because it consumes
Christian capital. No individual, or country, which lives consistently by
its non-Christian religious or philosophical systems will be successful
continually.

According to their philosophical principles life is nothing more than the
vibration of molecules, there is no meaning to life beyond self-realization
and self-fulfillment, and each individual is at the centre of his own moral
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universe — life is chance events working on chaotic matter and man is
autonomous. This is the philosophy of the world of decay and darkness.

It is only as non-Christians live inconsistently with their professed beliefs
and follow Biblical principles that they are successful. When people are
honest, keep their vows, are respectful of other people’s property and
life, and refrain from outward idolatry and foul practices they find that
their lives are more fulfilled and they are more successful.

Jesus says that he is the way, the truth, the life (Jn 14.6). The world
considers the unique claim of Christ and Christians to be vain. But in
reality, it is the thinking of the world that is vanity and foolishness. It is
only from Jesus, through his people who are salt and light, that the way
of life is made known and truth is revealed. How are Christians the salt
and light of the world? They are salt and light in two ways:

e Man’s Conscience — Christians keep the world from becoming
entirely rotten. Communism has collapsed. Islam and Hinduism will
also collapse if Christ’s return is delayed. Every human system
eventually implodes under the weight of its inconsistencies. It is only
as there are Christians in a city, nation, culture or civilization, living
righteous lives, that the world is kept from becoming so foul that
God turns away his face with disgust.

e God’s Testimony — Christians are God’s means of bringing truth to
the world. Christians living humble, obedient lives are a witness to
God — to his glory, moral demands, worship, and judgment, and to
the reality of eternity. The world sees and hears from Christians
God’s requirements and is held accountable for the light it is given.

Jesus reminds us that the essence of being a Christian is to be salt and
light. Salt cannot be anything other than salt. If it loses its essence, which
is not possible, then it is no longer salt. It is the very nature of light to
shine and dispel darkness. It cannot do, or be, anything else. If light is
blocked, it is no longer giving light and is not fulfilling its purpose.

Lesson 1: It is not enough for us to be right with God ourselves. We are
expected to have an impact on the world. A false piety of many
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Christians teaches that once a person is saved he is to withdraw from the
world and its institutions. Jesus, in contrast, impels us into the world.
Christians are to declare Christ’s sovereignty over every aspect of life —
politics, law, science, education, business, recreation, the arts, family,
etc. Being the salt and light of the world leaves no room for keeping
religion out of politics, God’s laws out of the courtroom, creation out of
the classroom, morality behind closed doors, etc. Christ is Lord of all
areas of Life!

Being salt and light is not a matter of absolutes only. There are areas of
the world (e.g., Turkey, North Africa) where the salt and light of
Christianity has been applied at times in the past and is almost entirely
absent now. There are also areas where the effect of the salt and light of
Christianity seems to be waning (e.g., Europe and to a great extent, NA).

Lesson 2: To the degree that we are not acting as salt and light there will
be decay and increasing darkness. The purpose of the Christian is to
preserve and enlighten the sinful world. God leaves us on earth to stand
out for his truth — to declare sin for what it is, to proclaim God’s holy
laws, and to call men to repentance.

Christianity is the only true religion, the salt and light of the world.

Jesus Endorses the Old Testament [april 5]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.17)

The words of Jesus in Matthew 5.17 have been interpreted in a number
of ways. This makes it difficult to know if we have the right
interpretation. On one extreme there are some who argue that the word
‘fulfill” means that Jesus completed all aspects of the OT, and therefore
the OT laws do not apply to NT believers. This seems to present a
contradiction with the fact that Jesus says he did not come to ‘abolish’
the Law.

There are others who say that since Jesus says that not a single stroke of
the pen will disappear from the Law, this implies that all the details of
the OT laws are binding on Christians today. It seems that there are at
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least two problems with this view: 1) at least some aspects of the OT law
(e.g., the laws relating to sacrifices and excluded foods) are clearly not to
be practiced by Christians — we could say that they have been abolished,
and 2) Jesus says that the Law, with the Prophets, have been fulfilled in
him.

To interpret this passage correctly we need to consider as a unit the
fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets. In the way that the one is
fulfilled the other is also fulfilled. It seems reasonable to conclude that
Jesus fulfilled both the Law and the Prophets in, at least, the following
ways:

The promise became reality — The promises of the Prophets became

actual events in Christ. The Law, also, was realized in its totality in him:

e The prophecies of the OT which pointed to the Messiah are realized
in an awe-inspiring synthesis in the various aspects of his birth (e.g.,
Mt 1.22), life (e.g., Mt 8.17; Mt 12.17; Mt 21.4; Mt 26.56; Jn 15.25;
Jn 18.32) death (e.g., Mt 27.9; Jn 19.24, 28, 36), and resurrection
(e.g.,In 20.9).

e He was made subject to the Law (Gal 4.4) and kept the righteous
requirements of the Law. The first Adam failed to obey God. The
Last Adam (Christ) kept every command in the Law in full precision
and detail, whether a moral principle, an application of a principle
(also called a case law) or a ceremonial observance. He kept the law
completely in his birth (e.g., Lk 2.21-24), life (e.g., Mt 3.15; 1 Pt
2.22), and death (e.g., Gal 3.13 with Dt 21.23).

The payment was realized — The debt of sin had to be paid. The Law

and the Prophets anticipate this payment:

o The symbols and types of the OT (e.g., the tabernacle, priesthood,
and sacrificial system) culminate in the death of Jesus on the cross.
He is the final altar, priest, and sacrifice as he purchases our
redemption. In these functions, he gives full meaning to the elements
of the old economy that were hidden in shadows from Abel’s
offering of fat to the LORD to the tearing of the veil of the temple
from top to bottom.
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e The requirements of the Law were not only met by Jesus’ obedience
but also by his death. The Law and its demands cannot be set aside.
The requirements of the Law must be satisfied. The punishment that
he received in our place satisfied the divine requirements for justice.

The purpose was revealed — The meaning of the prophecies and many

of the laws (and the proper way to observe them) was often obscure to

the people of God living before Christ. All the prophecies and laws in the

OT (i.e., the entire OT) point to Christ. Jesus revealed through his life

and teaching the full intent and meaning of both the Prophets and the

Law:

e Until Jesus appeared in history it was not clear how the Kingdom of
God would appear. In him all OT prophecies have their correct
interpretation. They announce his uniqueness and his birth, death,
and resurrection. Their ultimate purpose is to reveal God’s plan of
redemption.

e He teaches the correct application of every law (especially as he
shows in the verses that follow Matthew 5.17 in the Sermon on the
Mount). He illustrates how the laws are generalized into principles of
justice which reveal God’s character and the nature of his universal
reign.

Jesus makes an incredible claim ... “I have come to fulfill the Law and
the Prophets.” In this he places his seal of authority on the whole OT,
endorsing it as the word of God. We cannot question the authority of the
OT without questioning the authority of the Son of God himself.

He alerts his hearers, and us, to the context of his teaching. Everything he
teaches is entirely consistent with the OT and contrary to the teaching of
the legalistic Pharisees (Mt 5.21-48). Pay attention! The OT he endorses
he will now apply. He shows us how to live as Christians in this world.

The Continuing Validity of the Law [Apiil 6]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.17-18)

We noted previously that Jesus endorses the OT and tells us that all of
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his life and teaching are consistent with it (17). He then makes a second
pronouncement (18) and tells us that the OT has perpetual and universal
application. Nothing in the OT is abolished by Christ’s having fulfilled
it.

It is likely that Jesus is referring to the entire OT when he uses the word
‘Law’ (18). Jesus is teaching that the entire OT, even to the smallest
letter, will continue to be valid until everything in history is brought to an
end. His work in redemptive history does not end with the Resurrection;
it ends with the Judgment. Everything will be accomplished only at his
return in triumph. He teaches that the OT remains valid for all time.
Therefore it applies to us today. This is consistent with what Paul tells
Timothy about the usefulness of the OT (2 Tim 3.16, 17).

The OT is relevant for us today because it:

Places Christ’s work, and our lives, in a historical context.

Helps us understand better the meaning of the work of Christ.

Tells us prophetically of the glory of Christ’s eternal kingdom.
Provides a God-breathed songbook for the Church in all ages.
Provides the basis for God’s moral standard that governs all nations.
Teaches us how to live wise and holy lives.

The Law, as a specific portion of God’s word, continues to be valid in
the NT era and retains its validity in its entirety (Mt 5.18) and in its parts
(Mt 5.18, 19). There is no part of the Law about which we can say “This
is abolished or cancelled.” Jesus says specifically (Mt 5.17) that he did
not come to abolish the “Law”. There is no room in Jesus’ statement for
the idea that the OT is obsolete, has no application to us, or that we do
not have to obey its commands. We are not to be NT Christians; we are
to be Biblical (‘whole-Bible’) Christians.

But the fulfillment of the Law by Christ does have the effect of altering
the specific way we are to keep many of the laws. And in other cases the
specific observance of some of the laws has been set aside, or the form
has been changed, because the righteousness they require is now
experienced in a different manner.
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This, of course, introduces serious difficulties for us today:

e  Which OT laws are to be observed today exactly as they were at the
time they were communicated by God?

e Which OT laws must we continue to observe but in a new form?

e Have any of the OT laws been discontinued? Why?

Since both Jesus and Paul teach that the entire OT applies to us, the

difficulty is to determine how the laws apply. This is not simple. There is

much disagreement in the Church on how to apply the OT laws.

Where is the right place in the spectrum of possibilities? Are we to apply
only laws repeated in the NT by Jesus or the Apostles? Are governments
today to apply only the last six Commandments? Are they to apply only
nine of them, or all ten? Are we required to keep any specific OT laws,
beside the Ten Commandments, even if they are not repeated in the NT?

We will be in danger if we assert a simple extreme such as “all the laws
of the OT are set aside” and say that we are required to obey only the
laws given in the NT by Jesus or the Apostles. The danger is illustrated
by the fact that we would lose many of the specific laws relating to
sexual morality given in Leviticus 18.1-30, because these are not
repeated in the NT.

We will be in as much danger going to the other extreme: all the laws of
the OT still apply in detail except entire classes that are explicitly
changed in the NT, such as those that point to Christ’s redemptive work
(e.g., the sacrifices). The danger of this extreme can be seen in laws that
appear meaningless to apply in specific form in our context today (e.g.,
Dt 22.8). Following this course we would miss the general principles and
carry over features specific to the Israelite context.

We must avoid extremes and affirm that there is both continuity and
discontinuity between the OT and the NT. However, too many in the
Church today do not recognize the continuity and see only the
discontinuity. As a result, they use a ‘smorgasbord’ approach and let
either their own opinions or majority opinion be the determining factor

226



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

about which laws of God apply today. It is important that we try to
approach the difficult subject of the applicability of the OT laws with
principles derived from the Bible.

No simple ‘rules’ will make this problem disappear. However, in our
next meditation we will consider some guidelines that may help us
determine how to apply OT laws in our cultural context.

Guidelines for Applying the Law [Apri 7]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.17-18)

In our previous meditation we noted that we must avoid extremes with
respect to determining how OT laws apply today. We are to affirm that
there is both continuity and discontinuity between the OT and the NT.
No simple ‘rules’ will make this problem disappear. However, there are
some guidelines that may help us determine how to apply OT laws today:

e God does not alter his Law from age to age. God’s Law is an eternal
and universal moral standard, reflecting his character and defining
righteousness. It applies to all mankind, at all times (e.g., Rom 2.15;
Rom 8.4; 1 Cor 7.19; 1 Tim 1.8-11; 1 Jn 3.4). It is against this
standard that men will be judged on the Last Day. Time or
geography do not alter his standard.

o Keeping the Law expresses love for God (e.g., Mt 22.37-40; 1 Jn
5.2-3).

e God does, however, change specific ways in which his Law is
applied and observed as he deals with men through unfolding
revelation. For example, he places before us the eternal requirement
to worship him as he prescribes but has changed the specific forms at
various times. Abraham offered sacrifices and had a single
covenantal sign (circumcision). The sacrificial system under Moses
became more elaborate with the introduction of many elements
pointing to Christ. At the time of David, God added new elements
such as instrumental music. With the destruction of the Temple the
form of worship was simplified—the types were replaced by spiritual
equivalents.
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The fulfillment of the Law by Jesus (17) does not abolish any of
God’s laws (principles) but does change, in many cases, the specific
way we are to observe the laws. For example, the ceremonial law is
not abolished. We are still required to worship God — some (most) of
the external features have been set aside, but not the principles.

The Ten Commandments are the universal and eternal summary of
all of God’s laws. All other laws in the Bible are instances, or
examples, of how to apply the Ten Commandments in specific
circumstances.

All the specific laws in the OT are applications of one or more
eternal principle summarized in the Ten Commandments. Although
the principles are always binding on all men (Rom 2.15), the specific
applications may not be. For example, we do not put walls around
our roofs (Dt 22.8); but the principle, derived from the Sixth
Commandment, makes it right for a city council to require fences
around swimming pools.

The NT writers accept the OT law as normative and often carry
forward, either by inference or explicitly, specific laws of the OT in
NT contexts (e.g., 1 Cor 5.1; 1 Cor 9.9, 13-14; 2 Cor 6.14; 2 Cor
13.1; 1 Tim 5.18; James 5.4).

It is not necessary for the NT to repeat a specific OT law in order for
it to apply to us. Where specific laws deal with human relations they
still apply in detail today, even as to Israel (e.g., laws about sexual
relations, weights and measures, employer/employee relationships,
kidnapping, theft, etc.).

The OT forms for observing the redemptive types in God’s Law—
the sacrificial system (e.g., Heb 7.11, 12; Heb 9.9, 10; Heb 13.15),
the ceremonies (e.g., Acts 20.7; Col 2.16-17) and the OT signs of the
covenant (e.g., Acts 2.38; Gal 5.11)—are not required by NT
Christians because of God’s completed revelation in Christ. The
types have been replaced by NT counterparts by which Christians
fulfill the requirements of the Law.

Specific laws of holiness and separation (e.g., food laws; clothing,
seed and animal mixtures; intermarriage with non-Jews; Leverite
marriage; cities of refuge; etc.) are not to be observed today (e.g.,
Acts 10.9-16) as they were by the Jews. These were physical
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symbols of principles that are to be manifested in the spiritual life of
believers (e.g., Mt 16.11, 12; 2 Cor 6.14-18).

e [t is wise for us to operate on the principle that specific OT laws,
especially where the circumstances are the same (e.g., people relating
to one another), continue to apply in the same way unless we find a
clear reason (either explicit or by inference) in the NT showing that
this is not the case.

e The collection of specific laws in the OT is not exhaustive (covering
every aspect of life). For example, a civil magistrate may create a
law requiring us to stop at a red light, as an application of the sixth
Commandment. Therefore, specific OT laws that apply today are not
the only specific laws we are to follow. However, specific laws
created today must be consistent with the principles established in
God’s Law and must follow the examples in the Bible of applying
the Ten Commandments to specific situations.

If we apply these guidelines when we consider which OT laws apply
today, we should be able to obtain a proper balance between the
continuity and discontinuity found between the OT and the NT.

Keeping the Least Commandments [april 8]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.19)

Jesus endorses the OT and tells us that his life and teaching are
consistent with it (17). He then tells us (18) that the OT has perpetual and
universal application and that nothing in the OT is abolished by his
having fulfilled it. Third, he informs us that we must keep the ‘letter’ of
the Law (19). The ‘little’ laws of God as well as ‘big’ laws are to be
obeyed. What are these ‘little’ or ‘least’ laws that we are to obey?

We must first determine what he means by ‘these commandments’ (19).
Although he has taught the crowds prior to delivering the Sermon on the
Mount (e.g., Mt 4.23), we are not told the specific content of his teaching
until now. So it seems unlikely that he is referring to any specific
commandments he has given. Since he has just mentioned the OT (the
Law and the Prophets), it seems reasonable to conclude that he is
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speaking of commandments that are found in the OT. In effect, he says
that the OT commands remain normative for NT believers.

What are these commands? He does not tell his audience specifically
which ones, but there are two indicators of how we are to understand the
meaning of ‘these commandments.’ First, by referring to the entire OT in
the preceding verses, it appears that he is speaking of the commands of
the OT. Second, since he uses the word ‘least,” he seems to be including
more than summary commands or principles. He is teaching that the
commands found in the OT — from the two sections of the Ten
Commandments to the various detailed laws — are relevant for teaching
us how to live as Christians. Paul says essentially the same thing (2 Tim
3.16) when he tells us that the OT has value for teaching us how to live a
Christian life.

We considered in our previous meditation guidelines for determining
which of the detailed OT laws continue to apply specifically today, and
not just the principles that they represent. We saw that God has changed
some of the specific forms by which his Law is applied and observed as
he has dealt with men through increased revelation. But we should note,
as Jesus teaches in verse 19, that at least some of the detailed (‘least’) OT
laws apply today and not just the summary laws (e.g., the Ten
Commandments) or the principles that they reveal.

Don’t misunderstand the place of the Law (detailed examples or
summary principles) in the process of salvation or in the life of the
Christian. As we noted when we considered the Beatitudes, Jesus teaches
that law-keeping is not the source of our salvation but the fruit of it. He
says that anyone who breaks any of the commands in the Law will be
“called least in the kingdom of heaven.” He is speaking of those who are
already in the kingdom. They have been saved by grace and not by law-
keeping. But once saved, they are expected to keep the details of the Law
meticulously.

There is an indication in Jesus’ teaching that law-keeping is not in vain.
Jesus provides a hint that the rewards in Heaven will be greater for those

230



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

who strive to keep the details of the Law (see also, Mt 16.27; Mt 25.14-
30). Therefore, it is not enough for us to repent of our sins and then to
drift along as Christians in a state of semi-obedience, attempting to cover
over our sins with fits of passionate confession. Jesus wants us to strive
for perfection in this life by obeying the Law. Perfection cannot be
obtained. Nevertheless, it is to be our goal. But our motive for striving
for perfection is not for the rewards we may receive but rather because
we want to please God who has given us our salvation. We should keep
the Law for his glory and trust that the Righteous Judge will dispense
rewards justly.

God is the God of law and order. He expects those in his kingdom to live
by the rule of law. He expects also that each of us will teach others to do
the same. We all have this responsibility — not just pastors, elders, or
teachers. We are to teach others to keep the details of the Law through
our example, personal encouragement, and verbal instruction. Jesus does
not say that because we are to teach others to keep the Law specifically
this gives us the right to sit in judgment of them if they don’t. In fact, he
teaches exactly the opposite later in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 7.1-5).
We have enough to do keeping the details of the Law ourselves without
worrying about how well others are doing, and correcting them.

Jesus teaches in verse 19 how to apply the principles of the Law — by
keeping the details found in the OT! Later in the Sermon on the Mount he
will illustrate the correct way to keep the details as he interprets specific
sample laws from the OT (e.g., divorce and oath-keeping).

His instruction presents a challenge for us. Many today say that since we
are under grace and not under law (Rom 6.14) we do not need to keep
any of the specific OT laws. But it is precisely because we are under
grace that we are enabled to keep any of the details of the Law (Rom
6.16-18).

Excessive Righteousness [april 9]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.20)
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Jesus endorses the OT in its entirety (Mt 5.17), and tells us that it has
perpetual and universal application and that nothing in it is abolished by
his having fulfilled the OT (18). Then he tells us that we must obey the
‘letter’ of the Law — the ‘little’ laws as well as the ‘big” ones (19). Then
he makes a fourth pronouncement about the Law (20) — our keeping of
the law has to be more precise than that of the Pharisees.

What a challenge Jesus presents in verse 20! How is it possible to be
more righteous than a Pharisee? Paul tells us that the best Pharisee was
faultless with respect to his legalistic righteousness (Phil 3.5, 6). I know I
can’t claim that perfection, can you? Yet, Jesus tells us that if our
righteousness does not surpass that of the Pharisees we certainly will not
enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Is there hope of salvation for anyone?

Imagine what Jesus’ hearers, sitting on the hillside, must have thought.
They knew, in ways we never will, how hard it was to keep all aspects of
the moral, ceremonial, and civil laws given in the OT. They knew also
that even the Pharisees struggled with law-keeping, although most of the
Pharisees probably would never admit to the struggle.

What does he mean? How can any mere human keep the Law more
precisely than a Pharisee? How can our righteousness exceed theirs? We
can understand his teaching by considering what he says in the preceding
and following sections of the Sermon on the Mount. The preceding
verses speak of the source of our righteousness; the following ones speak
of the fruit of righteousness. Let’s consider these two aspects of
righteousness:

o Justification — The problem with the Pharisees was not their law-
keeping. Jesus does not say that we should do something else instead
of keeping the Law. He says that our righteousness is to be more
than just law-keeping. The problem with the Pharisees was that they
depended upon their own law-keeping as the basis of their
justification and of being declared right with God. They based their
justification on their own perceived ability to keep the Law. They
were self-righteous or self-justifying (Lk 16.14, 15).
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Jesus speaks against self-righteousness in the Beatitudes (Mt 5.3-12).
He teaches that law-keeping is not the means of salvation but the fruit
of it. The only way that our righteousness can exceed that of the
Pharisees is if it is not our righteousness. The only way to have true
righteousness is when we are emptied of self-righteousness and pride,
and hunger and thirst after true righteousness. The only way we can
be more righteous than a Pharisee is to have the righteousness of
Christ credited to us by God. This grace is applied (credited to our
account) through faith in Jesus and through repentance of sins.

e Sanctification — Law-keeping does not earn us our salvation. Law-
keeping is the evidence that we have been saved (1 Jn 2.3). If we
don’t keep the Law, it is a clear indication that we have not been
saved from sin and declared righteous (justified). Of course, this
does not mean that we must, or can, keep the law perfectly or we
aren’t saved. 4/l Christians continue to sin (1 Jn 2.1), but they have a
real desire to please God through obedience and to become more like
him.

The measure of true, non-Pharisaical, obedience is the attitude of our
hearts — the reason why we keep the Law. In the remainder of this
Sermon Jesus teaches that it is not the outward observance that is the
measure of law-keeping; it is the inward observance. True Christians
desire to keep the Law in order to please God even if men don’t see
it.

Jesus teaches in verse 20 that true obedience requires conformity to the
entire will of God rather than just the observance of a minimal set of
outward standards derived from the ‘letter’ of the commandments. The
sad situation in much of the Church today is that we take a minimalist
approach to the Law. We ask what is the least that we have to do; and we
tend, with the Pharisees, to dismiss the importance of putting to death sin
in our hearts (Rom 6.2; Col 3.5; 1 Pt 2.24).

The demands of law-keeping are not less for us today in the Church than
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they were for the people at the time of Jesus. They are greater! We have
the complete revelation of God in the Bible, and we can understand fully
not only what he requires of us but why. A Christian is called to keep the
whole Law before man and before God.

The real measure of a Christian is how he stands before God in private.
Do we keep the Law even when men aren’t watching? Holiness is the
daily practice of law-keeping in our actions and in our Aearts.

Heart and Walk Obedience [apri 10]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.21-48)

What Jesus endorses, he now applies. He endorses the OT (Mt 5.17-20),
and tells us that it provides the abiding standard for the life of a
Christian. In his teaching in the remainder of the Sermon on the Mount
he uses examples to apply the OT Law to NT Christians.

We must be careful not to misunderstand the Sermon as many do. It is

not:

e A new law — Jesus does not present in the Sermon a challenge to the
OT. He shows that the true meaning and intent of the Law is that both
our actions and our hearts should be tuned to obedience to God.

o  Works-based means to obtain salvation — The Sermon teaches how
those who are saved will behave, not how to be saved by obeying.

e An exhaustive NT ethic — The Sermon provides sample
applications, not a complete ethic. The entire Bible provides the
Christian ethic.

e An unattainable ideal — It is true that we cannot obey God
perfectly, nevertheless Jesus expects us to strive to obey his
commands.

e A higher standard than the OT — God’s Laws are eternal (Ps
119.160; Mt 5.18), the NT does not provide a different standard. The
Sermon provides an explanation of how a Christian’s righteousness is
to exceed that of the Pharisees, not that of Moses (Num 12.7).

e A commentary not on just the Ten Commandments — Jesus gives
examples of how to apply correctly the Commandments (e.g., murder
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[Mt 5.21-26] and adultery [Mt 5.27-30]). He also gives examples of
how to apply correctly the “least commandments” (Mt 5.19) — the OT
laws that are derivatives of the Commandments (e.g., oath keeping
[Mt 5.33-37], divorce [Mt 5.31-32], and just punishments for crimes
[Mt 5.38-42]).

The remainder of Matthew chapter 5 provides a correct exposition of
selected OT laws against the false interpretation of the Pharisees.
Chapter 6 gives examples of how a Christian should walk before God
(applications of the first four Commandments), and Chapter 7 shows
how a Christian should walk before his neighbours (applications of the
last six Commandments).

Jesus gives the proper interpretation of six OT laws that were misapplied
by the Pharisees to illustrate how they, in particular, and men in every
age find ways to twist and rationalize the keeping of God’s Law.

Jesus sets up two important contrasts:

e The Tradition of the Elders vs the Written Word of God — Each
example is introduced by the words: “it was said” (Mt 5.21, 27, 31,
33, 38, 43). In most cases they reported the basic laws correctly. The
problem was that they misinterpreted the laws. Jesus’ words, after
his endorsement of the OT Law (Mt 5.17-19), contrasts the oral
tradition of the interpreters of the Law with the God-breathed written
word. Jesus often appeals to the written word (e.g., Mt 4.4, 7, 10; Mt
12.3, 5; Mt 19.4; Mt 21.16, 42; Mt 22.31) as the final authority. By
this contrast he teaches the supreme importance of the written word
of God, and that the Bible is the definitive standard for establishing
truth.

We are to respect the wisdom of those of the past who have given
much thought to the interpretation of the Bible. But we are not to
appeal to the ‘fathers’ for a final interpretation of the Bible. Scripture
alone is its own interpreter. When the fathers contradict Scripture,
we are to follow the teachings of the Bible. This is a principle that
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was re-established during the Protestant Reformation. It continues to
be a feature distinguishing Protestantism from Roman Catholicism
and Eastern Orthodoxy. These traditions accept the interpretation of
the fathers even when it contradicts Scripture. Jesus teaches that we
must not accept the opinions of the elders over the written word of
God.

e The Tradition of the Elders vs the Word of Jesus — He follows
each statement of the oral tradition of the Pharisees with the words
“but I tell you.” Jesus declares that his interpretation contradicts that
of the Pharisees. His innate authority as the supreme Prophet gives
him the right to overthrow the false interpretations of centuries.

But more importantly, by giving the correct application of the Law
he teaches that he is the one who provides its true meaning and
intent. This makes him greater than Moses who only delivered the
Law (Dt 5.22). Jesus declares in the words “but I tell you” that his
authority is unique. He is not just a teacher (one of the elders); his
word has final authority — the authority of God. He places himself on
God’s throne and declares that he is the one who proclaimed the Law
to Moses.

As we look at how Jesus applies the Law, let us note that as the Supreme
Lawgiver he teaches that we are not to obey the Law just outwardly for
its own sake but al/so inwardly to please God and to bring him glory.

Heart-Murder [aApril 11]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.21-26)

As Jesus begins to apply the OT Law, he first addressed the sixth
commandment: “You shall not murder.” This seems surprising. Probably
none of his hearers had ever committed murder. It is the same in our
society. Only a small fraction of the population has committed murder or
even knows anyone personally who has murdered. It would seem that of
all the Ten Commandments, this one would be the least likely to need
attention by the Messiah. Therefore, we need to consider why Jesus starts
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his correct application of the law with this particular command.

It appears that Jesus starts with this command because it most clearly
shows the distinction between actions and attitudes. Most people can
claim that they have never committed a physical act of murder, but no
one can claim that he has never hated another person. Jesus starts with
this command to show clearly the intent and force of God’s law—to
teach us what God requires of us and to make us conscious of sin (Mt
22.37; Rom 2.18; Rom 3.20).

Another important reason that Jesus starts with the command against
murder may be because it is a particularly grievous sin. Murder destroys
a man and attempts to destroy God. To murder a man, who is the image-
bearer of God, is to deface the image of God.

The ‘fathers’ and the Pharisees reported the command correctly (Ex

20.13). The problem that Jesus addresses is their false interpretation and

application of the command. Their error is shown in the association of

“not murder” with “judgment.” They made two mistakes:

e They interpreted the judgment (Num 35.30-31) to be applied by the
Sanhedrin to a murderer only in the temporal sense and ignored the
eschatological judgment of God—which includes hellfire (Mt 5.22).

o They applied the judgment only to the actual act of murder and not to
the attitude of the heart that God would judge.

They made their interpretation of the law very narrow so that they could
delude themselves with the belief that they were never guilty of breaking
the law against murder. Thus, they could declare themselves righteous
(e.g., Mk 10.19-20). In contrast, Jesus shows that the command applies
to the thoughts and intentions of the heart; for out of the heart proceeds
all manner of evil (Mt 15.18, 19).

By going to the ‘heart’ of the matter, Jesus shows that everyone is a
murderer and has broken the law of God. He illustrates the way in which
we all break this command by focusing on two bad attitudes every person
has:
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e Anger — When we are angry for the wrong reasons (Eccl 7.9; James
1.19-20)—e.g., a co-worker doesn’t let us get our own way and we
hold a grudge, or a neighbour does something that bothers us and we
give him a cold shoulder—we have committed the equivalent of
murder.

e Hatred — When we display some form of hatred (e.g., we call
someone a name, we wish him harm, or we speak with contempt to
him or about him) we have committed murder (1 Jn 3.15).

Jesus includes anger and hatred in his definition of murder because they
are equivalent to wishing that a person is dead. In most cases we are
constrained from carrying out our wishes because God graciously stops
us—by causing us to fear the consequences of the action or by helping us
purge the wicked thoughts from our minds. However, under certain
circumstances, any person can become an overt murderer—as evidenced
by the atrocities of genocide through out history.

Jesus does not stop with a definition of murder. He goes on to show us
how we are to solve the problem of heart-murder. Each of the Ten
Commandments has prohibitions and implied requirements. Since we are
commanded not to murder, we are also commanded to preserve the life
of our neighbour and to further his welfare. This begins in our hearts.

Jesus speaks particularly to those who call themselves Christians. We
must not go into to the house of God to praise him or pray if we are
harbouring anger or hatred against a brother or sister in the Church. God
will not hear us (Ps 66.18; Prov 15.8-9; Mt 6.12). The way to have
proper behaviour is first to have a proper attitude. When we have had a
falling-out with a brother the way to show that we have a proper attitude
is to seek reconciliation with him before we dare present ourselves
before God.

Jesus teaches that it is important that we not persist in murder by being
angry or hating a fellow human as well as by avoiding the obvious sin of
committing a physical act of murder. We must ask God to cleanse us and
to remove the bad attitudes from our hearts. The time to ask God to
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forgive us and to purify us is now! If we don’t settle matters with God
quickly in this life, he will settle matters at the judgement day as the
judge. Hell is not the place to repent of heart-murder, it is too late.

Jesus’ teaching about murder is an indictment against us all. We all
murder others by mistreating, ridiculing, hating, fault-finding, criticizing,
destroying reputations, gossiping, thinking evil, or being angry—we
have all committed heart-murder, and we all must repent quickly.

The Extreme Cure for Adultery in the Heart [apri 12]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.27-30)

Jesus uses the command against adultery as a second example from the
Ten Commandments to dispel the Pharisee’s claim to self-righteousness
(e.g., Mk 10.19-20). Many of his hearers had not committed the actual
act of adultery, just as they had not committed murder. So they felt they
had kept the law perfectly. But by focusing on the explicit statement of
the Command, they missed not only the wide application that is included
under the summary statement but also the application to their hearts.

The tenth Commandment shows explicitly that the Commands apply to
more than just outward actions. The command not to covet a neighbour’s
wife provides an immediate comment on the command not to commit
adultery. It shows that we must deal with the state of our hearts, if we are
truly to obey God’s Law.

What is the state of our hearts? Some of us might honestly be able to say
that we have never entertained the thought of committing adultery. But
does that mean we have not broken the seventh Commandment? Far
from it! We are just like the Pharisees. We think that if we define
boundaries for the command we will be able to say that we have kept it. |
don’t want to provide here a catalogue of the sinful thoughts that are
included under the summary command. You can find such a list in the
answer to the 139" question in the Larger Catechism.

Instead we will consider a few contemporary examples of how we
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commit adultery. We commit adultery when we listen eagerly to the
evening news to find out the details of sexual misconduct by a politician,
watch a TV show with jokes based on sex acts, watch a movie that
(implicitly or explicitly) endorses sex outside of marriage, or read in a
novel the account of a sexual act. We don’t have to be at the beach
watching bodies go by to entertain adulterous thoughts. Adulterous
thoughts fill our culture from one end to the other, and none of us are
immune from them.

The sin of adultery is not just an outward act; it is anything that pollutes
our minds and hearts with thoughts that are impure and displeasing to
God. It is out of the heart that all manner of evil proceeds (Mt 15.18, 19).

Why are these thoughts, in God’s eyes, the same as committing an act of
adultery? Because we are to love God and to think about things that are
pure (Phil 4.8). When we fill our minds with anything impure, we push
out thoughts about God and his righteousness. We bring in other things
and substitute them for God and holiness. This is spiritual adultery.

How does Jesus tell us to deal with adultery in the heart? He tells us to
take extreme action — to cut out the offending sin. He uses a metaphor of
removing body parts to show how serious sins of the heart are. Some
reading this instruction of Jesus have misinterpreted him. He does not tell
us to perform literal acts of self-mutilation. If he meant that we were
actually to gouge out an eye or cut off a hand, then each of us would be
half-blind and handless — since each of us has committed heart-adultery.

It is a serious mistake to think that Jesus would tell us to mutilate our
bodies to avoid sin in the heart. We need to clean our hearts, not our
bodies. Removing body parts will not change our wicked hearts.

How can we clean our hearts? Ultimately we cannot. Only the Holy

Spirit can. But there are means to be used to clean our hearts of sin. We

must:

1) Understand what sin really is. Sin is not just an outward wicked act,
it is also thoughts and desires that don't please God (Gen 6.5).
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2) Realise how serious sin is. Any wicked thought is enough to
condemn us to Hell for eternity (James 2.10).

3) Hate sin as God hates sin (Ps 5.4).

4) Earnestly find out every sin in every corner of our hearts and purge it
out with confession (Col 3.5; Ps 32.5).

5) Be constantly watchful against sin coming into our hearts and make
sure that we don’t welcome it and let it grow (Rom 13.14; James
1.14).

6) Remember that we belong to Christ, and remember what price he
had to pay to redeem us from sin (Rom 7.4; 1 Cor 6.18-20; Gal
5.24).

7) Ask God, in prayer, to give us clean hearts continually (Ps 51.10).

These are some of the things that Jesus means for us to do when he says
to gouge out an eye or cut off a hand.

He adds another sobering instruction. He tells us to consider the destiny
of our souls. If we don’t clean out the sin in our hearts we will be thrown
into Hell. It is easy to find ways to nourish sin in our hearts. It is hard to
root it out. Ask God to dig out every sin before it is too late.

Divorce [april 13]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.31-32)

The OT Law speaks about a man divorcing his wife by giving her a
certificate of divorce (Dt 24.1). The Pharisees understood this to mean
that for any cause (compare Mt 19.3) a man could write a certificate and
send her away. But this is not what Moses taught. A man could only
divorce his wife if he found “something indecent” about her. The word
that is translated ‘indecent’ or ‘uncleanness’ is the same word that
elsewhere (e.g., Lev 18.6-17; Lev 20.11, 17, 20, 21) describes indecent
or dishonourable sexual relations. The only reason that a man could
divorce his wife was if he found that she had committed adultery.

Some interpreters of the passage in Deuteronomy conclude that Moses is
talking about something other than adultery. They argue that the OT

241



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

punishment for adultery was death (Lev 20.10), and therefore divorce
wouldn’t be required since the adulterers would be dead. The punishment
for an adulterer was death only if there were witnesses who could testify
(Dt 22.22). No one was to be put to death without the evidence of two or
three witnesses (Dt 17.6). But there are circumstances when adultery
occurs without witnesses. This is one reason why God instituted a test for
unfaithfulness (Num 5.11-31). In these circumstances divorce is
permitted.

Jesus does not correct Moses by saying that the only ground for divorce
is marital unfaithfulness (fornication/adultery). Jesus endorses Moses
since Moses also said that the only ground for issuing a certificate of
divorce was marital unfaithfulness. Jesus endorses this part of the Law
outside the Ten Commandments to show that the “least” commands (Mt
5.19) in the Law as well as the “greatest” commands — the details as well
as the summary — apply to all men in all generations.

Some professing Christians think that they can live a life that pleases
Jesus through some mystical ‘love.” Love for Jesus is not shown by
waving hands in the air or mouthing spiritual-sounding words. But if we
ask how we show our love for Jesus, it becomes difficult to define love
without reference to specific commands and obedience to them. Love is
shown by obeying his commands (Jn 14.15), including those that deal
with divorce.

Divorce is permitted only in the case of marital unfaithfulness (Mt 5.32;
Mt 19.9). Most interpreters conclude that Paul teaches that divorce is
also permitted when an unbeliever deserts a marriage because his partner
has become a Christian (in 1 Cor 7.10-15). In the context of his
instructions about marriage, Paul would have viewed an unbeliever who
had deserted a marriage as being ‘dead’ (1 Cor 7.8, 39). Divorce is
unnecessary when a former marriage partner is dead, and the believer is
not bound and is free to remarry. Thus, Paul permits divorce as a means
of declaring the former marriage partner ‘dead’.

The only legitimate cause for divorce is marital unfaithfulness. But the
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Church has been infected with the thinking of the Pharisees. Professing
Christians are almost as likely today to divorce as are non-Christians.
The excuse used by the Pharisees was that Moses permitted it. Today the
Church doesn’t attempt to defend its disobedience by misapplying God’s
Law. It just ignores it. God says that he hates divorce (Mal 2.16); and
although (for marital unfaithfulness) he permits divorce because our
hearts are hard (Mt 19.8) it is not required, nor is it ideal. The ideal
action is for us to forgive as God forgives, and not to tear apart what he
has joined together (Mt 19.6).

Marriage is an institution established by God at creation. It is a
covenantal relationship (Mal 2.14) between a man and a woman that
represents the covenant between God and his Church, or Christ and his
bride (Eph 5.25-28). Divorce breaks the covenant. That is one reason
why God hates it.

Marriage is social behaviour: divorce is anti-social behaviour. Marriage
brings together in covenant: divorce separates in covenant breaking.
Jesus places his teaching about divorce after his teaching about adultery.
Divorce is the outcome of the lust of a heart that pursues its desires.
Divorce is a result of the selfishness that permeates our hearts.

We need to apply two lessons we can derive from these considerations
about divorce. We can apply one lesson in a direct sense and the other in
a typical sense. First, we must stand firm on what the Law teaches and
speak out against divorce in every illegitimate case where divorce is not
an option (e.g., abuse, incompatibility, or ‘growing apart’). This will be
hard, and men will scoff at us for defending God’s law.

Second, we should also consider spiritual adultery and divorce. If we are
married to Jesus through belief, we must not commit spiritual adultery or
seek to break the marriage covenant through divorce. “Therefore what
God has joined together, let man not separate (Mt 19.6).”

Lawful Oaths and Vows [April 14]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.33-37)
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During jury selection proceedings in a Canadian criminal court, I noted
how often the name of God was used when the potential jurors were
asked to swear an oath to tell the truth. For many people the action
seemed to be a formality. Nevertheless most people, regardless of their
religious background, put their hand on the Bible and swore to tell the
truth. Out of the forty people who were called before the judge only two
people refused to take the oath. One affirmed that he would tell the truth,
and the other, a Jehovah’s Witness, refused to either take the oath or
make an affirmation.

During this court proceeding four different attitudes to taking oaths were
displayed. We can examine each approach by considering what Jesus
teaches in this section of the Sermon on the Mount:

o A Casual Attitude to Taking Qaths — Jesus condemns taking oaths
in casual conversation, such as when a person says: “I swear to God
...” People today have trivialised taking oaths, just like the Pharisees
had. When people trivialise oaths, they misuse the name of God and
break the third commandment (Ex 20.7). Jesus pointed out the
necessity of taking oaths only in a serious context (e.g., before a
judge).

We should note that Jesus’ teaching about oaths follows his teaching
on divorce. A person who divorces his or her spouse (except for
adultery) breaks an oath. Jesus also condemns this casual attitude to
taking oaths in which people take them about as seriously as their
commitment to brushing their teeth — nothing more than a ritual with
no permanent obligation on their behaviour.

e Alternates when Taking Oaths — The words that Jesus quotes (33)
as having been said to the people long ago are not found in the OT.
These words were used by the Pharisees to make a false distinction.
They argued that only oaths sworn in the name of God were binding
and others were not. But Jesus condemns their interpretation by
teaching that swearing an oath by anything other than God is wrong,.
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Swearing by a created thing is to place a creature above the creator.

A person in a court today who agrees to tell the truth, but will not
swear by God, puts himself in the place of God and is an idolater.

Refusal to Take an Oath — People, like the Jehovah’s Witnesses,
who refuse to take an oath in a legitimate setting, such as before a
judge, declare themselves to be ‘holier’ than God, Jesus, and the
Apostles.

God shows us that it is valid to take an oath in the right context. He
took an oath in his own name (Heb 6.16, 17); and the writer of
Hebrews justifies taking oaths, in general. Jesus also justifies oaths.
It was only when God’s name was invoked in an oath that he
answered (Mt 26.63-4). Paul also justified oaths by his own words (2
Cor 1.23).

God is not inconsistent. He gave instructions for oath taking in the
OT (Num 30.1, 2) which still apply today. This is the reason that the
Westminster Confession of Faith (chapter 22) says that it is a sin to
refuse to take a lawful oath.

Lawful Oaths and Vows — There are many settings (e.g., joining the
army, before the courts, serving in a civic office, being inducted into
a church office, at a baptism, or at a marriage ceremony), in which it
is lawful, and required, that we take oaths imposed by a lawful
authority. We are to take our oaths with solemn seriousness as an act
of worship before God. When we invoke God as our witness, we are
to use his name with a holy fear and reverence.

Taking oaths is a serious matter for serious times. In all other settings
we are not to use oaths or invoke the name of God casually. Instead,
as Jesus teaches (37), our words are to be truthful at all times.

Among the great tragedies of our age is the departure of truthfulness
from private and public settings. The word of presidents, business
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leaders, co-workers, and friends cannot be trusted. Vows are broken as
casually as disposable tissues are tossed in the garbage. Jesus condemns
our generation along with all the people sitting at his feet on a
mountainside in Galilee sometime in the early fall of 31 AD.

James, Jesus’ brother, may have been among those who heard Jesus
teach. Reflecting on the Sermon, he writes 20 years later about the
importance of controlling the tongue (e.g., James 3.1-12). Jesus and
James teach that our ‘Yes’ must be ‘Yes’ and our ‘No,” ‘No,’ and that we
must keep our vows.

Restraining Retaliation [april 15]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.38-42; Lk 6.27-31)

The Biblical principle of justice is that punishment should equal the
crime. For example, to deal with theft, the Biblical model requires, in
general, a double re-payment. The first part restores the property to its
owner; the second provides the actual punishment. In the case of
personal injury or murder an equitable punishment matches the crime
and reproduces the effect of the crime, only in reverse (e.g., Ex 21.23-25;
Lev 24.20, 21).

Jesus quotes this principle and then appears to overturn it. But is that
what he does? Is he teaching that punishment should no longer fit the
crime? Is he teaching that criminals should no longer be punished? Is he
advocating, as some suggest, an extreme form of pacifism? If Jesus is
teaching these things then his Apostles contradict him (e.g., Rom 13.1-4;
1 Pt2.13, 14).

To understand this instruction, it is important to recall the context. First,
he taught in the Sermon on the Mount how true believers are to live the
Christian life. His address is to those who are poor in spirit, meek,
merciful, and pure in heart; and who hunger and thirst for righteousness.
Second, he endorsed the OT Law and did not come to abolish it (Mt
5.17-19). Third, he overthrew the Pharisees’ abuses of the Law (Mt
5.20).
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Jesus is not dealing with governing authorities who have been
established by God to punish wrongdoers (Rom 13.1-4). He is dealing
with the corruption of the Pharisees who had twisted God’s Law to make
it into an excuse for personal retaliation. They also ignored the fact that
the duty to punish was under the jurisdiction of the governing authorities,
not individuals. They twisted God’s Law and made it their ‘duty’ to get
even.

Jesus teaches us not to use God’s Law as our personal ‘hammer’ for
striking anyone who offends us. He also teaches us not to take matters
into our own hands through personal vindictiveness and retaliation but to
leave place for God’s wrath (Rom 12.17-21) that is exercised in this life
through the governing authorities, and ultimately at the final Judgment.

Jesus in this section of the Sermon is restraining personal retaliation, the
spirit of revenge, and the tendency to lawlessness that infects us all.

The intent of God’s Law is that civil order be maintained and that
criminals be punished. Jesus does not abolish this intent. We are to lock
our cars, discipline employees who steal company property, and punish
criminals. But in personal relationships Christians are to display the fruit
of a righteousness that surpasses that of the Pharisees (Mt 5.20), by:

Forgiving Insults — Jesus certainly includes personal physical injuries in
his first example. But these are in fact quite rare. He includes all general
‘injuries’ to our character, role, and pride. People may slight us,
challenge our authority or responsibility, treat us as stupid, or say things
that hurt us, but we are to forget these injuries and not look for ways to
get even. Two of the biggest problems in the Church are an
unwillingness to forgive and holding grudges. By showing a truly
forgiving spirit, by “turning the other cheek,” we show through our lives
that we have been forgiven by God and are willing to forgive others (Mt
6.13).

Avoiding Unjust Lawsuits — The second example Jesus uses deals with
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unjust lawsuits. He uses a cloak as an example since the Law (Dt 24.10-
13) had specific protective provisions in this area. People often use legal
procedures to gain unwarranted advantage over others. There are many
examples today of absurd litigation. Obviously Christians are not to rush
to court at every provocation (1 Cor 6.1-11), but we are also not to
overreact when someone takes proceedings against us (for example by
counter suing). We are to let the situation unfold and trust that the
judges, and ultimately God, will vindicate us.

Giving More than Required — We are going to be placed in situations
where we are required to do things that we feel are unfair. Jesus uses the
practice of Roman soldiers who could ask anyone passing by to carry a
burden between milestones along the highway (e.g., Mt 27.32). Our boss
may ask us to do something that we feel is someone else’s job or he
might assign us a dull task. Jesus says that we are to do the assigned
work, not insisting that it is beneath us or appealing to privilege. We are
also to go beyond the request and do our work exceptionally well.

Christians are to have a generous attitude that shows concern for others
(Mt 5.42; Dt 15.7-10). We are not to demand our rights but to defer to
others in humility. We are to display the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5.22, 23)
and live with the objective of making the fact that Jesus is our Lord real
to our associates, neighbours, friends, and family. We must overcome
our innate tendency to selfishness and revenge. We must restrain
personal retaliation.

Christian Love [April 16]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 5.43-48; Lk 6.27-36)

Christian love is perfect; it leaves no room for personal hatred.

The Jewish interpreters of the OT understood that they were to love their
neighbours (Lev 19.18). They then assumed the opposite — those who
were not their neighbours, that is people who were not Jewish, were to be
hated. In fact, to the Jewish mind at the time of Jesus, hatred of the
nations had become almost a duty, and revenge a guiding ‘principle’ of

248



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

life. This is not the teaching of the OT. Rather, the OT teaches that we
are to be kind and generous to the alien and foreigner (e.g. Ex 22.21; Lev
19.10). Jesus challenges the Jewish misunderstanding of the OT and
teaches us:

The Necessity of a Gentle Spirit — The examples that Jesus has given to
this point in the Sermon focus primarily on our attitude. In this section,
he continues by giving examples that illustrate the attitude we are to
have. In this section, he goes beyond his previous instruction about
restraining personal retaliation (38-42). Previously he taught that we are
to respond passively to the abuses others may heap on us. In this section,
he teaches how we are to respond actively with love to all those around
us, including our enemies (e.g., unbelievers who hate Christ and
Christians). This is one of the hardest teachings we will ever encounter.

How to Apply the General Stipulation — Jesus provides illustrations of
the general requirement to love our enemies. These are not exhaustive,
but give general directions for our love. We will find specific
opportunities for loving our enemies in the situation that God has placed
us. Jesus is encouraging us to keep thinking of how we may love, do
good to, pray for, and bless, them. Our treatment of our enemies must not
depend on who they are or what they do to us. We are not to play
favourites with those who are outwardly friendly to us, but consistently
to treat all men alike in love. We should show our enemies the love of
Christ because we are Christians. We can hope that our love will bring
them to repentance. But if not, then our love for them will increase their
guilt before God.

About God’s Gracious Sustenance — The example of God’s providing
sustenance for all mankind is the model for how we are to love our
enemies. God graciously sustains his enemies by providing good things
for them (such as rain and sunlight) to make their crops grow. While men
blame God for the consequences of evil in this world and don’t thank
him for the good things he gives them, he continues patiently to provide
food for them. He even goes beyond his gracious general provision and
displays a greater love. He provides eternal salvation for his enemies by
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sending his Son as the saviour of the world.

It is in this context that we must understand God’s judicial actions
against mankind. God is both a God of mercy and of judgment. He pours
out mercy as a witness against those who hate him (Acts 14.17), and
promises destruction if they do not repent. He both loves and punishes.
When the Psalmist declares his hatred for God’s enemies (e.g., Ps 31.6;
Ps 139.21), he does so in the context of this balance between God’s love
and judgment. Jesus shows this same balance when he declares judgment
on his enemies (e.g., Mt 23.1-39) and yet desires that they repent and be
saved (e.g., Mt 23.37).

Evil must be punished. By asking God to punish his (and our) enemies,
we declare that there is a universal standard of justice. It is not wrong to
ask God to do what is right and to praise him for it. This is not personal
vengeance, but asking God to shine forth (e.g., Ps 94.1). It is a false love
that ignores the retributive justice of God. We must love our enemies and
pray for their conversion at the same time as we pray that God will judge
their wickedness. But, we are never to pray with a spirit of private
vengeance.

The Need for Greater Service — God’s requirement is that our service be
greater than the ordinary. It is not enough to do what natural man will do
anyway. If our love is to exceed that of the Pharisees (Mt 5.20), then it is
certainly to exceed that of the lawless, ungrateful and wicked. We are to
be considerate to those who are clods and boors, and kind to those who
scorn and ridicule us; to love those who are unlovely (a modern
equivalent of a Roman tax-collector could be an abortionist); and to
provide food and shelter for the needy (e.g., drug addicts and people
dying of AIDS).

The Perfection of God’s Standard — God is perfect; so his love is
perfect. Jesus holds this perfect standard before us (see, Lev 19.2; 1 Pt
1.15, 16). As sons of God, we are to have perfect love like our Father’s.
Although we cannot meet the standard in this life, with the help of the
Holy Spirit it should be our desire to press on toward this goal (see, Phil
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3.12-14).

What is Christian love? It does include specific actions (e.g., the
examples Jesus gives), and therefore is ethical. But it is more. It is an
attitude. The measure of Christian Love is how we treat our enemies.

Christian Worship [April 17]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.1-18)

Jesus continues his commentary on the Ten Commandments. However,
in the Sermon he does not provide an exhaustive commentary on each
command. Rather, he provides illustrations for a few of the commands to
show how Christians are to apply correctly the commands. In chapter 5
(Mt 5.21-48) he dealt with commands from the second portion of the
Law (commands 6-10). In chapter 6, he changes focus and provides
examples of how to apply the first portion of the Law (commands 1-4).
As he looks at these commands, he teaches how we are to worship God:

Worship is Regulated by God — The second commandment teaches that
God is to be worshiped only as he directs. Jesus reinforces this command
by showing that the definition of proper worship falls under his authority.
By providing examples of proper worship he teaches that we are to
worship God only in the way we have been shown on the ‘mountain’ (Ex
25.40). NT worship is to be only as Jesus and his Apostles have directed.

Worship is Attitude in Action — Without a doubt worship is to be
performed with a proper attitude. Jesus shows this in each of his
examples. But worship is not just a state of mind or an attitude. Worship
consists of specific actions that God has required. Jesus shows that this is
the case when he tells us how to perform ‘acts of righteousness.” In
context, the specific acts of righteousness that he is referring to are acts
of worship.

Worship is Multidimensional — Jesus teaches about three acts of
worship (giving 6.1-4, praying 6.5-15, and fasting 6.16-18). His choice
illustrates three dimensions of worship: outward, upward, and inward.
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The outward dimension of worship is shown primarily through our
giving tithes and offerings, although there are aspects of outward
worship when we sing Psalms together and when we fellowship together
around the Lord’s Table. Our upward worship is given to God through
the offering of sacrifices in Psalm singing (Heb 13.15) and the incense of
prayer (Ps 141.2; Rev 5.8). Jesus illustrated this dimension with his
instruction about prayer. In the OT, inward worship was symbolized by
the sprinkling of blood from a hyssop stalk. In the NT, cleansing is
illustrated by baptism and fasting.

There is one dimension of worship that Jesus does not explicitly teach
about in the Sermon—the downward dimension. Downward worship
includes reading the word of God and listening meditatively to his
messengers proclaim his word through preaching and teaching. Jesus
does not need to give explicit instruction on that dimension. The Sermon
is a model of how the Scriptures are to be explained and applied.

Worship is for God’s Glory — Through his examples, Jesus shows that
the object and audience of worship is God, not our neighbours or
ourselves. We are not to perform our acts of worship with the intention
of being seen and honoured by men (Mt 6.2, 5, 16). We are to live our
entire lives before God and for his glory (1 Cor 10.31). If it is the case
that eating and drinking are to be done for God’s glory, then how much
more should it be the case with the homage that we bring before the ruler
of the universe?

Our acts of worship are not to be performed for our pleasure or to satisfy
our desires. Just because we enjoy a (supposed) act of worship or
because we feel that it will honour God, does not mean that it will (e.g.,
Is 29.13). Many acts of ‘worship’ seem to be spiritual, magnificent, or
inspiring. But ‘feelings’ are not the measure of proper worship. Worship
is homage offered to God as King. It must be in the currency of the
realm, and not counterfeit. If Jesus has not required a particular act or
form of worship, he will demand to know the source of our authority
(e.g., Lev 10.1-3).
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An example of counterfeit currency in worship is singing the words of a
human poetic composition not given by the breath of God. Because God
does not seem to punish those who sing these compositions, many
assume that they please him. Both the logic and the conclusion are false.
God does not punish many sins immediately but holds them in store for
his day of wrath. In redemptive history, God punished (visibly) acts of
false worship only at the inaugural points of new eras of worship (e.g.,
Cain, Nadab & Abihu, Uzzah, Ananias & Sapphira) to restate his
authority over worship.

Worship is Rewarded — Invalid worship receives its reward (Mt 6.1, 5,
16)—self-satisfaction, honour before men, and self-congratulation in
autonomy. Valid worship—consistent with the attitude and form directed
by Jesus (Jn 4.24)—will be rewarded by God (Mt 6.4, 18). We are not to
offer acts of righteousness (worship) to gain rewards, but for God’s
glory. Yet, when we worship God as he directs, we are rewarded as a by-
product. Our reward in this life is a sense of peace God gives when we
walk in union with the Spirit. Our rewards in Heaven will be revealed.

Christian Worship — Example 1: Giving [Apil 18]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.2-4)

In our previous meditation we noted that Jesus gives three examples in
the first part of Matthew chapter 6 that teach how we are to worship God.
The examples show that worship is: regulated by God, not just an
attitude but specific actions God has required, multidimensional in focus
(outward, upward, and inward), for God’s glory, and subject to reward.

The example Jesus provides of the outward dimension of worship is
giving to the needy. We are not to understand this as the tithe of our
income that God requires (Dt 14.28-29; Mal 3.10; 1 Cor 16.2), but rather
voluntary giving. A tithe is required by God’s law, therefore the payment
of it is not something to boast about (2), nor is it worthy of reward (4). A
freewill offering goes beyond the tithe.

The Bible directs us to help the poor (Prov 14.21; Is 58.6, 7). But, the
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primary Biblical model for helping them is through interest-free loans
(Dt 15.7-11) and work-based provisions (Dt 24.19-22; Ruth 2.2) to assist
the poor to support themselves. Giving money, food, or clothing directly
to the poor is reserved for extenuating circumstances; giving to:

e older widows (Acts 6.1; 1 Tim 5.3-9),

e orphans (James 1.27), and

e those unable to work due to severe disabilities (Acts 3.2-10).

People supported by giving are to be those who have no family members
to help them (1 Tim 5.8). The Biblical model of welfare requires a
person to work for what he eats (2 Thess 3.10) and not to be put on the
‘dole’ or to support himself by begging.

It is significant that in Biblical society begging is almost non-existent,
and is considered to be a curse (I Sam 2.36; Ps 109.10) and not a
tolerated way of life. The reason is not because people didn’t care for the
poor but because they generally dealt with poverty the way God had
instructed.

What can we learn from the teaching of Jesus about the way we are to
give freewill offerings? He presents an extreme contrast focused on the
outward actions of giving to teach about proper motives. This contrast is
between ‘gaudy giving’ and ‘secret service’:

Gaudy Giving (for the Glory of Men) — On one extreme is the man
who uses trumpets to proclaim his gifts. The different kinds of trumpets
that people use include: having their names engraved on plaques, having
a building or university chair named after them, holding a press
conference to announce their generosity, or having their names included
in the annual report of a charitable organization. There is a more subtle
way of blowing a trumpet. It occurs when a person gives money to an
organization (such as a congregation) so that he can have an influence
on, or control over, the policies or direction of that organization.

Secret Service (for the Glory of God) — On the other extreme is the
man who gives so that his left hand doesn’t know what his right hand is
doing. Jesus teaches that our giving is to be so inconspicuous that we
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don’t let others know what we are doing. But he also teaches that we are
not even to congratulate ourselves. When we think about what
‘righteous’ creatures we are because we have given something secretly,
we announce our giving with trumpets that only our ears hear. It doesn’t
make any difference whether the audience of our giving is our
neighbours or ourselves. In either case the audience is man and not God.
Our giving is to be done to please God who has given us far more than
we can ever give him

Giving has its rewards. The rewards are either given by men or by God:

Hollow Honour — Those who give so they can be seen of men get their
reward. It is what they want, but not really what they think it is. They get
a feeling of superiority—their pride is massaged, and they get puffed up.
They think their giving has impressed men. Outwardly, men pretend to
be impressed by those who give large sums of money. But inwardly they
are not. Inwardly they burn with envy. They don’t like people who strut
about boasting of their philanthropy. A man who gives to be seen of men
gets nothing more than self-adulation.

Righteous Reward — In contrast, those who give secretly out of love and
duty to God, and do not look for rewards from men or self, or even from
God, will be rewarded by God. God is keeping just accounts (Acts 10.4;
Heb 11.6). He will give rewards to his people in ways that we don’t fully
understand and cannot imagine. Sometimes the rewards are physical,
such as prosperity (Prov 11.24, 25; Prov 19.17) and freedom from
poverty (Prov 28.27; Ps 37.21, 25). However, it is at the resurrection that
the reward of eternal riches will be revealed (Luke 14.14), including
holiness in the presence of God forever.

Christian Worship — Example 2: Prayer Principles [April 19]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.5-15)

We noted that Jesus gives three examples in the first part of Matthew
chapter 6 that teach how we are to worship God. The first, giving, deals
with the outward dimension of worship. He then turns to the upward
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dimension of worship—prayer—that places us as close to God as we can
come in this life. He assumes that every true believer will pray (5), and
that we all need instruction in how to approach God correctly. He teaches
us about:

Prideless Prayer — He continues to contrast true Christian behaviour
against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees (Mt 23.13). They followed
precisely the outward ritual of their ancestors and stopped their work at
the set times for prayer. But they didn’t follow the example of a true man
of God like Daniel who went to his room to pray (Dan 6.10). Instead,
they made sure that their daily activities brought them near the
intersection of two main streets at the time of prayer so that they would
have to stop their activity and pray in the view of others. They received
their reward: the puffing up of their own pride, but their prayers bounced
off the heavens.

Today most of us aren’t tempted to pray at the corner of Yonge and
Bloor. But that doesn’t mean we don’t need to heed this instruction. We
can just as easily pray to men rather than to God. We can pray out of an
attitude of self-confidence, with a desire to be known as a people of
prayer, to have our ‘piety’ in prayer noted, or to have people congratulate
us for the elegance of our words. When we pray in the assembly of
believers we must try to shut them out of our minds and turn and face
God alone.

Private Prayer — The true measure of our prayers is how we offer them
to God in private. The essence of this instruction is not the place, but the
attitude with which we pray. Do we offer real prayers of sincere passion
to God, the only hearer? Do we avoid rushing through our private
prayer? Do we focus our minds so that we don’t drift away from
dwelling on God and his providence? Then our prayers will be heard and
rewarded.

Sincere prayers of God’s people will be rewarded through: 1) assurance
that God hears them (Jn 1.48), 2) answers in God’s time and way (Ps
34.15), and 3) recognition with Christ in a glorious eternity (Mt 25.34).
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Purposeful Prayer — True prayer does not consist of verbal formulas
like incantations or of words offered as superstitious chants (Jer 7.4).
True prayer consists of meaningful words offered to God with a purpose
(7). But do not misunderstand the purpose. It is neither to inform God of
our needs (8) nor to change his mind about things he has already decided.
The primary purpose is to honour God and humble us. Prayer proclaims
God as the creator and reminds us that we are dependent on him.

We must not think that we are excused from hearing this instruction. We
may not offer up repetitions to accompany beads on a string. We may not
babble like those who claim to be praying in tongues. This does not
excuse us. If we use the same ‘pious’ or trite phrases from one prayer to
the next (e.g., before each meal) without consciously thinking about what
we are saying, our prayers are no better than those of pagans and they are
barren. We should use our natural language, as a son speaking to a father

9).

Pointed Prayer — True prayer does not consist of many words (7). It is
clear that we don’t have to list every need in every prayer. God knows
our needs before we ask (8). Consider how short the model prayer is that
Jesus gave his disciples (9-12), and yet how much content it includes! It
is true that, at times, Jesus prayed all night; and he also repeated his
words (Mt 26.44), as do many of the Psalms (e.g., Ps 42.11 with Ps 43.5;
Ps 136.1-26). It is meaningless repetition that Jesus condemns. However,
most of the prayers recorded in the Bible can be read aloud in five
minutes or less. Since these should serve as our model, then we learn that
our prayers should be short and offered often.

Prayer’s Prototype — Jesus provides a model for prayer (9-13). In our
next ‘meditation” we will consider this model prayer in more detail. For
today, we should note that in this model he teaches us about both the
form and content that our prayers should have.

Powerful Prayer — If our prayers lack power it is because we have sin in
our hearts that we have not dealt with. We cannot have fellowship with
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God if we have conflicts with our neighbours. A major challenge for us
is forgiving others (14, 15). Jesus uses this particular sin as a fulcrum on
which he balances prayer. If we want to have our prayers heard and we
want them to be effective, then we must come to God with pure hearts
(Ps 24.3, 4). If we come to him asking for forgiveness, and with a forgiving
attitude, this indicates, or symbolizes, that we desire to purge out all sin
from our hearts. This is at the root of powerful prayer.

Christian Worship — Prayer’s Prototype [april 20]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.9-13; compare Lk 11.2-
4)

Jesus provides in his Sermon a model for prayer that teaches us about
both the structure and scope of prayer. Since much has been written
about the Lord’s Prayer and many sermons have been preached on each
petition in it, it is hard for us to do justice to its depth in a short
meditation. Calvin, for example, dedicates 20 pages of the Institutes to a
discussion of this prayer. We will therefore note only a few lessons about
how we should pray.

Priorities — The Prayer is structured like the Ten Commandments. It
first deals with God’s honour and then with man’s needs. It puts the
things of heaven before those of the earth. In general, our prayers should
praise and thank God before they focus on ourselves. In our prayers we
remind ourselves that we are creatures dependent on God.

Praise — Within the scope of a few words (9) Jesus teaches us how we

are to offer praise to God by declaring him to be the:

1) Transcendent Creator — God has chosen to make Heaven his
dwelling place (Ps 103.19; Ps 115.3). Heaven is a created place. But,
being ‘above’ or outside of the universe, it stands as a symbol for
God’s infinity. God is not just a god of a river, forest, or nation; he is
the highest God above all gods who holds together all creation. To
our pagan culture we declare that God is the transcendent creator
when we call upon him in Heaven.

2) Holy One — God’s name stands in the place of God himself. It is holy
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(Ex 20.7) because everything associated with him is holy. Thus, we
desire that his name be proclaimed throughout the world as holy so
that all men will know who he is, and reverence him.

3) Personal Saviour — The word ‘father’ is not being used in the sense
of God being the creator of all people (Acts 17.28). This prayer is for
believers. God becomes our Father when he adopts us into his
household through Christ. When we declare God as our Father it
encourages us by reminding us that we belong to an everlasting,
perfect family.

We must bow down before the God in heaven with praise and declare
him to be the holy creator who saves.

Providence — When we ask God to reveal his sovereign reign among
men (10) we do not ask that he become a king, he is the King! Rather, we
confess that no other person’s will (whether man or devil) is to be the
measure and motive of mankind. Jesus himself desired that only the will
of God would be done (Mt 26.42). Our desire is to be the same. So, we
ask God to make his laws and worship known on this earth until the day
they are fully and correctly observed in his heavenly kingdom.

Provision — Jesus teaches (11) that it is proper to pray for our physical
needs as they arise. This is not inferior prayer. If we don’t ask for God’s
provision, we act as if we are independent of him. By asking for his help
we acknowledge that he sustains (Acts 17.28) and cares (Mt 6.25-34) for
us, and we learn to trust him more. But we are to pray that our needs are
met — the bread we need from day-to-day — not that our desire for
luxuries will be satiated. As God supplied manna on a daily basis in the
wilderness, so he will supply what is necessary for us. We are to be
content with what he gives us. If we are not, then we deny that he knows
what is best for us.

Purification — As we are to ask God to sustain us physically, so we are
to ask him to sustain us spiritually (12). We need, daily, to go before his
throne and confess that we have sinned, and he will forgive us (1 Jn 1.9).
However, there is a condition. If we go before him with a bad attitude
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(for example an unforgiving heart or a pride that holds grudges) he will
not hear our petitions. If we cannot forgive others who have hurt and
offended us, we have to question if we are truly Christians. It is very sad
if we claim to be Christians and are less forgiving than our pagan
neighbours. We need to ask God to make us holy, as he is holy.

Protection — God himself does not tempt us to sin (James 1.13) but he
does put us into difficult situations to test our faithfulness (13). Satan, his
assistants, and the remnants of wickedness in out hearts exploit these
situations to pressure us to sin. We need to recognize our weaknesses and
ask God to help us avoid temptations and overcome them. When we are
confronted by evil, God will protect us if we ask for help (1 Cor 10.13;
Jude 24). Our challenge is to put aside pride and admit our need of help.

If we can learn to offer God prayers modeled on this Prayer, they will go
up as the sweet smell of incense (Ps 141.2; Rev 5.8) and be pleasing to
our Father. They will declare him worthy of all honour, proclaim his
sovereign reign and almighty power into the ages, and assist us to know
our place as he provides only good things for us (Rom 8.28; James 1.17).

Christian Worship and Forgiveness [April 21]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.12, 14-15)

In the Prophets (e.g., Is 1.10-17; Is 66.2-4; Mic 6.6-8) we learn that God
despises a person who offers polluted sacrifices. A spiritual equivalent of
offering sacrifices of pig meat or crippled sheep is going to worship God
with a heart that holds a grudge against a neighbour, harbours
resentment, or is unwilling to forgive. God requires that our worship be
accompanied by mercy (Hos 6.6; Col 3.13, 14) or it is not true worship.

We cannot draw close to God through the upward dimension of
worship—prayer—if we are dragging a 50-tonne weight. We must cut
the chain that ties us to our bad attitude and leave behind our grudges,
anger, hate, and self-righteousness. This is why Jesus adds an ‘appendix’
(Mt 6.14, 15) about forgiveness to his instruction on prayer.
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Jesus does not list the specific sins we are to forgive. This implies that it

includes all sins. We can classify a// sins that we are to forgive into three

categories; they are sins against our:

e Person — People attack us and cause personal injuries, or through
their wilful neglect (e.g., drunkenness or inattention) they hurt us.

o Pride — We are offended when men say unkind things to our faces,
or spread gossip about us or slander us.

e Property — Someone forgets to repay a small loan or to return a
book, or he steals from us or maliciously destroys our property.

In all these instances we must be willing to forgive. But what does it
mean to forgive those who have sinned against us? This is one of the
most difficult questions to answer in the area of Christian ethics. Does it
mean that we are to let someone take all our possessions and leave us
destitute? Does it mean that we are to become pacifists and ignore a
madman who threatens to kill our children? Does it mean that we are
never to take legal action, even in clear cases of negligence?

We cannot develop a complete ethic of forgiveness in a single
meditation, but we can consider a few principles that might help us
understand our duty to be forgiving:

e Forgiving is not abdicating — We have a responsibility to stop
people from sinning where it is in our power. Having a forgiving
attitude does not mean that we will permit people to plunder our
possessions or destroy our families (1 Tim 5.8).

o Forgiving is not approving — If God could have forgiven sin
without dealing justly with it, there would have been no need for
Jesus to die. We are to overlook personal insults, but when truth or
justice are assailed we have an obligation to act, as Jesus did when
he confronted injustice (Jn 18.22, 23). The challenge for us is to
maintain a balance. We have an obligation to seek justice, but we
must never be vindictive.

o Forgiving is patient — Jesus tells us that we are to be willing to
forgive continually (Mt 18.22; Lk 17.3ff).

e Forgiving is impartial — Whether the sin committed against us is
wilful or done in ignorance, committed by a friend or enemy, or the
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person asks for forgiveness or does not, we are to forgive (Lk 23.34).

e Forgiving is generous — God has forgiven us far more than we will
ever be required to forgive (Eph 4.32). We must be willing to forgo
our rights (1 Cor 6.7) to bear witness to the Holy Spirit living in us.

e Forgiving is forgetting — Many people say “I will forgive you, but I
cannot forget the hurt.” This is not forgiveness; it is a shallow excuse
for revenge. True forgiveness forgets the sin and never dredges it up
again (Job 14.16, 17; Ps 51.9; Ps 103.12; 1 Cor 13.5; 1 Pt 4.8).

Jesus tells us that we must have a forgiving attitude in order to approach
God correctly in worship. He then teaches that there is a causal
relationship between our own attitude and our state. If we forgive others,
God will forgive us. This seems to imply that a person can earn merit
with God. We know that elsewhere (e.g., Eph 2.8-10) the Bible teaches
clearly that we cannot earn our salvation. Then what does Jesus mean?

We have noted previously that in the Sermon Jesus teaches how to live
the Christian life. He does not teach how to become a Christian. If we, as
Christians, are forgiving, we walk in communion with God and display
evidence of true conversion. If we are unforgiving we wallow in our sin,
are out of fellowship with God, and cannot expect God to forgive us or
hear our prayers.

Christian Worship — Example 3: Fasting [Apil 22]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.16-18)

When was the last time you fasted as a religious observation and not
because you had to have a blood test? Why has fasting largely
disappeared from Protestant, evangelical worship? Is it because we have
overreacted to the abuses of fasting associated with Lent and abstaining
from meat on Fridays? What place should fasting have in our worship?

Jesus provides guidelines about the proper way to fast. This is his third
example that teaches us how we are to worship God. But it is almost
irrelevant for us to consider how to fast if we don’t practice fasting.
Therefore, we should first consider the purpose of fasting before we
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address the method.

OT law required a fast once per year. The only prescribed fast is the one
on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16.29; Lev 23.27; Num 29.7). The Jews
appear to have added other annual fasts later (Zech 8.19). In addition,
special times of fasting were called during national emergencies (Judges
20.26; Joel 1.14) and individuals fasted at times of personal distress (2
Sam 12.22; Nehemiah 1.4). Typically, the Pharisees went beyond the
requirements of Scripture and required fasting twice per week (Lk
18.12). They changed the observance of fasting from a time of intense
worship associated with the confession of sin or a special call for God’s
help, into a hollow ritual of sanctimonious outward display.

There is no specific command in the New Testament that states that we
must practice fasting. We could conclude, since Jesus says he will never
leave us (Jn 14.15-21), that there is no need for us to fast (Mt 28.20; Mk
2.19). However, Jesus assumes that his disciples will fast (“when you
fast”), and he says that there will be a time for fasting (Mk 2.20). Also,
we are provided with examples of fasting in the NT (Acts 13.3; Acts
14.23) that indicate that it was an accepted practice among the Apostles.
Their practice in worship is to be a standard for us.

Fasting is not required of Christians. Nevertheless it pleases God when it
is offered as a special offering of private worship. We should consider
fasting when we are in any of the following circumstances:

e To facilitate grieving over sin and (personal or corporate) confession
(Judges 20.26; Neh 9.1, 2; Ps 69.5-12).

e To obtain guidance and help from God (Ezra 8.21-23; Neh 1.4; Est
4.16).

e To heighten our appeal to God, for example, asking him to save a
friend; when we are setting out on something new and extraordinary
(Ps 35.13; Mt 17.21; Acts 13.2, 3; Acts 14.23).

e To remind us that man does not live only on natural bread (inference,
Mt 2.1-4).

e To curb the desires of the sinful nature (inference, Titus 2.2).
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What do the instruction and examples of true fasting provided in the
Bible teach us? That it is not to be performed as a duty for its own sake
but as an inward (silent, personal, and private) form of worship that
advances our outward, corporate worship and our visible walk of
obedience before God. It is a humbling of the soul that makes us desire
to obey God and follow the example of Jesus (Is 58.6-14).

In most instances in the Bible fasting appears to consist of complete
abstinence from food and drink (other than water) for an entire day. But
sometimes a fast may have consisted of taking only a small amount of
bread and water (Dan 10.3) so as to abstain from legitimate physical
pleasures for a time. The fast that God delights in is the one that raises
our souls to Heaven, not one that causes physical pain (e.g., a headache)
and makes us irritable (Is 58.4, 5).

Fasting is an inner act of worship that is not to be made visible to others
(Mt 6.17-18). It is a private matter between a Christian and God. We
cannot, and should not, know if another person is fasting. Therefore, we
must never judge the apparent behaviour of others when it comes to the
matter of fasting. Nor can we assume that if there are no signs of fasting
that our fellow Christians lack sincerity or commitment to Christ. Our
own views about the frequency or ‘proper’ manner of fasting are not
God’s standard. What others do about fasting is simply not our concern.

Nor should we ever feel that we are more righteous than other Christians
if we do fast regularly. The false righteousness of the Pharisees is shown
by the irony of their denial of the flesh so that they could glory in the act
of fasting by drawing attention to themselves.

Fasting is a neglected aspect of worship in our hedonistic age. I suspect
that many of us need to think seriously about how we should apply the

teaching of Jesus in our lives and how we can honour God through fasting.

Heavenly Treasures [April 23]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.19-24)
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In the preceding three examples of false righteousness Jesus says that if
we offer ‘worship’ as defined by men we will receive our reward (Mt
6.2, 5, 16). The ‘rewards’ of false worship are available in this life and
they consist of self-congratulation and a false sense of superiority.

Most people in the Church today would be appalled if I were to accuse
them of offering worship as the Pharisees did. They would reply by
saying that their only desire in offering worship is to honour God. But is
this in fact the case? When men offer acts of homage to God that he has
not required, or in a form that he has not specified, they establish
themselves as the standard for defining worship, rather than God. The
Pharisees placed their own will above God’s and obtained their rewards.

Jesus teaches, in contrast, that those who offer true and correct worship,
with a desire to please God and not men, will receive rewards from God
(Mt 6.4, 6, 18). He goes on in the Sermon to tell us what those rewards
are. They are treasures in Heaven. He uses three illustrations, that build
upon one another, to show that the rewards that God gives for true
worship are not of this world.

Storage — Reading verses 19-21 in isolation most people think that Jesus
is speaking only about worldly possessions. It is true that we are not to
put our hope in the riches of this world. Thieves, not just burglars but
also illness, economic collapse, and death will take them from us.
However, the previous instruction about worship and rewards indicates
that Jesus uses a metaphor (physical objects that decay or rust) to
illustrate the insubstantial nature of the praises of men, status, self-
esteem, and self-determination in worship. True worship does not consist
of our inventions or what we think will please God. In true worship, we
offer homage to the great King in the manner and form that he desires
and demands.

Those who invent ways to worship God and introduce their own
practices store up treasures on earth. They may be true believers, but
their rewards will perish. In contrast, those who worship God in Spirit
and in truth (Jn 4.24) store up eternal rewards in Heaven.
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Sight — Idolatry comes in many forms. A person does not need to lay
flowers in front of a statue of Buddha or kiss a crucifix to be an idolater.
We are idolaters when we place anything in our focus that displaces God.
Our eye is diseased (literally ‘evil’) when it looks greedily for money or
popularity, flattery, and a reputation among men; or focuses on earthly
philosophies, beauty, art, inventions, ideas, or political systems. Whether
we make things, ideas, or self the object of our devotion we are idolaters;
we worship something other than God. The eye that is healthy is the one
that fixes the thoughts and intentions of the heart on God and his glory (2
Cor 4.18; Heb 12.2). What we focus on becomes our god.

Service — What we focus our thoughts and sights upon is what we serve.
Jesus completes his rebuke of the Pharisees with a transition from their
focus on temporal rewards that built up their self-image, to their desire to
have explicitly physical rewards in the form of money (a translation of
the Aramaic word mamona that means “wealth or property”). We are not
to put our hope in treasures on this earth, including money (1 Tim 6.17-
19) because where our hope is, there will be found our service. We
cannot have divided loyalties when it comes to serving God or the things
of the world (Josh 24.15, 19, 20; 1 Ki 18.21; Rom 6.16-22; James 4.4).

If we worship and serve God with un-divided loyalty we won’t focus our
sights on earthly things and won’t store them up as if they can save us.
Instead, we will serve God with an eye focused on his glory. The result
will be rewards of eternal treasures in Heaven. What are these treasures?
Jesus does not tell us here or anywhere else in his teaching (Mk 9.41; Mk
10.21), nor do the Apostles tell us what they are (Eph 1.18; 1 Pt 1.4).

We are not told what the heavenly rewards will be so that we will:

Obey out of love for Christ, not because of the reward (Mt 20.1-15).
Not use service for Christ as a cover for prudent self-interest.

Resist summing the rewards as men do their worldly investments.
Not have any claim on God as if we could earn merit or favour.
Avoid assuming our reward will be better than our brothers.’
Believe that every reward we receive will be a gift of God’s grace.
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e See reward, not as tacked onto the service, but in the service itself.

Jesus promises eternal rewards to those who are obedient to God’s will
without thought of the rewards. The proper way to store up treasure in
Heaven is to walk humbly before God and to trust him to reward you in
his way (Rom 8.28; Eph 3.20). Do you completely trust Jesus?

Worldly Worry [April 24]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 6.25-34)

Jesus says “Therefore ... do not worry ...” What is the logic that leads to
this conclusion? Jesus creates a thought-bridge from worship to worry,
through wealth. He teaches his disciples how to worship correctly (Mt
6.1-18). Then he shows them that those who worship correctly will
inherit eternal wealth — treasures in Heaven (Mt 6.19-24). Those who
present false worship receive nothing more than the wealth of this world
— whether it be physical objects that decay or fading praise from men.
The conclusion of his logic chain is that if we are worshiping God
correctly, we are his children and have no need, or right, to worry. Jesus
is addressing this Sermon to believers and teaching them how to live the
Christian life.

Before we consider what Jesus teaches us about worry, let us note what
he does NOT teach. He does not say that we can live irresponsibly with
no thoughts or plans for the future. We are to take effort to provide for
our next meal. Farmers who do not plow and plant will not harvest.
People who are not willing to work do not deserve to eat (2 Thess 3.10).
We are to work as hard as the birds (26). His teaching is not a licence for
laziness.

What we are not to do is worry! Jesus repeats this injunction three times
(25, 31, 34). He wants to drive home the point. We had better listen! The
Greek word for “worry” used by Matthew can also be translated “be
anxious.” It refers to something that consumes our attention or distracts
us (Lk 10.41) and focuses our attention exclusively on earthly priorities
and possessions. Jesus tells us that we must get our priorities correct (33)
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and gives a number of reasons why we must not worry:

Worth — Man, the image bearer of God (Gen 1.27), is worth more than
the rest of the creation, whether animate or not (Mt 12.12). God’s breath
(Gen 2.7) gave man the gift of life (Acts 17.25) and we live by his will
(Acts 17.28). Since he takes care of the lesser portions of his creation he
will certainly take care of the most valuable part. In addition he is
speaking to his disciples. God’s adopted children can trust him not to
abandon them (Ps 37.25). Note, however, that Jesus is speaking in
general terms and is not dealing with the specific consequences of sin
that bring about hardships, such as war and famine, that sometime affect
Christians.

Waste — It is a waste of time and energy to worry. God has the length of
our lives and the very instant of our deaths determined. We are to act
responsibly, and not to take stupid risks or tempt God (Dt 6.16). But
whatever actions we take cannot add one minute to our lives.

Weakness — Faith is a gift of God. But, like muscles, it must be
exercised to grow strong. The weakness of “little faith” is our fault, not
God’s. Note that Jesus addresses those with some faith, not those with no
faith. When Christians have weak faith they fail to see life as a whole
before God. They trust God for their eternal salvation but they don’t trust
him to provide their daily bread (Mt 6.11). They believe in him but fail to
believe him when he says he will care for them. A weak faith in God’s
power leads us to trust in the uncertain riches of this world (Mt 6.19) and
makes us prone to anxiety.

Worldliness — The ‘modern’ pagans in our society run after earthly
‘treasures’. From their perspective without God, they have no hope and
no light. Life is ultimately futile. If we follow in their paths filled with
worry, we are dragged down by worldliness. Instead we should respond
to events from an eternal perspective, as children of the Great King who
rules all things by his Providence. We do not have to run fast to elude
fatalism or anticipate chance.
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Welfare — It is a sin to be anxious or to worry. God is our heavenly
father and therefore has our welfare in mind. Everything we need will be
given to us when we need it. What is best for us he will provide (Rom
8.28). In the Sermon, Jesus speaks to all people who are worldly. The
rich worry about material things as much as the poor. All worldly people
worry either about storing up treasures and make them into an idol, or
about not having enough of “these things” to store up. Worry about the
things of the world is obsessive and oppressive. It pleases Satan because
it takes our focus away from God.

Wait — Jesus concludes by answering the obvious question: “Yes, but
what about tomorrow?” God will provide for our needs each day.
Therefore we must work and worship, and not worry. To walk with God
means we will wait on him by seeking his kingdom first. Instead of
worrying we are to trust that God is near us and in everything (by prayer
and petition, with thanksgiving) we are to present our requests to God
(Phil 4.6, 7).

Just Judgments (Part 1) — Clarifying the Command [April 25]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.1-2; Lk 6.37-40)

To Judge or Not to Judge? — As is often the case in the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus makes a statement that appears to be absolute: “Do not
judge.” Yet, elsewhere, we find Jesus teaching that we are to make
judgments, act with discernment, and express opinions about others.

For example, in the following section, he tells us to remove the ‘plank’
from our own eye before we remove the ‘speck’ from our brother’s (5).
We can’t remove a moral ‘speck’ without making a judgment that there
is something to be removed. Paul and John also teach that we are to
judge others (1 Cor 5.12-6.5; 1 Jn 4.1).

Those in positions of authority such as elders in a church or judges in a
court (Rom 13.4) are called upon to judge the actions of those accused of
doing wrong. However, they are to weigh evidence carefully, avoid
prejudices (Lev 19.15) and passions, and judge with God’s honor in
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mind.

Judicious Judgment — Since we are to make judgments, what does Jesus
mean when he says “Do not judge?” If we only considered the account in
Matthew we might have difficulty understanding what he means.
However, the parallel account in Luke helps to clarify the meaning. Jesus
uses a form of Hebrew instruction that illustrates one idea with two
parallel thoughts. In this instance the parallel of judging is condemning
and having an unforgiving attitude (Lk 6.37).

Jesus teaches that we are not to judge others with harshness or with a
vengeful spirit of hatred and spite (Rom 12.19). We are not to judge our
neighbours by speaking against them with slander (Jam 4.11). We are not
to judge by appearances (Jn 7.24) or apparent motives or intentions. God
alone can judge the heart (Heb 4.12-13). And we are not to form hasty
judgments about their condition based on a single failure on their part.

The extreme statement of Jesus teaches us not that judgment itself is
wrong, but that there is the necessity of making right, or just, judgments.
Jesus condemns illegitimate forms of judging and teaches us how to
judge righteously (with a right attitude).

Measure for Measure — Jesus warns us that if we are unfair and casual
in our judgments we will be visited with the consequences. God will
judge us with the level of justice we have used with our neighbours, in
two ways:

e Temporal — Not every sin that men commit is punished during their
lives. But often God does ‘even the accounts.” People who are bitter
and suspicious, are quick to get even, and jump to conclusions about
others often find that they are treated the same way.

Sometimes people who are generous, forgiving and fair, and think
the best of others are taken advantage of. But more often other
people treat them with respect and are quick to help them when they
have needs. God fills their laps with overflowing blessings for their
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generosity.

e Eternal — Jesus anticipates the eternal judgment of God. People who
judge others unjustly in this life are threatened with the
consequences of their injustice and will be condemned. God judges
fairly and holds us accountable for our actions (Rev 20.13). He will
ensure that true justice is displayed in the Day of Judgment.

It is true that if we are Christians we won’t be eternally condemned
(Jn 5.24; Rom 8.1), even if we have been judgmental. However, this
is no excuse for injustice on our part. And from the Bible’s teaching
we can conclude that those who are true believers in Christ will not
display injustice (1 Cor 13.4-7; Gal 5.22-25). We may seriously
question the profession of someone who claims to be a Christian and
who is consistently unjust.

Divine Dispensation — Jesus continues his instruction on judging justly
by telling us that we are not to usurp divine judgment (Lk 6.39, 40). We
are not God, and therefore we are to leave eternal judgment in his hands
(Rom 12.17-21). We do not really know how evil the sin is that remains
in our own hearts; so we cannot claim the right to make judgments. This
is why Jesus says elsewhere: “If any one of you is without sin, let him be
the first to throw a stone ...” (Jn 8.7)

Instead of throwing stones in judgment we should be like Jesus, our
teacher and master. When he was falsely judged and condemned by the
Pharisees, he turned and asked God to forgive his persecutors (Lk 23.34).
We should follow his example and be graciously forgiving and entirely
just in all our judgments (Rev 15.3).

Just Judgments (Part 2) — Speck Picking [April 26]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.3-5; Lk 6.41-42)

In this section (Mt 7.1-6; Lk 6.37-42) of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus
teaches how to judge justly. He says:
e Command — do not judge quickly, harshly, or unjustly

271



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

Consequences — because you too will be judged instead
Comparison — consider your own sins, they block your view and
make it hard for you to see the sin in your brother

e Caution — do not cast your ‘pearls’ of hypocritical judgments; you
might be trampled by those you judge.

As we noted in the previous meditation, there are times when it is
necessary for us to make judgments. However, our judgments must be
made in the right way and with the right motives or we will be
hypocrites. How can we avoid hypocrisy when we make judgments?
Jesus uses a graphic comparison between a plank and a speck to teach us
the three principles of just judgment:

1) Do not Judge if You Cannot See Clearly — We are not to charge
anyone, let alone a brother in the Church, with a sin or fault when we
are guilty of the same thing (Rom 2.1). For example, there are many
people in the Church who condemn gossiping in others—yet they are
quick to ‘share’ information because they think it is important that
everyone have the ‘facts.’

Do not think that the ‘plank’ in our eye is only the same sin or fault
that we find in our brother. We are not to condemn others of sins
when we are just as guilty but the sins are different. For example, we
might think it proper to counsel a brother to repent who lost his
temper in anger. Meanwhile we might be just as guilty because we
are storing hatred against someone and hoping for his downfall.

We often are unaware of our own sins, faults, and prejudices. And
worse, when we are aware of our sins, we excuse them as justified in
our circumstances, or we just do not care about getting rid of them.
We have all kinds of ‘planks’ in our own eyes, including pride, envy,
lust, and hatred, and we are often unforgiving, unkind, and unloving.
All heart sins—and outward sins—grieve God. But the sins of those
who judge others are actually more grievous because those people
set themselves up as a standard and example. Therefore, our own
sins should seem much larger to us than those of our brothers. When
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2)

3)

theirs appear larger they block our sight and make just judgment
impossible.

Clear Your Vision Before You Judge — If we are not willing to
judge ourselves severely, we have no position from which to judge
others and have no right to condemn. If we are concerned about
righteousness and God’s glory, we will spend more time judging
ourselves than all the time we spend judging our neighbours. If we
do not judge ourselves, we are hypocrites, along with the Pharisees
whom Jesus condemns.

We must pull the ‘plank’ from our own eye and clear our vision

through a three-step process:

e Self Examination — Through reading and meditating on the
Bible—especially the Psalms—and through prayer we expose
our sins.

e Confession — Through confession and repentance we clear the
fog of sin from our hearts and heads so that we can see clearly.

e Walking Consistently — By obeying the Law of Jesus, we guard
ourselves from the charge of hypocrisy.

If it becomes necessary for us to reprove a brother in the Church, we
must meet the qualification placed on anyone in a position of
authority, such as elders in a church or judges in a court, who are
required to judge sin: we “must be above reproach” (1 Tim 3.2).

Judge with Extreme Care — A time will come when it is necessary
for us to remove a sin or fault (‘speck’) from our brother’s eye
through reproof or correction. But we must remember that his eye is
very sensitive. Just as we would gently use a cotton swab to remove
a speck of dust from another person’s eye, so we are to be gentle
when we remove a ‘speck’ of sin from our brother’s eye.

Often we judge another based on personality rather than on principles of
justice. We don’t deal with the specific sin with gentle care (Gal 6.1) but
take delight in finding fault as we jab a hot poker into his eye. We are

273



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

haughty in our judgments and quick to condemn, and we don’t love our
brother as we should (1 Cor 13.4-7). Let us remember that we are dealing
with a brother with a speck of dust in his eye, and thus never forget that
we also are sinners who have been saved by God’s grace.

Just Judgments (Part 3) — Pearls and Pigs [April 27]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.6)

This proverb presents us with an interpretation challenge. What are the
sacred pearls that Jesus refers to, and who are the ‘dogs’ and ‘pigs?’ The
most common interpretation teaches that we are to understand that Jesus
is providing a balance to his extreme position on judgment in the
preceding lesson (1-5). He seems to be concerned that people might not
be willing to form any kind of opinion out of fear that their attitudes
might be wrong. So he gives a balancing statement to ensure that there is
the correction of heresy in the Church and the means for controlling
lawlessness in society.

Some important conclusions that flow from this interpretation are:

e The pearls Jesus refers to are God’s truth or holy ordinances.

e We are not to give these ‘pearls’ without discernment, lest we give
them to those who are unworthy.

o  We must learn to distinguish between different types of people: those
who are worthy, and those who are not.

e Not everyone is worthy of receiving the truth or ordinances of God;
some he has determined to destroy (2 Chron 25.16; Acts 13.46; Acts
18.6).

e Not everyone is fit to be judged or reproved by Christians, since
godly reproof'is a holy ‘pearl’ of God (Prov 25.12; Ps 141.5).

It appears that Luther applied this parable to the ‘truth of God.” He wrote
a letter to Henry VIII exhorting him to pursue the reformation of the
Church. After Henry replied arrogantly, Luther wrote: “Who knows?
Perhaps I may find one lucky hour to gain the King of England. I
therefore laid my humble epistle at his feet; but alas! The swine have
torn it.”
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The problem with this interpretation is that it requires us to read into the
parable a meaning that is not supported by the context of what Jesus
teaches about judgment. For example: one writer tells us that it “probably
refers to the proclamation and teaching of the Gospel,” whereas another
(the Didache 9:5) applies it to the elements of the Lord’s supper that are
to be withheld from the profane, and another wonders if it means that we
are not to give the Scriptures to unbelievers if there is no one to explain
them.

There is nothing in the proverb itself or in its immediate context that will
help us determine whether the ‘pearls’ are the word of God, gospel
preaching, or his ordinances. Therefore, interpretations that follow this
line of reasoning merely guess at the meaning of ‘pearls.’

Another problem is that this interpretation requires us to identify some
people as moral ‘dogs’ and ‘pigs.” For us to consider someone a ‘dog’ or
a ‘pig’ is to make a very strong judgment. To the Jews a dog was a dirty
scavenger (Philp 3.2; Rev 22.15), not a household pet; and a pig was the
essence of everything ceremonially unclean (Is 66.3). Does this proverb
refer to the heathen and pagans who will laugh at the truth and despise it?
It cannot, or we would never preach the gospel to any unbeliever.

It is necessary to narrow the application of ‘dogs’ and ‘pigs’ to those
who have shown themselves to be so far gone in their wickedness that
they are irredeemable. But who are these people? Paul puts to rest the
false view that there are some men who are better than others (Rom 3.9-
18). Are there any people whom God could not save? Impossible! No
one is beyond his saving power. He can save the worst of sinners (1 Tim
1.15, 16). Can we know whom God will save and whom not? No!
Election belongs to his counsel alone (Eph 1.4-14). The truth is, every
unbeliever is unworthy to receive the word and ordinances of God. We
cannot decide otherwise.

In the context of Jesus’ teaching about just judgment it appears that he
seals this portion of his Sermon with a sarcastic proverb against those
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judging. He rebukes people who think they are in a position to make
judgments. They are the ones who look for a speck in their brother’s eye
when they have a plank in their own. They consider themselves holier
than other people, despise them, and think of them as moral ‘dogs’ and
‘pigs.” These people are in no position to offer their ‘pearls’ of
correction.

This proverb may teach the opposite of how it is usually interpreted. It
may not teach that we are to make careful judgments about different
types of people; to judge some and not others; and to protect holy things.
Rather it may teach us to keep our hypocritical concern (‘pearls’) for the
reformation of others to ourselves no matter how ‘precious’ or ‘holy’
they seem to us, since we are in no position to rebuke them. If we don’t,
our judgments will come back on our own heads (measure for measure).

Simply, Jesus may be saying: “Do not give dogs [in your eyes| what is
sacred [your ‘holy’ correction] ... do not judge ... if you do they will turn
and tear you to pieces ... for in the same way you will be judged.”

Ask, Seek, Knock [april 28]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.7-11; compare Lk 11.9-
13)

It is obvious that Jesus is not teaching that we can ask for absolutely
anything and we will receive it. We cannot ask to have our sinful desires
satisfied and expect God to hear us. What we ask for, in prayer, must be
according to the will of the Father (1 Jn 5.14), sought in the power of the
Holy Spirit (Rom 8.26), and requested in the name of Jesus (Jn 16.23).
Since this passage does not teach that we can ask for everything, there
must be limits. Therefore, we need to determine what is included.

From the context, it appears that we are to ask for two things:

Wisdom in Judging — Immediately prior to this teaching about how to
ask God for what we need, Jesus has told his hearers how to judge others
properly and has warned of the consequences of judging unfairly. It is
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therefore likely that Jesus is telling us to ask God for wisdom when we
make judgments. We need to be like Solomon who understood his need
and pleased God when he asked for wisdom (1 Ki 3.9, 10).

Grace to Live as Christians — We have noted previously that in the
Sermon on the Mount Jesus teaches his disciples how to live the
Christian life. In this context, we are to ask God for all the grace that he
can provide to us so that we can:
e live as those who are poor in spirit, mourn over sin, be meek, hunger
and thirst for righteousness, etc. (Mt 5.3-9);
live as salt and light in the world (Mt 5.13-16);
keep the Law with a righteousness that surpasses that of the
Pharisees (Mt 5.17-48); and
e worship him properly (Mt 6.1-18).

This passage is often directed by preachers to those who do not know
Jesus as their Saviour. They encourage their hearers to ask, seek, and
knock in order to obtain salvation. Although it is absolutely true that
sinners are to seek salvation from God (e.g., Is 55.1-7), this passage is
not really addressed to unbelievers. It is addressed to those who are
already children of God. Jesus goes on to tell God’s children, and his
disciples, the manner in which they are to ask God for what they need:

With Urgency — It is not necessary to try to find a distinction between
the three actions of asking, seeking, and knocking. The emphasis of
Jesus’ teaching is not found in the subtle differences among the actions.
Rather, it is found in the repetition of three parallel activities. To the
Hebrew mind, a two-fold repetition of an action indicated an intensity in
the action. For example, if someone said “weeping he wept” we could
translate this as he “wept bitterly.” A three-fold repetition of an action or
descriptive term tells us of the superlative nature of the action or object
under consideration (e.g., Is 6.3; Rev 4.8; Mk 12.30; Col 3.16; 1 Thess
5.23). Jesus uses this Hebrew thought-form to emphasize the urgency
with which we are to keep on approaching our Heavenly Father with our
requests. God welcomes prayer that shows sincere persistence (Lk 18.6,
7).
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With Confidence — There were probably some of his hearers who were
thinking: “Why do I have to ask more than once?” We need to remember
that the purpose of prayer is not to inform God of our needs but to
remind us of our dependency on him. When we pray in faith, we will be
heard. That is why Jesus goes on to assure his disciples that God hears
their prayers. He uses an illustration of an earthly father who cares for his
children and responds to their requests. He argues from the lesser to the
greater: a human father who is filled with evil tendencies can still be kind
to his children; therefore, God, who is good, will certainly be kind to his
children and give them good gifts, especially the Holy Spirit (Lk 11.13).

You may respond and say: “I have prayed hundreds of times for
something that is in the will of God (e.g., the salvation of a friend, grace
to keep my tongue under control, healing for a family member, etc.) but
God hasn’t answered my prayer. How can I pray with confidence that my
prayers are heard?” The solution to this ‘problem’ is not what we think it
is. If we are truly God’s children, our Spirit-led prayers are heard by our
Father. But the way he answers may not be what we want to hear or what
we expect. God alone sees the ‘big-picture’ and knows what is best for
us. He alone gives us “good gifts” and works out all things for our good
(Rom 8.28).

When you are perplexed by the answers you are given to prayer, turn to
the example of Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane. He prayed to
have the cup of suffering taken away (Mt 26.39). God heard his prayer,
but he did not answer it by removing the cup. Jesus had to go to the cross
and suffer death on our behalf. Just like Jesus, we should pray that God’s
will would be done in our lives, and have confidence that he hears our
prayers and will “give good gifts to those who ask him.”

The Golden Rule [april 29
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.12; Lk 6.31)

The Golden Rule is not unique to Jesus. It is found in various forms in
Hinduism, Confucianism, Buddhism and Judaism. It is reported that
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Rabbi Hillel taught the Rule. He was a teacher when Jesus was twelve
years old and may have been present when Jesus was found asking
questions in the temple (Lk 2.46). Hillel apparently answered the
challenge of a student to provide a summary of the whole Law by saying:
“That which displeases you, do not do to another. This is the whole Law;
the rest is commentary.”

Most people today are happy to accept as their guide for moral behaviour
the Golden Rule: “do to others what you would have them do to you.”
They accept this rule as their standard for behaviour because in their
view it does not place any specific requirements on them and allows
them to define moral behaviour with great latitude. For example, they
can say: “what consenting adults do in a bedroom is no one else’s
business.” Or, “I would let other people use drugs, therefore, I can.”

Does the fact that Jesus quotes a generally accepted aphorism mean that
he endorses the religions of the world or encourages moral latitude? Of
course not! Then why does he use the Golden Rule as a summary of the
Law and the Prophets? And what does he want us to understand by this
teaching?

The fact that the religions of the world teach the Golden Rule does not
mean that they invented truth. All truth, whether in the Bible, or repeated
by an unbeliever is still truth, and as such is God’s truth. When a person
states that 2+2=4 he states truth, not because he invented the truth but
because it is true. When a false religion proclaims something that is true,
it is not because the human creators of the religion invented the truth but
because they have taken truth from God. When Paul spoke to the
Athenian council he quoted God’s truth from the mouth of their worldly
poets (Acts 17.28). Jesus does the same thing when he repeats the
Golden Rule.

The Golden Rule is true, not because many religions of the world include
it in their teachings or because many people believe it to be true, but
because it is God’s truth. Jesus teaches the Rule because it summarizes
the attitude with which we must apply the Law and the Prophets.
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The emphasis of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount is not on
what we should believe about God but rather on what we should do as
believers who have been saved from the guilt and power of sin. We have
noted previously that the Sermon is a commentary on the OT Law,
showing how it is to be applied properly by Christians. Yet many
Christians will say that the OT laws have been abolished. They will then
point to the Sermon, and specifically the Golden Rule, as the standard for
directing the life of a Christian. The irony is that in the Sermon Jesus
specifically says that he did not come to abolish the Law—instead he
endorses it (Mt 5.17-19). Also when he gave the Rule, he explicitly said
that it was a summary of the Law and the Prophets (i.e., the OT). Thus, if
we want to know how to live the Sermon and the Golden Rule, we have
to turn to the OT for guidance.

We are not left to our own judgment for interpreting and applying the
Golden Rule. The application of the Rule is not determined by what we
think is ‘reasonable.” Nor can the principle of equity taught in the Rule
be lived in the abstract; it must have specific content or it is purely
subjective. That specific content is defined primarily by the Ten
Commandments, and secondarily by the examples of how to apply the
Ten Commandments given throughout the Bible as specific laws. Jesus
teaches that how we want others to treat us, and how we treat them, is to
be guided by the laws we find throughout the entire Bible.

As a summary principle for applying the Bible’s commands, the Golden
Rule cannot be practiced consistently by a natural person (Rom 8.7, 8).
Only people who are righteous can truly practice the Rule and display
the Holy Spirit living in them. If we possess the righteousness Jesus
requires (Mt 5.3-10, 20), we will live the Rule and conform to God’s
standards.

In the immediate context of the Sermon, we should understand the
Golden Rule as summarizing how we are to make judgments. We should
judge others as we want to be judged: against the standard of God’s Law,
fairly, consistently, with compassion and gentleness, and with a desire to
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build up through correction rather than to tear down through censure and
rebuke. If we judge in any other way, we are being arbitrary and should
expect to have our harsh judgments measured out on ourselves (Mt 7.2).

If we do not apply the Golden Rule, we have no right to expect our
prayers to be answered (Is 1.15-17; Mt 7.7-9) or to receive the good gifts
that our Father in Heaven gives (Mt 7.10-11). Rather we should expect
those we judge to turn on us and tear us to pieces (Mt 7.6).

The Narrow and Wide Gates [april 30]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.13-14)

Contrast — We have reached the concluding section of the Sermon on
the Mount. It consists of three contrasts: narrow/wide gate and road (13-
14); good/bad fruit (15-20); and wise/foolish builders (24-27).

The first contrast sets before us two gates, two roads leading from those
gates, and two final destinations at the end of the roads. If you are
familiar with The Pilgrim’s Progress you know that the metaphor of the
gates from this Sermon is used by John Bunyan. When Pilgrim meets
Evangelist he is directed to a small gate through which he must enter to
obtain eternal life. Later, when Christian meets Goodwill, Goodwill
reminds Christian that the right way is straight and narrow and that he
must not depart from it.

Commencement — Bunyan understood the teaching of Jesus correctly.
The narrow gate is not the gate to Heaven at the end of life; it is the gate
that is entered at the beginning of the Christian life through conversion.
After passing through the gate, the Christian is to follow a straight and
narrow road that ultimately leads to Heaven.

Command — Jesus commands his hearers to enter through the narrow
gate and follow the narrow road. By this, he tells them that they must be
saved through himself since he is the gate (Jn 10.7, 9) and the road (Jn
14.6).
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Although Jesus does command his hearers to enter the narrow gate and
be saved, he does not tell them (in this sermon) Aow to be saved. He
doesn’t even include guidance such as Paul gives when he says that God
now “commands all people everywhere to repent.” (Acts 17.31) It is
clear, again, that Jesus is not addressing this sermon to unbelievers to tell
them how to become Christians. He is teaching those who have repented
of their sins how to live the Christian life by following the narrow road.

Compass — We should note that the road does not start out wide and
grow narrower, nor does it start out narrow and grow wider. It starts out
narrow and continues the same width throughout the Christian life. This
implies that we are constrained by an invariant standard for belief and
behaviour.

The rest of the Sermon on the Mount is an exposition of the OT Law that
teaches us how to walk the narrow road. Modern Christians do not want
to hear about the strictness of the Law—they want salvation without
service and opportunity without obedience. But if we are going to walk
the narrow road that will please our Saviour, we will leave behind the
worldliness, materialism, pride, and moral latitude that plagues the
Church today. We will be scrupulous to keep even the least
commandments of God (Mt 5.19), with a righteousness that exceeds that
of the Pharisees (Mt 5.20).

Jesus commands each of us to follow the narrow road. But he does not
tell us to walk along the shoulder of the road carrying a long stick that
we can use to prod others back onto the road. In fact, as we have noted,
we are to be very careful when we judge others lest we be judged (Mt
7.1-6). We are to be narrow in our obedience but generous in our attitude
to others. We are to follow the narrow road ourselves but leave room for
other Christians who may find it wider than we do.

Companions — Few find the gate and enter (14). Not because the gate is
hard to see—God’s righteous requirements are known to all men (Rom
2.15) and Jesus is preached in every country. The gate is hard to see
because men and women turn their backs to it. They suppress the truth
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(Rom 1.18) by walking in the opposite direction, or they shield their eyes
with the dark glasses of sin and the theories of this world.

Even though few find the road, it is not a lonely way to travel. When we
look ahead, we see many people who are approaching the end. Beside us
are our traveling companions. With them we sing the Pilgrim songs (e.g.,
Psalm 122.1-9). When we look behind, we see the road becoming more
and more crowded. In each generation more are walking along the road.

How many have traveled the road, or will travel it? Jesus does not
answer the question (Lk 13.23-24). Instead, he points us to the end where
there is a great multitude which no one can count (Rev 7.9).

Consequences — What is at the end of the narrow road? As we walk
along it, we may be taken into valleys or over mountains. Often it will be
hard to see the end. But it is straight and will eventually lead us home, to
eternal life (14) in the Kingdom of Heaven (21).

Enter through the narrow gate! If you don’t, following the broad way of
lawlessness will lead to intellectual, moral, and eternal destruction.

A Tree and Its Fruit [vay 1
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.15-23; Lk 6.43-46)

Context — After exhorting his hearers to enter through the narrow gate
Jesus warns them about false prophets (teachers) who will lead them
from the gate. The way of salvation was not found in the teaching of the
Pharisees, but only in the teaching of Christ. Today it is no different,
salvation is not found in a myriad of religions or ‘miracles’, it is found
only in the teachings of Christ given in the Bible (Acts 4.12). We must
not be fooled by false teachers, prophets, religions, or philosophies.

Caution — Jesus says we must watch (Mt 7.15). This implies that it is
hard to see false prophets. They are wolves in sheep clothes (e.g.,
Mormons). In the Church, the teaching of false prophets appears valid (2
Pt 2.1; 1 Jn 4.1). Their false teaching is often not blatant heresy, but
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subtle. It starts with absent teaching. What they teach is often not wrong
but they ignore specific doctrines. For example, they are vague about the
judgment and Hell; they do not challenge personal sins; or they neglect
to condemn sins like abortion, homosexuality and Sabbath breaking.
Then they absorb the myths of neutrality, plurality and tolerance. For
example, they teach that science is neutral and that its interpretation of
the ‘facts’ (e.g., the supposed long geological ages) must be reconciled
with the Bible. Jesus expects his hearers to be discerning and to think
critically. If false teaching were not subtle, Jesus would not need to warn
us to watch. Therefore watch for false presuppositions and faulty logic.
They are all around us.

Classification — How can we tell when a person is a false teacher? Jesus
says that by their fruit we will recognize them. He illustrates this with a
series of contrasts (vines vs thorn bushes; figs vs thistles; good vs bad
trees). He shows that there are only two classes of teacher. There is not a
continuum; a teacher is either true or false. We are to judge the mature
fruit of their teaching to see the difference between the true and the false.
We are not to judge just by appearances such as we hear in fine sounding
sermons (2 Tim 4.3), but to examine the fruit of their teaching closely.
True teaching will produce salvation (Acts 2.42 & 47), obedience to
God’s Law (Mt 28.20), righteous lives (Mt 5.3-10; Gal 5.22, 23), and
sound doctrine (Titus 1.9).

Contrast — Jesus warns (Mt 7.21) that fervency is not a definitive sign of
a true prophet. Some who call Jesus ‘Lord’ are excluded from Heaven.
Even those who are fervent in their profession can be ‘devils.” There are
many ‘amens’ cobbling the road to Hell! Intellectual and emotional
belief in Jesus is not sufficient to validate a teacher. The devils know that
there is one God (James 2.19), they believe that Jesus is Lord (Lk 4.34),
and they have an emotional reaction to him (Mt 8.29). Yet, they do
everything they can to undermine his authority. Confession with the
mouth, that Jesus is Lord, is necessary (Rom 10.9), but it is not
sufficient. The necessary condition of a true teacher is a heart confession
based on a personal belief in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.
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Claim — False teachers claim to have three gifts (Mt 7.22):

1) Prophecy — They pretend to be able to predict the future. They spend
more time telling us when the Rapture or the Antichrist will appear
than teaching obedience to God’s will (Mt 7.21). The gift of fore-
telling the future ceased when the Bible was complete (1 Cor 13.8-
10).

2) Exorcism — They go through rituals to cast out demons. Demons do
exist, and it is possible that they still possess people. However, it is
more likely that with the defeat of Satan by the Cross and the end of
the Apostolic age, Satan’s forces no longer can take direct possession
of humans. Even if demon possession exists today, this does not
mean that exorcists are necessarily true teachers (Mt 12.27; Acts
19.13-16).

3) Miracles — Counterfeit miracles (2 Thess 2.8-11) may be performed
today. Real miracles had the purpose of validating the ministry of
Christ and his prophets and Apostles. True miracles ceased with the
end of the Apostolic age and the completion of the Bible.

Open your eyes and watch for the claims of many (Mt 7.22) false

teachers who in Christ’s name ask you to put your hope in signs rather

than in Jesus. God does not ask you to seek sign gifts; he requires a holy
life.

Condemnation — On the Judgment day what will the false teachers say
when asked by God why they should enter Heaven? Will they list their
false claims? God will not be fooled or mocked. He will ask them why
they did these things and who required them. (Is 1.12) Jesus as the judge
will say “I never knew you.” (Mt 7.23) They never belonged to him.
They may have been members or leaders in the Church, but they were
nothing more than evildoers! There are many who deceive themselves
and think that they please God with their acts of worship, sign gifts, and
teachings. But they are evil (Mt 7.23); not just mistaken, evil! They will
go away into eternal punishment. Don't let them fool you. Stick with the
simple message of belief in Jesus, repentance of sins, and obedience to
God.
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The True Foundation of Faith may 2]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.24-27; Lk 6.47-49)

Follow-up — From beginning to end the Bible teaches that hearing
without doing is worthless, words without a corresponding walk is futile,
and faith without works is dead (Jam 2.17). Jesus at the conclusion of
this Sermon reminds his audience that all the wonderful teaching they
have just received will be of no value if they don’t put his words into
practice.

Jesus sets up a contrast between those who claim to have done great
things for the Kingdom (Mt 7.22) and those who do the will of the Father
(Mt 7.21). Self-works do not lead to /ife and Jesus will not acknowledge
them. Rather, it is a Holy Spirit-filled /ife that leads to good works. Only
those who have placed their faith in Jesus and repented of their sins can
do works that please God. Jesus defines the great divide between all false
religions and the only true religion. All other religions claim that good
works lead to life; Christianity teaches that a life based on true faith leads
to good works.

The result of faith is hearing; the result of hearing is doing; and doing is
obeying the commands of Jesus (Jn 14.15)—in action and attitude. As
we have seen throughout the study of this Sermon, the commands of
Jesus include all those given in the Bible through his Prophets and
Apostles. And, as he has taught in the Sermon, putting his words into
practice is not just outward actions, but actions with the proper attitude.
The practice that Jesus expects is a follow-up to hearing, based on true
faith.

Foundation — Faith is the foundation of true practice. But we must never
be satisfied with an abstract faith or a false faith; a faith in faith or a faith
in self or any created thing. True faith rests on one ultimate foundation—
Jesus Christ (Is 28.16; 1 Cor 3.11). The wise person is the one who has
dug through all the layers of human philosophies, theories, imaginations
and rationalizations and has placed his faith in Jesus (Lk 6.48). There are
four areas in which Jesus must be the foundation of our faith:
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e Mortality — Jesus is the creator of all things (Col 1.16) who alone is
worthy of worship (Rev 4.11). If we question the literalness of his
creation account (Gen 1.1-31; Gen 2.1-25) and accept the claims of
pseudo-science (e.g., the supposed geological age of the earth or a
cosmological theory of the formation of the universe) we build our
house of faith on sand.

e Message — Jesus is the Word (Jn 1.1), final prophet of God (Heb 1.1-
3) and ultimate communication from God (Col 1.15). If we accept
any source of meaning (e.g., rationalism or empiricism) other than
his self-attesting revelation (the Bible), or are selective in the
doctrines we believe, we deceive ourselves and build our house of
faith on sand.

e Morality — Jesus is the Lawgiver (Mt 5.17-20; Jn 14.15). If we look
anywhere else (e.g., natural law, pluralism, or majority opinion) than
to his Word for moral standards we build our house of faith on sand.

e Messiah — Jesus is the Saviour who died to save his people from
their sins (Mt 1.21). If we try to find salvation in any other religion
or in ourselves we build our house of faith on sand.

True faith is not just assent to the existence of Jesus or God (Jam 2.19), it
is relying on Jesus in every area of life. There are many who hope to go
to Heaven but despise the foundation—Jesus the Rock (Ps 19.14; 1 Cor
10.2).

Flood — In Palestine the winter rains could quickly fill the river valleys
and cause them to overflow their banks with destructive floods (Lk 6.48).
Jesus uses this illustration from nature to remind us that storms (e.g.,
illness, unemployment, or death of a spouse) will come into our lives and
sweep away our faith if it is not founded on Jesus.

Future — At the end of life an even greater flood faces each of us. God’s
judgment (Heb 9.27) will sweep us into the eternity of Hell if our faith is
founded on anything in this world; whether it be self, an idea, another
person, or a material object. Ample warnings are provided throughout the
Bible and specifically in this Sermon (Mt 5.22, 29; Mt 7.13, 23). We will
be without any excuse if we ignore the Bible’s warnings. This Sermon
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opens with blessing but ends with destruction. Blessings are the reward
of a righteousness founded on Jesus. But we must have no false hope.
God does not ignore unbelief and disobedience. A ‘great crash’ will
come upon those who build their hope on anything other than Jesus.

Every person is building a house of faith, a hope for eternity, and places
his or her faith in something. From outward appearances one person’s
faith may look similar to another’s. The ultimate question is: What is the
foundation of your faith, on what have you placed your hope for
eternity?

The Message and the Man [vay 3]
(A Mountain in Galilee, early Fall 31 AD. Mt 7.28-8.1)

Message — The Sermon on the Mount is not intended to show an
unbeliever how to be saved. Rather, it gives instruction to the disciples of
Jesus (Mt 5.1, 2) who have already accepted the evangelistic call, and
shows them how to live out their faith as citizens in the Kingdom of
Heaven. The Sermon does provide a lesson in applied ethics, but it does
not provide either a complete ethical model or a new law; nor does it
replace the OT Law (Mt 5.17) or call for a moral revolution based on love.
The OT Law is based on love (Dt 6.5; Lev 19.18). The Sermon teaches us
how to apply correctly the OT Law delivered through the prophets.

We have seen that the Sermon teaches us the following:

Character of a Christian (Mt 5.1-12)

Challenge of mission as salt and light in the world (Mt 5.13-16)
Context of living within the OT Law (Mt 5.17-20)

Correct application of the OT Law (Mt 5.21-48)

Call to worship: giving (Mt 6.1-4); prayer (Mt 6.5-15); fasting (Mt
6.16-18)

Confidence in God’s provisions for eternity (Mt 6.19-24)

Calm acceptance of God’s provisions for this life (Mt 6.25-34)
Compassionate, non-judging relationships with our neighbours (Mt
7.1-6)

e Crying out for wisdom to live fairly by the Golden Rule (Mt 7.7-12)
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e Contrast between the narrow and wide gates (Mt 7.13-14)
e Caution about false claims of being in Christ (Mt 7.15-23)
e Commitment to faith in a proper foundation (Mt 7.24-27).
In sum, the Sermon shows how a Christian, whose life is ruled by the
Spirit, will interact with his neighbours and walk faithfully before his God.

Marvel — The crowds were amazed and astonished at this teaching. It
wasn’t so much the content that amazed them as it was the way in which
the message was delivered. The rabbis appealed to traditions and gave
endless quotations. Jesus, in contrast, delivered his message from his
own authority with confidence, and gave a fresh application from God.

We should marvel at the Sermon, but not just for its form and, in
unbelief, miss the importance of its message or the man who delivered it.

Man — Notice how often Jesus says “I tell you” (Mt 5.20, 22, etc.) and
makes specific references to himself (Mt 5.11, 17; Mt 7.21-24, 26). In
these statements we see Jesus declaring himself to be the Messiah in his
three-fold office of Prophet (Dt 18.15; Mt 5.20), Priest (Ps 110.4; Mt
5.17-18) and King/Judge (Ps 110.1; Mt 7.21-23). He claims through
these statements the right to speak with authority. His commission is
direct from the Father; his authority does not come from man but from
God.

Jesus speaks with the same authority as when he created the universe
(Col 1.16). Sitting on the side of the mountain he delivers the Law with a
greater authority than Moses who brought the Law down from Sinai. The
rabbis and scribes may have sat in Moses’ seat (Mt 23.2), but Moses sat
in Jesus’ seat! The words of this sermon, along with the entire Bible,
have authority only because they come directly from the God-man,
Jesus.

There are many people who are happy to admire (marvel at) the words in
this sermon, but who are unwilling to embrace the man. Mahatma
Gandhi said “I have never been interested in an historical Jesus. I should
not care if it was proved ... that the man called Jesus never lived ... For
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the Sermon on the Mount would still be true for me.” But without Jesus
the Sermon has no meaning. We must look beyond the message to the
man. The message has no meaning without the man. Why is the message
important? Why is it to be believed and practiced? Because of the man.
We must put the words of this sermon into practice, but we must also
honour and worship the man who delivered it. This is the essence of
Christianity, we cannot, and must not, make a distinction between the
message and the man.

Mission — “When he came down from the mountainside, large crowds
followed him.” They were drawn to him and his message. Some later
went away because they found the message too difficult to accept (Jn
6.66). But those who stayed were more than followers—they were
disciples (Jn 6.60). Jesus gave them a mission: to follow him into the
world (Mt 28.18-20).

Today we must have a desire to learn all we can from Jesus’ teaching
(the Bible). But that is not enough. We are to be more than mere
followers who are pleased to have our ears tickled by the fine words of
Jesus, or by the words of one of his preachers. We are to be his true
disciples. We must come to know him personally and to have a personal
relationship with him. He must be our master, our saviour, and our
friend—as well as our teacher. We must love him and be ready to follow
him wherever he leads us, until he calls us home to glory.

Growing Fame; Preaching Repentance

The Centurion’s Faith [may 4
(Capernaum, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 8.5-13; Lk 7.1-10)

Matthew tells us that the crowds were amazed at the authority with
which Jesus taught (Mt 7.29). He follows this statement with a series of
miracle accounts (Mt 8.2-9.8) that further validate Jesus’ authority as the
Messiah, or more specifically, validate the ‘tree’ by its ‘fruit’ (Mt 7.16-
20). He does not provide, in this instance, a chronological record of the
work of Jesus. So we turn to Luke’s account to identify the specific
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miracle that followed the completion of the Sermon. We are confronted
with a man of faith and authority (a Roman centurion) who cares for
those under his command. It appears that Jesus turns away from the
hypocrisy of the Pharisees to a humble Gentile to show how the Sermon
on the Mount is to be applied.

Suffering Slave — We encounter this man sending messengers’ to Jesus
on behalf of his servant (or more accurately, ‘slave’) whom he valued
highly. This would surprise the Romans of his day. Slaves were
generally treated as nothing more than chattel. Sadly, it probably also
surprised the Jews. They were supposed to treat their slaves with
compassion (Ex 20.10; Lev 25.43). However, the fact that God had to
remind them of this indicates that they followed the cruel practices of the
nations around them. It is interesting that all the centurions mentioned in
the Bible showed attributes to be admired (Acts 10.2; Acts 23.17-18;
Acts 27.43). The centurion’s behaviour is a simple model of how to show
mercy (Mt 7.7).

Sympathetic Saviour — Jesus honors the centurion’s request and goes
with the messengers to heal the man in his home. Just as the centurion
behaves in an unexpected way by showing concern for his slave, so also
Jesus does the unexpected. It was not ‘proper’ for a Jew to enter a
Gentile’s house since (according to the Pharisees additions to the Law)
he would become ritually unclean. Jesus, in the Sermon, told his hearers
that true worship does not consist of man-made outward rituals, but in
the proper observance, with a pure heart, of what God requires (Mt 6.1-
18). Jesus puts into practice his teaching by showing his hearers that we
are to love our enemies (e.g., the Romans to a Jew), and to give to those
who ask of us (Mt 5.38-48). Christ’s behaviour is also a model of true
mercy.

Suppliant Soldier — The centurion continues to surprise us. He is a man
of authority in the dominant Roman army, but he does not expect Jesus
to bend to his will. Rather, he shows respect for Jesus as he tells him, via

7 Matthew: the man himself went; Luke: his messengers went. Compare Mt 27.26 lit: “he
flogged him.”
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his messengers, that he is unworthy to have Jesus enter his home. This
Gentile honors Jesus as Lord. His words are not given out of pretense
hoping to gain a favor from Jesus. His approach to Jesus is sincere. We
are reminded by his action and words that all men, great and small, must
bow down before Jesus as Lord and King (Phil 2.10, 11).

Surprising Sentiment — The centurion understood that Jesus’ power and
authority came from Heaven. He asked Jesus just to “say a word” and
heal his servant. Jesus spoke with authority when he taught the Sermon;
the same authoritative word created the universe (Gen 1.3; Col 1.16), and
the same word would heal his servant from a distance.

Jesus is astonished to find this level of understanding and faith in a
Gentile when it was so evidently missing among the Jews. Only twice in
the Gospels is Jesus in amazement. The first is at the faith of this Gentile,
the other is at a lack of faith among the Jews (Mk 6.6). Jesus uses the
example of this man’s faith to remind them that the promise to Abraham
includes the Gentiles. There is a universal gospel-outlook throughout
Matthew’s Gospel; starting with the appearance of the Magi (Mt 2.1-12),
continuing with the parable about the world as a field (Mt 13.38) and the
faith of a Canaanite woman (Mt 15.21-28), and ending with the Great
Commission (Mt 28.18-20). The other Gospels have the same vision (Jn
4.1-26; In 12.20ff; Mk 7.24-30).

Solemn Sanction — He also uses the man’s faith as an opportunity to
apply his sermon and continue challenging the Pharisees’ interpretation
of the OT. Just as they misunderstood the true meaning of much of the
Law, so they misunderstood the promise of the Gospel. By faith a
Gentile could gain the title of true Israel (Gal 3.7; Gal 6.16) which the
Jews forfeited by their unbelief in the Messiah (Mt 3.9, 10). Gentiles will
be found eating at the Lord’s Supper with Abraham in Heaven (Is 25.6;
Rev 19.9). But the natural descendants of Abraham, the Jews, who reject
the Messiah, will perish forever in Hell (Mt 8.12).

Strengthened Soul — At Jesus’ authoritative word “go!” the servant was
healed. We are to understand not only that Jesus can heal the body and
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restore a soul to health, but also that at his authoritative word dead spirits
can be brought to life through the new birth. This is the ‘hour’ of healing
for all those, Jew or Gentile, who are in Christ Jesus.

Raising a Widow’s Son [vay 5]
(Nain, late Fall 31 AD. Lk 7.11-17)

The authority of Jesus was demonstrated by the healing of the
centurion’s servant (Mt 8.5-13; Lk 7.1-10). But sceptics existed in
Jesus’ day, just as they do today. Many would claim that the healing was
nothing more than a coincidental recovery or a cleverly planned con.
They would dismiss the sign as authenticating Jesus. So he went to Nain,
about 40km southwest of Capernaum, to meet people carrying a bier and
to raise a dead man to life (the first of three times; Lk 8.41-56; Jn 11.1-
44). With this miracle he removes the possibility of a natural
explanation. He presents a challenge to their scepticism by, in effect,
saying: “If you won’t believe me, at least believe the miracles. They
show I come from the Father.” (Jn 10.38) We see in this miracle God’s:

Timing — Nothing happens by chance (Prov 16.33). Everything that
occurs in the universe, from the vibration of molecules to the return of
comets, is in accordance with God’s timing. Every event of history
occurs precisely when he planned it (Gal 4.4). So it was that just as Jesus
“approached the town gate, a dead person was being carried out.” God
also arranged for two large crowds (one following from Capernaum, and
one accompanying the bier) to arrive together. These numerous witnesses
to the miracle could attest to the divine authority of Jesus (16).

Tenderness — Jesus, by his actions, reminds us of the love and mercy of
God. His heart went out to the widow who had lost her only son, and he
upheld her cause (Is 1.17). He approached her with words of comfort.
We see Jesus later comforting his disciples in the upper room, and from
the cross comforting his mother. We can be comforted knowing that he
cares for us with the same compassion.
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Touch — Jesus extended the scope of his authority over the interpretation
of the Ceremonial Law by touching the coffin of the dead man and
becoming ritually unclean (Num 19.13). He showed that compassion
overrules the strict observance of a ceremony, just as he taught that acts
of necessity and mercy overrule the prohibition against work on the
Sabbath (Lk 6.1-11). By this example, he displays, in a practical way,
what he taught in the Sermon on the Mount about the spirit in which the
Law is to be observed.

Triumph — Then he spoke, and the man came back to life. This is a
display of the same power by which he created the universe. Why should
we marvel that Jesus can raise the dead? This is hardly a challenge for
the one who spoke and brought everything into existence (Ps 33.6, 9).
But this miracle teaches more than his authority over physical life and
death, and therefore his right to teach with authority (Mt 7.29). It
reminds us that he can give eternal life to a person who is currently on
the way to Hell; he can create a new heart within a person and raise the
spiritually dead. Also, the raising of the widow’s son is a sign of the
promise that Jesus will raise the dead on the last day (1 Thess 4.16).

Testimony — There are a number of ways in which this account provides

God’s testimony to Jesus as his Son. He is the Messiah because of his:

o Title — Luke refers to Jesus as ‘the Lord’ (13) for the first of many
times (Lk 10.1, 41; Lk 11.39; Lk 12.42; Lk 13.15). He uses the
equivalent of one of the OT titles for God, declaring Jesus to be God
(Ps 110.1).

e Speech — The dead man sat up and began to talk, indicating that he
was truly alive. So it is with us: we become alive and speak because
God first spoke to us. Paraphrasing Augustine, we speak God’s
thoughts after him. In the spiritual realm we confess the name of
Jesus with our mouths because God has called us to be part of his
household.

e Office — The people called Jesus a “great prophet” (Dt 18.15). Their
response to the miracle put him in a class with Moses, Elijah and
Elisha, the great spokesmen for God. Notice the parallel between this
account and that in 1 Kings 17.17-24 (“and he gave him to his
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mother” in the Greek NT is taken verbatim from the Greek version
of the OT).

e Presence — The miracle pointed to Heaven. The people knew that the
ability to raise the dead comes only from God, and thus Jesus was a
messenger from Heaven. Jesus fulfilled the prophecy of Immanuel
(Is 7.14; Mt 1.23)—“God with us.”

e Respect — The people were filled with awe (lit. fear). They were in
the presence of God and offered him the respect he deserved (Ps
2.11).

Tidings — The news about the miracle spread throughout Galilee and into
Judea. But the buzz of excitement died down and many people started to
become skeptical again, asking “is this man really the Messiah.” Even
John the Baptist wasn’t sure (Lk 7.19). In just over a year, the people of
Judea would send Jesus to the cross as a lunatic and deny that he was the
Messiah. It doesn’t take long for the flame on the candle of truth to die
out. We must continually remind ourselves that Jesus as the Son of God
has all authority, and we must declare his authority to the world.

John the Baptist — In the Kingdom [vay 6]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 11.2-15; Lk 7.18-28)

Raising the widow’s son (Lk 7.11-17) seems to trigger John’s query (Lk
7.18-20) and provides the context for the interchange between John and
Jesus.

Doubt — Why did John ask Jesus if he was the one who was to come, or
the Messiah (Ps 40.7; Ps 118.26)? Was there doubt in his mind about
who Jesus was? Was John thinking that Jesus wasn’t the Messiah
because he had not heard him claim it publicly? Was John prodding for a
public declaration? Was the problem that Jesus didn’t fit John’s image of
what the Messiah should be like? Or, did John need reassurance about
his own role in the Kingdom since he was discouraged by his
imprisonment (Mt 4.12)?

Jesus tells us that John was a firm believer (Lk 7.24) and, knowing his
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character, we can be assured that his question was sincere. But it is
difficult to determine what was the reason for the query. Regardless of
the reason, it appears that this example of John’s doubt teaches us that
there can be times when those who believe need help to overcome latent
doubts (Mk 9.24) or discouragement. Even great champions of faith like
Abraham (Heb 11.8-19) need encouragement at times (Gen 15.6, 8).

Jesus’ response is almost as perplexing as the reason for the query.
Notice that he did not visit John in prison even though he teaches that
this is a proper thing to do (Mt 25.36) or send him a personal letter of
reassurance. Rather he sent him a message that was essentially a
quotation from the Scriptures and a challenge not to doubt.

We might think that Jesus’ response to John is harsh. But this cannot be!
Jesus knows perfectly what we all need and what is the best way to draw
us to himself. So when we encounter situations that might discourage us
and we feel that the Lord has deserted us we should remember that Jesus
re-assured John in the way that was best for John. Jesus will do the same
thing for us. He will encourage us in the way that will build our faith and
increase our trust and dependence on him.

Demonstration — Jesus did not answer John with a direct yes or no.
Rather he sent him a list of actions drawn from the sign-miracles he had
been performing. These works (including the recent raising of a dead
son) and his words, through preaching, validated Jesus as the Messiah (Is
29.18-19; Is 35.5-6; Is 61.1). Jesus then warned John that he should not
fall away because he might be expecting something the Messiah was not
intended to be. For example, John might have expected a messianic
kingdom of vengeance on Israel’s enemies. Jesus’ model for revealing
the Kingdom was based on works and words that brought physical and
spiritual blessing.

Jesus’ warning is generic and applies to us also. We have the record of
what Jesus did and taught written down in the Bible so that we might
believe that Jesus is the Messiah (Christ), the Son of God, and have life
in his name (Jn 20.31). We must not think that Jesus will manifest his
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kingdom in a manner that will conform to our expectations. For example,
we must not look for sign-gifts such as speaking in tongues or visions,
depend on God to meet particular timetables we have developed from
our personal interpretation of Revelation, or expect answers to prayer in
the way we think proper. If we put our faith in these things we will be
scandalized by the way that Jesus works out his plan of redemption and
the way he makes us holy.

Delegate — There likely would have been some among Jesus’ disciples
who wondered about the reliability of John’s commitment. So Jesus uses
John’s query as an opportunity to teach the people about his role as the
forerunner of the Messiah. He waited until John’s disciples had left so
that they would not take back flattering words to John. Then he
commended John for being a true prophet who was not swayed by the
winds of opinion or influenced by worldly power or luxury. It is sad to
see how unlike John many leaders in the Church are. They are blown
about by the opinions of sinful men. They accept myths such as
evolution or the assumed ancient cosmos as scientific fact; swallow
sociological theories about human nature; and act as though worldly
power and status are God’s measures of true merit.

As the second Elijah (Mal 4.5; Mt 11.14) John was the greatest of all the
OT prophets because he did not deal with distant promises in shadows
but the physical presence of the Messiah. Yet, a NT believer is greater
than John because he has a fuller understanding of the prophecies as they
were fulfilled in Christ. This should serve as a warning to us. We have no
excuse for ignorance with respect to what we are to believe and what
duty God requires of us—we have the complete revelation of God in the
Bible. Therefore, we should be among those who heed the words of John
the Baptist when he points to Jesus as the Messiah and grasp tightly the
truths that Jesus proclaimed, as recorded for us in his written word, the
Bible.

The Paralysis of Indecision [vay 7]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 11.16-19; Lk 7.29-35)
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“I don't want to go to Hell or Heaven!” No one wants to go to a place as
dreadful as Hell—with continual pain, eternal weeping, endless gnashing
of teeth. But from the viewpoint of man, Heaven isn't much better. Why
would a sinful man want to spend eternity worshiping God or conversing
with Jesus? Why would he want to give up the romance, adventure, and
excitement of this world, and deny sinful pleasures—to sit around the
throne of God? For most people, Heaven is one of the last places they
would want to be. This is one example of moral and spiritual paralysis—
the paralysis of indecision.

Jesus speaks of this mental confusion when he uses an analogy of children
playing. Have you seen children like this? They didn’t know what they
wanted to do but they sure didn't want to do anything suggested to them by
their playmates. He applies their indecision to his generation’s view of the
lives of John and himself. They didn't want religion as represented by John
or Jesus. They didn't know what they wanted. But they knew that they
didn't want anything from God. Their situation was one of moral and
spiritual paralysis.

They did not want the lifestyle of John. It was too Spartan and removed
from their world. It is as if we were to say, in today's terms, that he lived in
a one-room apartment with few personal possessions: a dozen books, a
desk, a reading lamp; wore out-of-style clothes purchased second-hand;
didn't own a car; and he never went to movies or baseball games or
watched television. Instead, he went around telling people not to be so
concerned about material things, to repent, and to seek the kingdom of
God and its righteousness. Most people thought he was eccentric and
argued that believers can live like the rest of the world just so long as they
don't get caught in outward sins.

Then along came Jesus. Imagine what it would be like if he were here
today. We would find him at Sparky's bar, the baseball game on,
confronting the patrons with the message of the Kingdom. Another day he
would attend a church service and discuss the sermon with the
congregation afterward. Then we would find him in the AIDS hospice
walking among the dying. Next day he would be in the city detention
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centre holding a Bible study. He would attend the mayor’s dinner with the
cast of the Lion King, and engage one of the actresses in a discussion about
her love affairs and lifestyle.

Appalling, isn't it? Too casual; not walking clearly separated from the
world. If you cringed, even a bit, at my description then you know where
the Pharisees were. They were unwilling to accept either the lifestyle of
John (of whom Jesus said there was no one greater) or that of Jesus. They
didn't know what they wanted. But they knew that they didn't want the life
of the ascetic or that of the involved challenger. Jesus was speaking to
church-goers of his day. So how do we respond? Do we say: “They were
Pharisees who didn't really believe, so it’s not too surprising that they
rejected the things of God?” But are we really any different? We all have a
degree of pharisaism in us. We all, to a degree, replace the things of God
with the things of man.

In the Church, people show the paralysis of indecision. They try many
things in worship, swinging from contemporary to traditional: rock bands,
liturgical-dance routines, the pageantry of liturgy, multi-media
presentations, and organ music by Bach, to ‘bring in the crowds’. They
may not know what they want. But they truly know they don't want
worship regulated by God.

In the same way almost all Christians (true believers!) want salvation from
the consequences of sin (guilt, misery and Hell) but they don’t want to be
kept from sinful acts. They find God's Law and man's laws oppressive,
look around and see how often Christians ignore the rule of law, and give
rationalizations for their actions. Do we find excuses for stepping around
the law? Simply: Christians, with the world, desire happiness without
holiness.

Christians find one preacher too challenging, direct, and specific; another
too abstract and general. One uses too many illustrations from the world;
another not enough. One is too practical, another not practical enough. We
are just like the Pharisees who didn't like either John's or Jesus' style. Will
we ever be happy? Not if we go with our tendency to resist anything from
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God.

The paralysis of indecision is a chronic infection in the Church. We all
carry the disease. What is the answer? Jesus tells us: “[W]isdom is proved
right by all her children [deeds/works].” This wisdom is not surviving in
uncertain economic times, gaining worldly experience or friends, eating
carefully, exercising regularly, or the ability to discuss the intricacies of the
theory of relativity. None of these are true Wisdom! These have been
made foolish by God (1 Cor 1.19, 20).

The truly wise are the children of Wisdom—the children of God who have
received Jesus’ teaching, acknowledged that God’s ways are right, been
baptized (Lk 7.29), and walk in the way of his commands. They are
spiritually discerning, decisive, and directed.

Woe Upon Unrepentant Cities [vay g]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 11.20-24; Lk 10.12-15)

Places — Jesus is the great and final Prophet (Heb 1.1, 2). In this capacity
he follows the tradition of the OT prophets and denounces cities of the
earth (compare, Is 21.1-17; Is 23.1-18; Ezk 27.1-36; Nahum 2.1-3;
Nahum 3.1-19). The cities he denounced were Jewish cities that had been
honoured (Is 9.1) by his presence. They were the cities in which he
conducted most of his teaching and preaching, and in which he
performed most of his miracles. It appears that he chooses these Jewish
cities for condemnation because they had the same human pride and
wickedness that infects all the cities of the earth.

o Korazin — was a city a few kilometres from Capernaum that had one
of the oldest synagogues in the entire region. Jesus may have
denounced this city because the people in it based their hope on their
synagogue made of black basalt. Jesus’ denunciation warns us that
mere outward observance of religion is useless if our hearts are not
right with God.

e Bethsaida — the home of Peter, Andrew, and Philip (Jn 1.44) was a
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fishing village (thus its name ‘house of the fisherman’) on the NE
shore of the Sea of Galilee near where the Jordan River flows into it.
It was raised to the dignity of a ‘city’ by the tetrarch Philip and
renamed ‘Bethsaida-Julias’ in honor of the daughter of Caesar
Augustus. Philip died in the city in 34 AD. Jesus’ denunciation
teaches us that worldly honours are worthless before the judgment
seat of God.

o Capernaum — with a customs-post (Mk 2.14) and military
detachment (Mt 8.5-13; Lk 7.1-10) on the NW shore of the Sea of
Galilee, was in the midst of an area of highly productive land. It was
the center of Jesus’ Galilean ministry (Mt 4.13). In this city he
healed the centurion’s son (Mt 8.5-13; Lk 7.1-10), and taught and
performed other miracles (Mt 17.24-27; Mk 2.1-12; Lk 4.23, 31-35;
Lk 6.16-24). In spite of this, the people of Capernaum rejected him.
Jesus’ denunciation reminds us that worldly power and riches cannot
make a person righteous before God.

Jesus condemns these Jewish cities by comparing them with ancient
cities that were a curse in the ears of his hearers. The twin cities of Tyre
and Sidon, located on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, were
among the great maritime cities of the ancient world. They were the focal
point of all trade from Asia and India to Europe and North Africa. So
they serve as the symbol for all of man’s commercial activities. Sodom is
the symbol of all forms of false religion and hedonism.

We are warned by these denunciations (that place ‘religious’ Jewish
cities in the same class with cities built on man’s ambitions and lusts)
that there is no hope to be found in the City of Man (Rev 18.1-24).

Problem — Why did Jesus denounce these cities so severely? Much like
people watching a hockey game may ignore the commercials, so the
people in these cities ignored the message of the signs and wonders that
were performed in their midst. They accepted the miraculous healings
but did not want anything to do with the man, Jesus, who performed
them. It is clear that miracles alone are not sufficient to bring people to

301



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

faith and repentance. Those who seek miracles in the Church are
mistaken—God’s primary way to bring people into his kingdom is
through preaching (Rom 10.14-15; 1 Cor 1.21) applied by the Holy
Spirit, not through miracles.

A second reason for their condemnation was that these cities rejected
God’s messengers (implied in Mt 11.18, 19; Lk 10.10) and message. So
it will be with any person, city, or nation that rejects the preaching of the
Gospel.

Thirdly, it is a greater sin to commit an action that we know is wrong. A
pagan who has two wives may be excused somewhat if he has no access
to the revelation of God. But a person who commits adultery in a country
where the Bible provides the foundation for law is doubly guilty. More is
required of him who has more light. But the greatest sin is to commit an
action known to be wrong and then not to repent of it; this is triple guilt!

Punishment — They were condemned also for their complacency. They
were not watching for the Day of Judgment or fleeing from the wrath of
God. This wrath does not result in a fine and a few demerit points or a
time of recovery in a spiritual rehab centre. God’s wrath is displayed by
nothing less than the eternal fires of Hell (the ‘depths’), symbolized by
the burning sulfur that rained down on Sodom. Yet even the Sodomites
saw nothing compared with the eternal and unalterable doom (Mt 13.50;
Mt 25.41) that will be poured out on all those who reject Jesus Christ as
Lord and Savior.

We must not make the City of Man our permanent residence. We must
be aliens and strangers in that city (1 Pt 2.11), traveling to the City of
God.

Praise to the Father [may 9]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 11.24-27)

Response to Prophecy — After denouncing prophetically the City of
Man and those who place their hope in it (Mt 11.20-24; Lk 10.12-15),
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Jesus responds to his own words by turning to God in prayer. We can
become discouraged facing the willful rebellion of men who hate God’s
righteous requirements and his way of dealing with sin through Christ.
The antidote is to turn to God with thanksgiving because he reveals his
truth to men and is saving many (Rev 7.9).

Reason for Praise — The message about Jesus cannot be discovered by
logical inference starting from man’s mind reflecting on the material
realm. Ultimately all truth is known only by revelation. It is true, as
Augustine said, that we think God’s thoughts after him, as he reveals his
mind in nature and word. Only in his word (the Bible) do we find God’s
will for mankind.

God is worthy of praise because of who he is and what he has done (Ps

7.17; Rev 4.11). We see this in the titles Jesus uses to address the Father:

e  Father — The relationship between the Father and the Son is unique.
But God is our father since we are his creatures (Acts 17.29) and, if
we have placed our faith in Jesus, because we have been adopted into
his household (Eph 1.5). We should praise him in prayer, addressing
him as father (Mt 6.9), thanking him continually for all that he has
done for us and given to us—especially salvation (Col 1.12).

o Lord of heaven and earth — As the creator, law-giver, and master of
the universe he deserves all praise. We can praise him confidently
knowing that all things are being worked out according to his perfect
plan, for his glory and our good (Rom 8.28). We can trust him to
control evil and man’s schemes, and supply our needs in this life and
into eternity.

The truth of God’s lordship is not hidden from men and women, but they
suppress that truth in every way they can (Rom 1.18-20). God leaves
many of those, who think they are wise, in self-imposed ignorance,
superstition and error as a witness to his justice (1 Cor 1.20, 21, 28; Acts
28.26, 27). But as a witness to God’s love, the Holy Spirit converts the
hearts of many others and brings them out of their ignorance. These are
the ones deemed to be fools by the world (1 Cor 1.26) because they have
a simple faith (like that of children) and believe that God is the creator
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and law-giver.
Revelation makes all the difference; it is a great reason to praise God.

Righteous Pleasure — There is nothing in us that leads the Holy Spirit to
reveal the way of salvation to us. The source is totally, and only, in the
will of God, or as Jesus calls it “your good pleasure.” God’s sovereign
choice is worthy of praise, not of condemnation. It is the foundation upon
which we can place our hope for eternity. If God has chosen you to be
part of his household, you are guaranteed a place (Rom 8.28-39; Jn 14.2,
3).

Relational Pact — There is complete agreement and harmony among the
persons of the Deity. Each is fully committed to, and shares in, the work
of revelation and redemption, although Jesus is the person through whom
God directly reveals his person to mankind (Jn 1.1-5; Col 2.9; Heb 1.1,
2). Jesus claims that he is this source of revelation and that he has a
special relationship with the Father (27).

Jesus has all authority (Mt 28.18) to execute judgment (Jn 5.22) and to
reveal himself lovingly to whomever he chooses. This is an awesome
responsibility. He executes it with absolute perfect justice and love. He
will save everyone for whom he died on the cross; not one of them will
be lost (Jn 18.9). And everyone who comes to him will be saved (Jn
3.16; Acts 2.21; Acts 16.31; Rom 10.9, 13). Because all authority is his,
we can go to him for anything we need.

In his role as Covenant Mediator, Jesus has been commissioned to save
his people from their sins. For all people who are saved, the process
began with their election in eternity past. The process continues when
Jesus acts in love and sends the Holy Spirit to reveal truth directly into
their hearts and minds. This is called conversion, and results in their
repenting of sin and believing that Jesus paid their debt of sin to God on
the cross.

Responding Properly — How should we respond to these things?
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1) When discouraged by the results of rebellion that we see around us
we should thank God that he is in sovereign control of all things.

2) Praise God that he has revealed to us the way of escape from sin.

Ask Jesus to reveal himself to those whom we love who do not know

him as their personal Lord and Saviour.

Invitation to the Weary [vay 10]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Mt 11.28-30)

There are few words in the Bible that provide more comfort for God’s
people than these words of Jesus. They are the conclusion of the chain of
thought that began when Jesus was asked by John the Baptist’s disciples
if he was the “one who was to come?” He responded by listing some of
the signs of his ministry (Mt 11.5, 6). Once John’s disciples had left,
Jesus compared his own ministry to John’s (Mt 11.7-19) and denounced
those cities (and their Jewish inhabitants) that had rejected his ministry
(Mt 11.20-24). He then thanked the Father that he reveals himself to
those deemed to be fools by the world (1 Cor 1.26) because they have a
simple faith (like that of children) and believe that God is the creator and
law-giver (Mt 11.25-27). It is to these ‘simple’ people among the
Galilean inhabitants that Jesus offers the privileges and benefits of the
covenant of grace.

Requirement — He tells them to come to himself. Without question this
is an invitation (e.g., Rev 22.17). But it is more; it is a requirement. Jesus
and the Holy Spirit do not just offer salvation and leave it to our whim;
they work it out in the lives of those whom they are saving. We cannot
ignore the imperative that is implied in the statement. It is a command! If
you will have eternal life you must go to Jesus. Note also, it is to Jesus
that we must go. He uses ‘me,” ‘I,” and ‘my’ seven times, reminding us
that “salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under
heaven given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4.12). We
cannot go to anyone or anything else. Salvation is found only in Jesus
Christ our Lord.

Reason — Who should go to Jesus? Everyone who is weary from
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carrying his or her burden. Jesus is speaking about sin—its guilt and its
effect. But there are some who don’t fully experience the weight of this
burden. They are those (implied by the context in Mt 11.20-27) who have
proud hearts and are self-righteous. Only when we have been made
aware of the weight of our sin through the Law (Jn 16.8) can we
understand how really heavy the burden is that we try to carry. The
necessary preparation for pardon and peace is conviction of sin through
the Law.

Restraint — The Law is the yoke that Jesus speaks of. By nature, we do
not want to carry the yoke of the Law. We want to cast off all restraint
and live lawlessly and, so we think, ‘free.” Our thinking has been
perverted by sin, and we think that the restraint of the Law will only
increase our burden. But Jesus tells us, twice, that what men think is bad
is in fact good. The yoke of the Law is a much lighter burden than the
guilt of sin and, in the end, eternal punishment. Think of a very large
beach ball placed on your back. It has some weight; but it is mostly air,
and you can easily carry it. But while it is on your back no one can place
a packsack with rocks on your shoulders. This is how the weight of the
Law works. As long as we are carrying it faithfully, through obedience,
we cannot be weighed down by guilt and the eternal consequences of sin.

The restraining power of the Law keeps us from committing sin that will
cause us to hurt ourselves and others. It directs us in the way that pleases
God and obedience to it shows that we are disciples of Jesus. The Law is
designed by a loving God as the means of conforming us to his character.

Revelation — In our sinful natures we suppress the Law that we know as
creatures of God. So we need to be taught the Law. This is why Jesus
tells us to come to him and learn from him. The way we do that, today, is
by reading his words in the Bible and by listening to those he has
appointed to go into all the world and teach everything that he
commanded (Mt 28.20).

One of the key lessons that we are to learn is to be like him—gentle and
humble in heart. He mentions these attributes specifically because of the
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ruthless pride exhibited by the Pharisees whom he confronted throughout
his teaching ministry. Because he is humble he takes the time, through
the Holy Spirit and his appointed teachers, to instruct sinners like us in
the way of life. When we sin he is gentle in his correction and leads us
toward holiness. We must cast off our pride and be instructed by him (Ps
25.9).

Rest — When we learn to live within the restraint of the Law we are
given rest. The way of obedience is the way of rest. This rest applies to
our whole beings. When the Bible uses the word ‘soul’ it often means
man as a living being (lit. soul)—body and spirit (e.g., Gen 2.7). When
people on a sinking ship send out an SOS they are not asking for spiritual
salvation, but rather want their lives preserved. When we come to Jesus
and learn to live by his laws we are given rest—spiritual and physical;
temporal and eternal. We are given this rest: peace of mind in a pure
conscience as the guilt of sin is lifted, removal of worry about how we
will be provided for in this life, a sense of purpose as sons and daughters
of the King, and the promise of the consequences of sin being removed
forever in glory.

The True Prophet Who Forgives Sin [vay 11]
(Galilee, late Fall 31 AD. Lk 7.36-50)

This account demonstrates that Jesus is the saviour of the world (Jn
4.14).

Prostitute — An uninvited ‘guest’ showed up at a Pharisee’s dinner party.
Imagine the surprise and consternation when this woman of the streets
barged into Simon’s home and went right up to the guest of honour—
Jesus. Simon may have started to protest but just as he raised his hands to
direct her from the dining room he noticed that she had positioned herself
behind Jesus while he reclined on a couch at dinner. Simon probably
swallowed his words of rebuke to see how Jesus was going to handle the
situation.
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Jesus remained silent as the woman continued to surprise everyone
present. She had brought expensive perfume in a carved bottle, but she
did not pour it on the head of Jesus as might have been expected. Rather,
she let her tears of repentance fall onto his feet, humbly wiped the dust of
the street off them with her hair, kissed them, and poured the oily
perfume on them.

We cannot explain these actions as just something from a different
culture. What happened that evening would be unacceptable in any
‘polite society’. We can only conclude that her daring actions resulted
from desperation. She had probably heard Jesus teaching in Capernaum
and was convicted of her sin and convinced that without the salvation he
could provide she was doomed to damnation. She made a complete fool
of herself because she knew that she had no other hope for salvation than
Jesus (Acts 4.12).

We may not have to perform public acts of debasement to be saved, or
break social norms to get Jesus’ attention. But we must really be willing
to humble our hearts before God and #ruly love Jesus. If we hold our
heads high in pride, we will sit with the Pharisees in this life and in
eternity!

Prophet — Notice Simon’s inner sneer: “How could Jesus let this
prostitute touch him? He must not really be a prophet or he would know
how ‘unclean’ she is!” But the one who touched the dead and lepers isn’t
going to stand back from a sinner who comes to him on knees of
repentance. Oh Lord preserve us from being condescending toward
anyone who comes to you with zeal and an emotional display that
embarrasses us (Is 65.5).

Parable — Jesus proved that he is more than a prophet. For which mere
human prophet has ever been able to read our inner thoughts? Jesus
challenged Simon about his attitude to this repentant sinner with a
parable. Jesus is gentle with Simon by not being direct, but he drives
home his point more effectively than if he had dismissed him as a
hypocrite.
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It is obvious that a person who has a debt cancelled of two years’ worth
of wages would be more grateful than one who had a debt cancelled of
two months’ worth of wages. Even so, Simon is hurt by the rebuke and
says only: “I suppose ...” Jesus gently commends him for a correct
answer.

Polarity — Then he challenged Simon by contrasting her actions with his.
The Pharisee was so proud that he didn’t show Jesus even the normal
courtesies of the Middle East—he didn’t wash the dust off the feet of his
guest, greet him with a kiss on the cheek, or allow him to refresh himself
with oil. Jesus implies that his lack of courtesy is an indication that
Simon thought very highly of himself and considered himself not to need
anything from Jesus—especially not forgiveness of sin.

The prostitute, in contrast, came to Jesus in true humility. She considered
herself too unworthy to lift her face toward the face of the Messiah. She
knelt down behind his couch and bowed her face to his feet. Through her
display of humble love she demonstrated that she was truly repenting of
the state of her heart and life before God. We must never think of
ourselves so highly that we are unwilling to bow gratefully before Jesus
(Phil 2.10).

Pardon — The woman was pardoned, not because of her anointing act—
pouring oily perfume on Jesus’ feet—but because she herself had been
anointed by the Holy Spirit with faith. Her faith saved her, not her works.
She loved because she had first been loved by the Saviour (1 Jn 4.19).

She knew her need of forgiveness and she received what she needed and
sought. If you asked the average person walking down ‘Main Street’
what he or she could not live without, you would hear such answers as:
“food,” “my walkman,” “my spouse,” “money,” etc. Even those who
claim to be Christians fall into this material pit. Without forgiveness
from sin your life is only a vapour. At your last breath you will pass out
of this space/time realm into a damned eternity in Hell. There is
absolutely nothing (!), that is more important than kneeling at the feet of

Jesus—as this woman did, seeking forgiveness from him. This is why
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Jesus came to earth—to save his people from their sins (Mt 1.21). He is
the true Prophet who forgives sin.

Public Rejection by Pharisees

Travelling with Jesus [vay 12]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Lk 8.1-3)

Luke tells us that, after having had dinner in Simon’s house, Jesus went
on a preaching tour around Galilee. At that dinner a prostitute had
anointed Jesus’ feet with perfumed ointment. Jesus used her act of
worship as an opportunity to contrast the self-righteously religious with
those coming to him in true repentance. He declared, by forgiving her
sin, that he is the saviour of all kinds of people. It is appropriate that this
declaration was followed by a preaching tour to call people into the
Kingdom.

Preaching Salvation — Jesus did not content himself with preaching in
the largest synagogue in the capital city of Palestine. His tour took him to
the despised towns and villages of Galilee. He went out to meet the
common people where they were. Wherever he went there were people
who needed to hear the good news about the kingdom of God.

The good news has not changed one bit in 2,000 years. The same
message must be taken to every person in every town and village on
earth because it is both good and news. It is good because it provides true
hope and meaning for mankind. The typical commuter looking in the
mirror on a Monday morning, if he is honest with himself, has to admit
an uncertainty about trudging off to work. He has nagging doubts about
the significance of his work and the meaning of life in general. He is
concerned about how his children will turn out, whether his wife really
loves him, if he will be able to save enough to retire at age 60 or get laid
off. The message Jesus brings puts all the mundane concerns and
routines of life into an eternal context. If we have received the good news
of the Kingdom, we know that we are serving a great King and our daily
chores are part of that service.

310



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

The message is also news. In general, what passes for news isn’t new.
Accounts of wars, terrorism, lust, greed, power struggles, stock
manipulation corporate takeovers, oil cartels, etc. shouldn’t be called
news, because they aren’t new! They should be call olds. From the
world’s perspective it has been the same old story since Cain hated Abel
and killed him. Solomon tells us that there is nothing new under the sun
(Eccl 1.8-10). The real news is that there is a solution to the problem of
sin. In Jesus there is redemption from sin, reconciliation with God, and
reformation of life.

Pastoral Students — Jesus had chosen twelve disciples to accompany
him on his preaching tour to learn from him and be prepared to continue
his ministry when he had completed his time on earth. These twelve were
not drawn from the faculty of Jerusalem’s ‘Ivy League’ nor from among
wealthy heirs or from the media elite. Rather, his students included
labourers, a despised tax collector and a radical protestor. Jesus chose
wisely so that he could show the world that it is not the might of man that
counts but the power of God (1 Cor 1.27). During this tour of Galilee
Jesus will teach in parables (e.g., Mt 13.1-52) and after the tour he will
send out the twelve (along with others) to apply, what they have learned
(Lk 9.6, 10; Lk 10.1-17).

Providing Support — Luke is the only Gospel writer who tells us about
the role of women in supporting the ministry of Jesus. He has a special
place in his Gospel (and also in Acts) for the involvement of women in
the life and work of Jesus (e.g., Elizabeth, Mary’s song, Anna, the widow
of Nain [7.11-15]; women at prayer [Acts 1.14]; Lydia). In this case, the
women are commended for supporting the ministry of Jesus from their
financial resources. Having these women accompany and support them
would have been viewed as scandalous. But Jesus isn’t concerned about
false proprieties. He is concerned with doing what is right. He provides
an opportunity for the women not only to hear the word but also to share
in supporting the work.

Our culture has duped us into believing that unless a woman can do
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anything that a man can do (e.g., fight fires, participate in commando
raids, preach, etc.) she is less than human. It is ironic to hear some
feminists of our age accuse Christianity of being a misogynist (women
haters) religion. Some Orthodox Jews, when they ‘pray’, give thanks that
they were not created as women; and some sects of Islam teach that
women have no souls. Christianity is the only religion that liberates
women from oppression and allows them to fulfill in confidence their
God-given roles as mothers, home-makers, and nurturers. This is
certainly not a popular teaching today, but it is Biblical (Prov 31.10-31;
Ps 113.9; 1 Tim 5.10, 14; Titus 2.4-5).

Personal Stewardship — Our response to hearing “the good news of the

Kingdom of God” should be:

e As we are supplied by God with gifts of teaching, preaching,
exhorting, or evangelism, to carry on the work of proclaiming the
good news to all nations (Mt 28.19); and

e  Cheerfully to provide, from the gifts God has given us, resources that
can be used to support those who are called to proclaim the gospel of
Jesus Christ—the saviour of the world.

[ )

Jesus and “The Lord of the Flies” [May 13]

(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.22-29; Mk 3.20-27)

Jesus laid the foundation of his new kingdom with the appointment of the
Twelve (Mk 3.13-19). Mark’s Gospel account follows with an incident
that demonstrates that the kingdom of Christ will vanquish the kingdom
of Satan.

Mad vs Ministering — Jesus was so intent on his mission to minister to
those in need that he wasn’t able to find room or time to eat. We also see
this intensity in other incidents—e.g., at the well at Sychar (Jn 4.31-34;
see also Mk 6.31). Because of this, his family believes that he is “out of
his mind”. The implication is that he is at least mentally unbalanced or a
religious fanatic (e.g., Acts 26.24)—or even demon possessed (see, Jn
7.20; Jn 8.48). This sets up a tension. How will Jesus respond to the
implied charge of demon possession? By challenging an explicit charge
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of demon possession!

Magic vs Miracle — God’s timing is impeccable. To allow Jesus to
defend himself in the face of doubts from his own family, a truly demon-
possessed man is brought to him for healing. It is possible that the
Pharisees brought the man to Jesus to see what he would be able to do
(compare Mt 12.14 with 12.22). The case was difficult. Not only was the
man demon possessed but also both mute and blind. Communication
with him would be a challenge. Without any delay Jesus healed the man.
The purpose of this case was not to test the reality of the man’s faith but
to demonstrate Jesus’ power over Satan. When the people ask if Jesus
could be the Messiah, the Pharisees accuse him of working ‘magic’ by
casting out a demon with the assistance of demons.

Monstrosity vs Majesty — They went further in their accusation. It
wasn’t that Jesus used ‘good’ demons (e.g., djins), as pagan mythology
believed, to cast out ‘bad’ demons. Rather, they accused Jesus of calling
on the most evil power of all, the prince of all the demons, the rival of
Jehovah: “The Lord of the Flies” (Beelzebub)! Because of their jealousy,
on hearing the people asking if Jesus was the Son of David, the Pharisees
accused him of being in league with a Canaanite deity (one of the forms
of Baal). This is a great blasphemy, and it turns Jesus’ majesty into a
monstrosity.

Misinterpretation vs Meaning — Knowing their evil thoughts, Jesus
didn’t call down vengeance from Heaven. He called them forward, and
with three arguments reasoned with them to show them that they had
misinterpreted his work. He graciously gave them a chance to repent.

First, he asked why Satan would work against his own goals. Why would
he drive out a demon from a man that was already under his control?
Satan isn’t foolish enough to act directly against his own interests—
divided kingdoms cannot stand. This shows that Jesus’ authority wasn’t
from Satan. The meaning of the miracle was to declare the power of
God, not Satan’s!
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Misunderstanding vs Mission — Second, Jesus asked them how their
own exorcists were able to cast out demons. They believed that these
exorcists (e.g., Acts 19.13) worked through the power of God. Why then
would they attribute Jesus’ work to any other power than God’s?
Ironically, the Jewish exorcists used complicated rituals, but Jesus
merely commanded the demons to come out. Therefore, their own
exorcists would be their judges—they could attest to the power of one
who, with nothing more than a word, was able to expel demons. It was
clear that Jesus spoke with the authority of God. His authority over the
demons shows that God’s kingdom is present and that his mission is to
call sinners from the darkness of Satan’s kingdom.

Mousy vs Mastery — Third, by driving out demons Jesus demonstrated
that he was not a weakling. He proves that he is more powerful than
Satan is. He doesn’t just call sinners out of Satan’s kingdom but he goes
into Satan’s realm (the “strong man’s house”), ties him up and carries off
(lit. ‘plunders’) the trophies of victory—those he saves from Hell. This
parable teaches that Jesus has complete mastery over the demons and
Satan, and therefore works by the Spirit of God.

Malice vs Mercy — The world continues to lie in spiritual darkness and
sin, and remains under the power of Satan (e.g., Jn 14.30; Eph 2.1, 2; 1
Pt 5.8). Christ defeated Satan on the cross. However, his defeat was an
event and is a process. It is just like sanctification in the life of a
believer—an event and a process that is complete only when the believer
enters Glory. Only when Christ returns to usher in his eternal glorious
kingdom and redeem the created realm will the conquest of Satan be
fully complete.

Christ’s mercy is directly opposed to Satan’s malice. While we wait for
Christ to complete his conquest of Satan, we are encouraged by this
account. Every time an unbeliever turns to Jesus in faith and repentance a
‘demon’ is cast out, Satan’s house is plundered (Acts 26.18), the
unbeliever’s eyes are opened to God’s glory, and his lips are filled with
eternal praise of God.
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Blasphemy Against the Holy Spirit (vay 14]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.30-32; Mk 3.28-30)

Jesus was accused, by the Pharisees, of casting out demons by the power
of Satan (Mt 12.22-29; Mk 3.20-27). Because they claimed that he had
an evil spirit (Mk 3.30), he challenged them to face the seriousness of
their claim.

Failed Association — First, Jesus reminded them that it is impossible to
work for two causes at the same time, or to serve two masters (Mt
12.30). He had taught this principle in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt
6.24) and would come back to it a year later while teaching in Perea (Lk
16.13). Satan’s kingdom will not last if it is divided against itself with his
followers casting out demons. So Christ’s kingdom won’t prosper if his
followers act against its goals and purposes. Therefore, Jesus presents a
challenge to those who had seen his miraculous signs and heard his
teaching and says in effect: “Don’t stand on a middle ground between the
two causes, choose whom you will serve” (see: 1 Ki 18.21).

We cannot have divided loyalties. We must be either with Jesus or
against him. We should not claim to be on his side if we are, in practice,
living and working for the cause of Satan. There are many ways that we,
who claim to be Christians, support Satan’s cause:

o Thoughts — Our minds often bubble like a witch‘s brew with lust,
hate, and covetousness rather than being filled with good (Phil 4.8).

e Talk — Our tongues are cesspools of filth (James 3.1-12) that deny
our Lord instead of being filled with grace and seasoned with salt
(Col 4.5).

e Tactics — Our selfish and hurtful behaviour shows that we still live
for temporal pleasure rather than God’s glory.

e Trust — Our trust is in perishable material goods and failure-ridden
human associations rather than in Jesus who will provide for all that
we need (Mt 6.25-34).

One millimetre of variance away from Christ’s side puts us in the camp

of the enemy and makes us traitors against his kingdom.
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Forgivable Actions — Since we all fail every day to stand firmly for the
cause of Christ, is there hope? In the midst of challenging the Pharisees
for their misunderstanding of divided loyalties, Jesus offered hope to all
of us who want to live for the glory of God but in practice often fail.
Every sin we commit can (and will) be forgiven if we repent—even the
most grievous sin of speaking blasphemously against Jesus (Mt 12.31;
Mk 3.28).

There would have been many among Jesus’ hearers who would have
found it difficult to accept that he was both God and man. They would
have stated that he could not be the Messiah. But anyone who came to
understand who he was, and believed, was forgiven of speaking against
the Son of Man. This was the situation with one of the two robbers
crucified beside Jesus. Initially he cursed Jesus, but then repented (Mt
27.44; Lk 23.40-43), and was taken into Paradise because Jesus asked the
Father to forgive him (Lk 23.34).

Paul tells us that he was the worst of sinners (1 Tim 1.15, 16) and yet
was saved because of the mercy and patience of Jesus Christ (to the glory
of God!). He tried to earn his salvation by observing ceremonies,
participated in the murder of a saint (Acts 22.20), and was a blasphemer
of Jesus (1 Tim 1.13) in roaring persecution of his Church (Acts 22.19;
Phil 3.6). No one has been a worse sinner than Paul—not even Hitler,
Hussein, or Bin Laden.

In this challenge Jesus gives gracious assurance of pardon of all sin for
those who turn to him in belief and repentance—no matter how grievous
their sins.

Fearful Accusation — But as there is hope, there is also warning. After
promising forgiveness to those who initially attributed Jesus’ works to
the Devil but repented, he challenged those who remained in their
unbelief.

This section of Jesus’ teaching is often entitled: The Unpardonable Sin.
There have been many attempts to try to explain what the unpardonable

316



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

sin is. Most writers conclude, based on Mark 3.29, that the unpardonable
sin is blasphemously attributing the power of the Holy Spirit to Satan.

The possibility of committing the unpardonable sin has distressed many.
Some writers have tried to assure readers that if they worry about having
committed this sin, then they probably have not (because of their very
concern). Other say that this sin cannot be reproduced today—since
Jesus doesn’t perform sign miracles today through the Spirit’s power.

It is probably the case that the unpardonable sin can be committed today,
and regularly is. But it is not some obscure sin that we must be very
careful to avoid. The rejection of God’s work of grace in the heart is
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Denying the Gospel message,
remaining in rebellion against God, and dying in sin—these collectively
are the unpardonable sin.

Fruit Bearing Trees [vay 15]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.33-37)

We believe, according to the Scriptures, in salvation through faith alone
(Eph 2.8). We believe that our salvation is not dependent on our
‘righteous’ works (Eph 2.9). Yet our works, specifically those worked in
words by our tongues, can result in our being acquitted or condemned
(Mt 12.37). How can this be? Is this a contradiction? No! Good works
(and words) are the result of salvation (Eph 2.10). Without good works,
faith is dead (Jam 2.17). Good works are the evidence of true faith. In
this context, Jesus confronted the Pharisees who had accused him of
casting out demons by the power of Satan. He challenged them with
respect to their hypocrisy. They gave evidence by their work and words
that they were not children of God, but rather of Satan.

Offspring — Contrary to what evolutionists say, kind gives birth to kind.
It is impossible in the natural realm for a plant or animal to produce fruit
or offspring that is anything other than the kind that bore it. Never will
an apple tree produce any other kind of fruit than apples. At no time will
a bird lay an egg that will produce anything other than a bird. So it is in
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the spiritual realm. That which is sinful by nature (i.e., a person who has
not been transformed by the reforming work of the Holy Spirit) cannot
produce good works or words.

Observation — Although we cannot read people’s thoughts or know their
hearts, we do have a means of knowing what principles guide their
thinking and motivation. It is by observing what they produce that we
can know what people are really like. If they behave selfishly, act
wickedly, and speak evil, we can be almost certain that they have not
been converted. But what about the ‘Pharisees’ in our midst? Aren’t
there some people, especially in the Church, who put on a good front and
appear to be holy? How can we discern their real nature? Also by
observation. But in their case we have to look for more subtle signs of a
false heart. The signs are not what many might expect (e.g., attending
movies, listing to pop music, or smoking, etc.). The Pharisees among us
will be the first to avoid outward behaviours that they consider to be
licentious. Rather, the evidence of the state of their hearts will be seen in
such things as their haughtiness, complaining attitude, critical words,
gossiping, unforgiving spirit, or vindictiveness. Thus the proverb is true:
a tree is recognized by its fruit.

Output — Jesus indicates that the tongue is the flag that identifies the
nation to which we belong. The Pharisees accused Jesus of being part of
Satan’s kingdom (Mt 12.24) because he cast out demons. But, in
contrast, it was their accusation that identified them as being part of
Satan’s kingdom—they attributed the work of Christ, through the Holy
Spirit, to demons.

It is not what men take into themselves (e.g., what they eat or watch on
TV) that makes them unclean (Mt 15.11). This does not mean that we
can, or should, consume junk. We should be very careful to avoid things
that are unhealthy for our bodies or souls. But the problem isn’t primarily
with the things consumed, but with the consumer. The problem is in the
heart. It is not that the things consumed make men sinful; it is that sinful
men consume things that are bad for them—whether snacks or smut.
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Jesus condemned the Pharisees because they could say nothing good
about what was good (the work of the Holy Spirit). Instead they used
their mouths to spit the blasphemous destructive poison of vipers. Their
hearts were full of poison; the fruit of their lips carried the poison. Their
hearts were polluted with sin; what spewed forth from their mouths was
sewage. The output of their tongues was the evidence that their hearts
were not right with God.

As with the Pharisees, our tongues reveal whether or not the root of our
being is good or evil. From our lips comes either edification or
destruction. There is no middle ground. If we have good hearts—that is,
we have been converted—we will say things that build up others in the
Church. Our words will be treasures of instruction, encouragement, and
hope. But if we are evil—we have not repented of our sins—we can only
cough up destruction. Our words will tear down others in accusation,
criticism, and hatred. From sinful hearts proceed all manner of evil (Mt
15.18, 19). Our speech is the overflow of the heart that reveals our true
character.

Outcome — Because our words reveal the true nature of our hearts, we
will be judged by what we have said. Special consideration will be given
to our careless words. These are not just trivial things we might have said
without thinking. They are words that are not based on fact or truth, or
were designed to hurt. We will be held fully responsible for our words—
if careless we will be condemned; if seasoned with the salt (Col 4.6) of
grace through the Holy Spirit, we will be acquitted. Since the power of
life and death is in our tongues (Prov 18.21), we must be very concerned
about what comes from our mouths. What fruit comes from our lips?
Does it show to which kingdom we belong? Even now an axe is at the
root to cut down an evil tree (Lk 3.9).

Only the Sign of Jonah [may 16]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.38-42)

Seeking Signs — The Pharisees were typical of people of all kinds and
classes. They were unwilling to take Jesus at his word and accept him as
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the Messiah (Christ). They had just witnessed a sign miracle when Jesus
cast out a demon (Mt 12.22). But this was not sufficient to convince
them that he was from God. Instead they attributed his work to Satan.
Their request for another sign indicated that they wanted to determine the
nature of the sign. It is as if they said: “Unless God does ‘x’ or ‘y’, |
won’t believe that he exists.”

Men and women today reject the many signs God gives them to show his
purpose and power (Rom 1.20). They know that God is the Intelligent
Designer and that this universe did not really come into existence by
chance. Yet they reject the natural evidence and say that creationists are
only proposing a ‘god of the gaps’. When God overrules and hits them in
the head with the 2X4 of clear evidence for his creation, they do not
believe it because they want to define the agenda for determining how
God should act.

Adulterous Asking — Jesus wastes no time in condemning their request.
It is a disastrous sin to reject the evidence God gives to validate his Son.
But it is even more wicked to reject the evidence he gives and then ask
for evidence. Trying to tell God what is ‘good enough’ evidence to
convince you that he means what he says is the height of rebellion. It is
spiritual adultery like that of Israel in the OT (e.g., Jer 2.1-37; Jer 3.6-25;
Hos 2.1-23). It is making your own will into a ‘normative standard’ by
which to judge God.

Although Jesus is speaking to the Jewish leaders, he includes that entire
generation of the Jews and, indirectly, all generations and nations that
reject the evidence God has provided about his plan of redemption in the
Bible.

Realizing Rejection — God will not give signs to those who demand
them purely to reinforce their rebellion against himself and rejection of
his Son. The ministry of Jesus was validated by signs such as miracles of
healing, control of nature, and raising the dead. But the most important
sign is that his life, ministry, and death fulfilled the prophecies of the OT.
This is why he tells the Pharisees that they have their sign. Every
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prophecy in the Bible about Jesus has been fulfilled, or will be when he
comes again to this earth.

There is a double meaning in the choice of Jonah as the sign Jesus gives.
First it points to the time that he would spend under the power of death—
three days (Friday afternoon to sunrise on Sunday). Second it was a
prophecy regarding the generation that rejected the signs that validated
the Christ. In predicting that he would be in the “heart of the earth” for
three days he indicated that he would be rejected by that generation and
sentenced to death. When the fulfillment of their rejection was realized,
the Jews would have given up Jesus as their king.

Jewish Judgment — In the place of the Jews, who as a nation were
rejected by God when they despised their Messiah, the Gentiles were
grafted into the Church. This in-grafting brought spiritual Israel to its
completion (Rom 11.26). The men of Nineveh and the Queen of Sheba
are OT firstfruits of in-gathering of the Gentiles. They pointed to the day
when the Gospel would no longer be essentially an exclusive inheritance
of the Jews, but would be available to every individual, regardless of
racial or ethnic background, who repented of his sins and placed his hope
for salvation in Jesus.

The repentance of the Ninevites and the interest in God’s wisdom shown
by the Queen of Sheba are also signs that unbelieving Jews have been
given over to judgment. The last generation of the Jews (as God’s special
people) was blessed with the privilege of having God’s own Son in their
midst. But they rejected him (Jn 1.11). As a result, as a nation, they were
cast out for the final time. Their entire system of ceremonial observances
was made of no effect, and the new, more universal, ordinances
introduced by Jesus took their place. This judgment on the Jews was
sealed by the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD, which forever ended
the sacrificial system that pointed to the coming of the Messiah.

Greater Gospel — The men of Nineveh repented at the preaching of a
mere man—Jonah. The Queen of Sheba came from “the ends of the
earth” to hear the wisdom of a mere man—Solomon. But in Jesus one
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who is greater than both Jonah and Solomon has arrived. He is “God
with us” (Mt 1.23), the greatest prophet, and Wisdom itself (1 Cor 1.24,
30). He has also brought a greater kingdom than that which could even
be conceived of by the Jews (Jn 18.36; Ps 45.6; Is 9.6, 7; Dan 2.44).

We have a more complete revelation about Jesus than the Jews. We have
the entire Bible that shows the fulfillment of the OT prophecies, the
record of the validating signs, and the eyewitness accounts of his
resurrection. We must make sure that we do not reject him as the
Pharisees did.

Return of the Evil Spirits May 17]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.43-45)

Each year many people make New Year’s resolutions. They resolve to
give up smoking, to be more disciplined about their diet, or to be gentler
with the kids. These resolutions seem to work for a few days, but often
the person making them gives up in despair and returns to his old habits.
Jesus in this parable speaks of something similar. But what he describes
is far more serious as it affects the eternal state of men and women—
demon possession.

Jesus notes that demon possession is a real phenomenon that afflicts
people. He encountered demons and cast them out (Mt 8.28-34; Mt 9.32-
33). When reading the accounts of Jesus’ confrontations with demons,
people often ask about the possibility of demon possession today. There
is a spectrum of views on this topic. Some hold that demon possession is
nothing more than a psychological state or an illness like epilepsy.
Others find demon possession ‘under every rock’ and are exuberant
about calling in exorcists. Others believe that demon possession was
prevalent in ancient times before Christ’s resurrection and was
intensified while he was on earth, but since then Satan has been bound
and he and his demons can no longer possess people.

Some argue that real demon possession occurred only at the time when
Jesus and his Apostles were alive, and the power to cast out demons was
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a sign that the exorcist was from God (e.g., Paul in Acts 19.12-15). But it
does not appear to be a valid view. To state that all instances of demon
possession occurred only when Christ and the Apostles were living
seems to contradict the injunctions against mediums and spiritists in the
OT (Lev 20.6, 27). If demon possession wasn’t real these commands
have little meaning. In addition it appears that the priests of false
religions cultivated demon possession (1 Kings 18.26-29), and Jesus
accepted that others cast out demons before him (Mt 12.27; Lk 9.49). But
because demon possession occurred in OT times, does that mean it
occurs today? The NT doesn’t tell us explicitly that there is demon
possession since Christ’s day, but it seems to imply that there is (Mk
16.17; Rom 8.38). Therefore it is unwise to rule it out. However, I do
think that since Christ crushed Satan (Col 2.15; Rev 20.2) through his
death and resurrection, the power of demons to take direct control of
human bodies has been severely limited.

How then are we to understand and apply this parable? It can be applied
directly. Demons that have possessed a person may leave by their own
wills, or may be cast out by means other than the converting work of the
Holy Spirit (Mt 12.27; Acts 19.13). This, however, does not necessarily
provide a permanent solution to the problem of demon possession. It is
only the presence of the Holy Spirit that can guarantee that demons will
never return and possess a person.

Jesus applies the parable with the words: “That is how it will be with this
wicked generation.” He explicitly indicates that he is speaking of the
Jews who were given the privilege of spiritual enlightenment (through
the written word of God and the ceremonial ordinances). Through this
light the ‘demon’ of spiritual ignorance was cast out. The Jews after the
Babylonian captivity rejected idolatry and seemed to be truly religious.
But because they rejected Jesus—the living Word of God and fulfillment
of the ceremonial system—as Messiah their end became far worse than
their former condition. Now, as a nation, they are condemned to
permanent ‘demon possession’ as implied by the statement: “seven other
spirits”—the use of seven points to completeness or totality. This does
not mean that individual Jews cannot be saved. Paul is explicit that by
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God’s grace there is a remnant that is saved (Rom 11.1-6). But it does
mean that God has ceased dealing with the Jews as his special people
(Mt 8.11, 12; Lk 13.6-9; 1 Thess 2.14-16). The Gospel is now the
possession of all the nations and the true Israel is the Church (Gal 6.16).

There are three general principles we can derive from this parable:

e Rejection of the Gospel after having been enlightened with the truth
is equivalent to a multi-fold demon possession. We have been
blessed with the opportunity to hear the truth. Let’s make sure we
don’t reject it.

e  We can become smug in our theology, church connection, and pious
practices just as the Jews of Jesus’ day did. A ‘demon possession’ we
especially have to guard against is deceiving ourselves into believing
that we truly belong to Christ when our faith is in our own
intellectual skills, family history, or works.

o There is always a danger of being caught up with false beliefs and
practices. Paul warns us that there will be deceiving spirits (demons)
who will lead people to abandon the faith (1 Tim 4.1). Through the
Holy Spirit and prayer, we must be constantly on guard (1 Pt 5.8, 9).

Satan doesn’t care what possesses us—whether one of his demons,
paganism and immorality, or our own self-righteousness. Anything that
fills our soul other than God, pleases Satan because it leaves no room for
God.

The True Family of Jesus May 18]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 12.46-50; Mk 3.31-35; Lk 8.19-21)

Why did Jesus’ family come to the place where he was teaching and ask
to speak with him? Various suggestions have been offered, such as: 1)
they were jealous of what he was doing (e.g., healing and teaching
others) and wanted to receive favours from him because of their family
ties; 2) they didn’t believe in him (Jn 7.50), were opposed to him just as
the Pharisees were, and wanted to stop his teaching; 3) they came to take
him away from the crowd for awhile because they were concerned that
he would become overly tired because of his continual work; 4) they
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thought he was mad (Mk 3.21) and requested a private audience with
him to encourage him to stop his imprudent activities; or 5) they wanted
to warn him against offending the Pharisees (e.g., calling them “a wicked
and adulterous generation;” Mt 12.39) because they might abuse him.

Some interpreters see disrespect in the fact that they stood outside and
asked him to interrupt his teaching in order to come out to them. They
suggest that his family had no interest in hearing him themselves, and
interrupted others who wanted to hear him. To suggest that they were
disrespectful, appears to impose a motive that is not found in the verses
we are considering or in the immediate context. His family was not able
to get into the room where he was teaching because of the crowd
pressing around him (Lk 8.19). Also, it seems inappropriate to suggest
that Mary would show him disrespect. She knew that as the Messiah he
had a ministry from God.

We should believe that his family was motivated by kindness and a
desire that he be careful in the face of growing danger from the
Pharisees. They probably thought that they could protect him from the
dangers looming over him because of his inflammatory teaching. But
Jesus did not come out to meet his family. Instead he went on with his
teaching.

This encounter teaches two key truths:

1) When the Gospel of Jesus Christ is proclaimed faithfully and
truthfully, those who are its messengers will face dangers from the
sinful world. Men and women will find offensive the proclamation of
the Law as an absolute standard for moral behaviour, the wickedness
and depravity of sin, the need of repentance, and the requirement for
faith only in Jesus.

2) Although it may be out of kindness that friends or family encourage
preachers to be more careful about what they say, this is not what
God wants. The Gospel, by its very nature, will be offensive to the
world and those who proclaim it must do so knowing this fact. They
must be ready to bear the reproach and persecution that will result
from their teaching. Note: I am not suggesting that they are to be
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belligerent. The truths of God are to be presented with a humble
spirit; it is to be what they say, not how they say it, that is offensive
to the sinful world (1 Pt 3.15).

As a teaching technique, Jesus often answered a question with a
question. His rhetorical question—“Who are my mother and my
brothers?”—was not intended to dismiss natural family relationships.
Jesus teaches that family relationships are to be honoured (Mk 7.10-13).
Rather, the point of his question is to make his hearers, and us, think
about what it means to be really part of his family. The emphasis in his
question and answer appears to be qualitative: What kind of people can
call themselves Jesus’ brothers and sisters, and therefore children of
God?

Who are Jesus’ brothers and sisters? From the context, and from his own

words, his true, spiritual, family members are those who:

o Do the will of the Father, just as Jesus came to do God’s will (Jn
6.38).

e Not only hear God’s word but do it, by habitually practicing it.
Jesus’ half-brother, James was probably standing outside the house
and heard Jesus’ teaching (Mk 3.20, 31). These words stuck with
him, and later in his letter to the Church he stresses them (James
1.22-23; James 2.14-26).

e Are brothers and sisters through faith, not just by genetic affiliation.
Not only does Jesus’ true family extend beyond the other children of
Mary, but it also extends beyond those who are Jewish. The gospel
was never limited to Jews only, but is for all who believe, including
Gentiles.

e Don’t think that mere religion (Mt 12.43-45) or family connections
(Mt 12.46-47) will prove of worth before God.

e Understand that natural family members must be loved less than
Christ (Lk 14.26). For example, Moslems who come to Christ are
often cut off from their families. The waters of baptism transcend the
blood-bonds of family or ethnic background. Blood is in fact not
thicker than water.
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Pointing to his disciples he says: “Here are my mother and my brothers.”
All true believers in Jesus Christ are able in turn to look to Jesus and say:
“Here is my elder brother, and God is my Father.” What a great honour it
is to be part of Jesus’ family. He invites us into his home (Jn 14.2) and to
an eternal feast (Rev 19.9), and promises us a great inheritance (Col
3.23; 1 Pt 1.4).

Parables of the Kingdom

The Place of the Parables [May 19]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.1-3a; Mk 4.1-2; Lk 8.4)

Jesus resumed teaching large crowds (Mk 3.7-12) after appointing the
twelve apostles and confronting the challenge of the Pharisees who
accused him of casting out demons by the power of Beelzebub.
However, this time he did something that he had not done before (or at
least is not recorded that he did)—he taught using parables.

What is a parable? The word comes directly from the Greek and is made
up of two words that, together, mean: “to throw alongside.” A story,
usually taken from the physical realm, is “thrown” out to illustrate a truth
that is from the spiritual or moral realms. This technique is not unique to
Jesus. Parables were used in OT times to drive home a moral (2 Sam
12.1-14; 2 Sam 14.1-11; 1 Kings 20.35-40). They appear to have
developed from the proverbs and riddles that were used in the wisdom
literature of the ancient Middle East. The use of stories in parables is an
effective and pleasing way to attract and maintain attention to what is
being taught. It leads hearers to understand a point that, at first, appears
not to be immediately applicable to them. But on reflection, the message
of the instruction is remembered and personalized.

In our next meditation we will consider the purpose of parables and the
key principles for their interpretation. Today, we will consider the large
crowds by the lake and the boat on the lake as mentioned in the scenic
introduction.
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Jesus had been teaching in a house (Mk 3.20) in a town in Galilee. But it
was so crowded that he and his disciples couldn’t eat, and his family
could not get into the house to get his attention (Mk 3.31, 32). The large
crowd, even from the surrounding towns (Lk 8.4), standing outside the
house could not get in to hear his instruction. Because Jesus was so
concerned that everyone could hear the Gospel of the Kingdom, he
moved to a place more suitable for teaching a large audience. At other
times he taught in the fields on the hills outside the villages and towns,
but in this instance the place that provided the most convenient open
space to accommodate the crowd was along the shore of the Sea of
Galilee.

Why do the Gospel writers want us to know the locale for this session of
instruction in parables? It may be that they want to show how important
it is that the Gospel be proclaimed to the largest number of people
possible. It may also be that, through the Holy Spirit, they are giving the
Church a warning about the emphasis it will place on buildings. The
early church met in homes, open fields, caves, and catacombs; and only
rarely in converted synagogues. During the Roman era, before
Constantine, few buildings were built exclusively for congregational use.
Church buildings, from chapels and monasteries to cathedrals, began to
dominate the skyline during the Middle Ages. We need to consider
seriously if we have forgotten the importance of what it means to be a
‘church’ in terms of the assembly of called-out-ones; as distinct from a
bricks-and-mortar meeting place. The Church is found where Christ’s
people assemble, with him among them. The Church is not found in
magnificent crystal cathedrals or congregational campuses, if Christ isn’t
there. Stately monuments may contain no true worship or instruction.

The crowd of people who came to hear Jesus’ teaching was so great that
they could not all get close to see and hear Jesus. So instead of sitting on
a large rock or pile of fishing nets, he sat in a boat that was a bit of a
distance from the shore. This permitted the people to sit on the sloped
shore, almost like being in an amphitheatre, with Jesus at the centre. It
also made it difficult for the people to crowd him, allowing a larger
audience to see him clearly.
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Apparently Jesus started this particular day’s teaching with a
confrontation with the Pharisees over Beelzebub. Then he continued
teaching during the afternoon meal (which he had difficulty eating
because of the crowds), and then he began a new round of instruction
outdoors. He worked hard at teaching and shows, by his willingness to
accommodate himself to the needs of the crowd, that he wanted to
remove any barriers that might hinder the spread of the Gospel.

His use of parables also shows his concern for being heard and heeded.
His teaching was not filled with abstract constructs and intellectual
content; it was oriented to the capacity of his audience. Throughout his
public ministry, his use of story-telling, illustration, metaphor, dialogue,
debate, and probing questions indicates that he did as much as possible to
help his true hearers understand his message. He cared less that those
who sat in the chief seats in the synagogues would hear a sermon of fine
rhetoric, and more that the common people would be instructed.

It is a shame when the Church puts a stumbling-block in the way of those
who might hear the Gospel. This hindrance may be in the form of
buildings, sermon style, theological language, or ritual. We need to be
more concerned with how to accommodate and spread the eternal
message of salvation to our generation than with ensuring that our
particular traditions are preserved.

The Purpose of the Parables [may 20]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.10-17; Mk 4.10-12; Lk 8.9,
10)

When Jesus told his first parable about the Kingdom, the disciples
noticed a marked change in his style of teaching and they asked him why
he spoke in this manner. Jesus gave them four reasons for speaking in
parables:

Delivering Propositions — The primary reason was to deliver
propositional truth in a form that could be remembered. The truth Jesus
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communicates in parables could be stated as a succinct proposition, for
example: “heaven is the most valuable asset you can obtain.” But we
remember that truth more clearly when Heaven is compared with a pearl
or treasure of great value. Jesus wanted the secrets of the Kingdom of
God to stick with his hearers and to be carried to the ends of the earth.

These secrets (mysteries) are not mystical formulas for transforming lead
into gold or making oneself invisible. The mysteries are the truths of God
that had not yet been fully disclosed through the prophets and writings of
the OT and can be known only by revelation, not by natural research.
These truths relate specifically to the work of Jesus. The Jews
misunderstood many of the OT prophecies and were expecting an earthly
kingdom of royal power and regal pomp. In Jesus, his rule and the
Kingdom of Heaven were revealed more clearly than in the past. The
essence of the truth of the Kingdom Parables is that God, through Christ,
is building an eternal spiritual kingdom.

Like the disciples, we believe in Jesus as saviour. But we need to
understand, through the parables, that he now reigns in Heaven and on
earth and that at the end of time his kingdom will be revealed to its full
extent and in all its majestic glory (Mk 4.8; Mt 13.44). Even as we hear
this message, we will not understand it fully until we reach eternal glory.

Dividing People — Jesus did not use parables to withhold truth from
anyone but to show the division between believers and unbelievers.
Those who don’t believe in Jesus will never understand the true meaning
of the parables (Mt 13.11, 12). They may be able to restate their factual
interpretation, but they will not be able to apply them to their heart and
soul.

Jesus began to speak about the Kingdom of Heaven in parables only after
the leaders of the Jews had attributed his divine works to Satan (Mt
12.22-37). They were blinded by unbelief, and Jesus became a threat to
their positions and power. So they heard only the bare words of the
parables and were not willing to learn spiritual truths from them. In this
way the parables concealed truth from them that explicit propositional
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statements would not have. In their self-inflicted unbelief they rejected
the truth of the Kingdom of Heaven. Even what they had previously
known (about the coming Messiah) no longer made sense to them (Mt
13.12). Thus Jesus’ use of parables included a dimension of judgment.
God took away the light from those who had shut their eyes against it
because they loved darkness rather than light (Jn 3.19).

Declaring Prophetically — Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah (Mt 13.14, 15; Is
6.9, 10) reinforces his use of parables as a means of instruction, and
teaches:

o In the Church (those with the sign of the Covenant on them), and in
the wider audience for the Gospel: some hear and understand; some
do not.

e Jesus came to fulfill all prophecy. His teaching in parables is the
direct fulfillment of what Isaiah foretold.

e Jesus came in the spirit of Isaiah. Like Isaiah, he experienced
unreceptive hearts that heard only the words but did not apply them
spiritually.

e The need for modern translations of the Bible. This quotation follows
the Greek translation of the OT, not the Hebrew. We see from the
use of the contemporary translation of Jesus’ day how important it
was to Jesus and the disciples that the message be heard and
understood, not hidden behind traditionally ‘correct’ language.

Demonstrating Privilege — For the OT saints, much of their
understanding of the role and work of the coming Messiah was framed
by the types of the ceremonial system. True believers longed to see the
full revelation of what these types symbolized (Mt 13.17). Along with
the disciples we are blessed (Mt 13.16) with seeing the fulfilment of the
prophecies and the completion of revelation. It is a great privilege to
have the complete Word of God.

Descriptive Principles — Based on this consideration of why Jesus said
he used parables we can derive five key principles for their
interpretation:

e Parables teach spiritual truth; the spiritual truth underlies the words.
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e [FEach parable contains an essential truth that could have been
presented in propositional form; look for the essence of what is
communicated.

e The message is not in the details but in the whole; we are not to
scratch every point in a parable to find hidden meanings.

e Parables are intended to be memorable and understood; they were
not given to hide truth.

e We are to hear and apply the parables (Mk 4.3, 9, 23). They are
intended to elicit a response and divide those who believe from those
who do not.

Different Types of Soil [May 21]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.3b-9, 18-23; Mk 4.3-9, 13-
20; Lk 8.5-8, 11-15)

Some of the parables are not easy to explain because we can’t always
determine which components are essential to the message or only support
the lesson. Jesus explains the Parable of the Soils to his disciples, and
tells us the meaning and application of most of the components. In his
explanation of its meaning he shows us that we must be careful when we
interpret the details of any parable. For example, he refers to a farmer
going out to sow seed. In his explanation of the parable he does not tell
us who is the farmer. Is it the Holy Spirit, Jesus, or a preacher of the
Gospel? Since Jesus does not tell us who it is, it is not essential to the
central message and inappropriate for us to focus on the one sowing the
seed. The key to this parable is to understand how the different soils
receive one kind of seed. What do we learn from this parable?

Seed — The seed is the word of God (Lk 8.11) telling about his kingdom
(Mt 13.19). This seed is sown wherever the farmer walks. For our
consideration today, it does not matter whether we understand the field to
be the world at-large or the Church. The point is that the farmer spreads
much seed in the prospect of an abundant harvest. The gospel message
goes out to all parts of the world and to all kinds of people (Mt 28.19). It
may appear to be just small, dry, and hard; but is in fact the seed that
brings life (Col 1.6).
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Soils — Wherever the seed is sown it falls on different kinds of soils.

These soils are different kinds of hearts (i.e., human wills/minds). Jesus

classifies the hearts of all men, women and children into four types by

their response:

o Hardened — The pathways of this kind of heart have been trampled
hard by following the ways of the world. No seed can take root
because of a lack of concern for anything spiritual.

e Hasty — This kind of heart is like a thin layer of soil covering an
outcrop of limestone. The seed seems to take root but quickly the
person is away following another ‘spiritual’ guru or the latest self-
help program— always seeking, never finding.

e Hypocritical — This kind of heart makes a good showing for a while,
but in the end, there is no sincerity. People in this class appear to
believe and then lose their salvation. But there is no sincerity and so
nothing to lose.

e  Holy — The soil of this heart has been well prepared: it is set apart by
God, ploughed, fertilized, and watered. It is ready to receive the seed
when it is planted.

In the context of the progress of Jesus’ ministry this parable speaks about
the Pharisees who had rejected his message and accused him of being
from Satan (Mt 12.24). Their hearts were not prepared soil ready to
receive the seed. This reminds us that the difference is not in the seed,
but in the soil. It is ironic that people in the Church today spend a lot of
time trying to devise ways to make the Gospel more appealing to hearts
(e.g., through 7 or 10-step study guides, music programs, drama, etc.)
when the point Jesus makes is that it is the soil that is key. We must pray
that God will prepare the soil of hearts.

Satan — When the soil is not prepared, an enemy of the Word comes
along to prevent the growth of the seed. The Gospel writers use the terms
‘evil one’, ‘devil’ and ‘Satan’ to refer to the enemy. His tactics are
varied. He convinces some, whose hearts are hardened against God and
spiritual things, that the Gospel message is only a myth invented by silly
and weak fanatics. These people persist in their intellectual snobbery, as
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atheists, materialistic naturalists, or pragmatic pagans.

Satan uses other tactics against those who have softer hearts. He
overwhelms some with concern about the pressures of life so that they
collapse under the weight. For example, when a child in their family dies
they blame God instead of man’s sin. Satan leads others astray with
worldly worries so that they focus on the temporal-spatial realm and
have no concern for eternal matters; or he tempts them with false
promises of possessions, power, and pleasure so that they are fooled into
the belief that all that really matters is the ‘here and now’. The lust for
prosperity destroys the Word as surely as persecution.

Superabundance — Depending on the type of grain sown (e.g., oats,
wheat, barley, etc.) the expected returns can vary. But a typical head of
grain can produce about 20 kernels. Thus a twenty-fold increase would
be considered a very good harvest. Jesus expects much more when the
Word of life is planted in the prepared soil. He expects at least a thirty-
fold increase and receives a hundred-fold increase in many cases. Jesus
does not say exactly what is the harvest he expects. It could be the
worshipful and obedient lives of those who are saved, abundant
preaching of the Word, or the glorious appearance of his eternal kingdom
at the end of time. Regardless of the meaning, Jesus does teach that
through grace all of his people produce superabundant fruit.

Steadfast — The trials that drive some to hardened unbelief, strengthens
those with prepared hearts. The concerns and temptations that deceive
many, cause those of the good soil to turn to God for help. Through the
perseverance (Lk 8.15) of the saints (the saved-ones), as Jesus conquers
Satan, the kingdom of Jesus Christ will grow ever more fruitful and be
revealed in its full glory.

A Visible Light (vay 22
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mk 4.21-25; Lk 8.16-18)

What is the difference between a theology lecture on the parables of
Jesus and a sermon on the subject? In both cases a man could stand in
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front of an audience in a hall and talk for about 30 minutes. In both cases
there should be communication of factual material in a clear and simple
manner. There is, however, one essential difference. The sermon is
intended to inform the mind and change the heart and life.

So it was with the sermons that Jesus delivered in the form of parables.
His intention was not just to present facts but also to effect a necessary
behaviour change in those who heard his teaching. In particular he
wanted those who had received the light of the Gospel (the good news
about the Kingdom of Heaven) to:

Lift the Light — The message of truth that we have received is not to be
stored up in our hearts (e.g., like covering a lamp with a bowl) and kept
there until the day we depart from this world. Rather, like the light
coming from a burning wick in a shallow bowl of oil that is placed on a
stand so that all those in the house can see, the little light that we have is
to be used to show the way to Jesus to all those around us. Whether the
light is to shine on those in the house (possibly Jews; Matthew) or on
those entering the house (possibly Gentiles; Luke) is not an essential
distinction.

Dispel the Darkness — Light by its very nature conquers darkness. It
seeps through cracks, destroys shadows, reveals the concealed, and turns
night into day. Jesus does not give us specific examples of what he is
thinking of when he speaks of things hidden and concealed being made
clear, but we can infer from elsewhere in his word that the following
things are revealed by light:

e God’s Nature — God is light (1 Jn 1.5; Jn 1.4). This means that any
one who opposes God is darkness. A person who is not saved exists
in darkness. Without repentance it is only a matter of time before he
will be in eternal darkness with Satan and his devils (Jude 6; Mt
25.41).

e  Man’s Sin — The light of God exposes man’s sin (Jn 3.19-20; 1 Cor
4.5). Men tend to commit their sins in physical darkness. Those who
steal and commit sexual sins like the cover of darkness. Those who
drink to a stupor, mainline, and snort tend to seek unlit alleys and
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darkened corners. But with the coming of sunrise crime levels drop.
So when the Law of God comes into men’s hearts, society and
nations, it rebukes their sin and there is a significant reduction in
wickedness.

o The Way of Salvation — But external observance of the Law is not
what God is seeking. The light of the Gospel is brighter than the light
of the Law and reaches further into men’s hearts and they are
redeemed from spiritual darkness and walk forever in God’s ways
(Jn 1.8, 9; Jn 8.12; Jn 12.46).

Apply Attention — Wives often have to ask their husbands if they are
listening, and parents have to remind their children to pay attention. So it
is with the teachings of Christ. We have to be reminded that hearing
words is not the same thing as really listening and then doing what we
are told to do. More than a dozen times Jesus reminds those hearing his
words to open their ears and really listen. We must not be like a husband
who says “Yes, dear!” and then promptly forgets what he is to pick up on
the way home from golf.

The first application of the principle of listening carefully is to be
obedient to the commands of God—first by repenting (Acts 17.30) and
then by obeying the instructions given in his Word (Jn 15.10; 1 Jn 2.3).
But there is a second application taught specifically by this parable.
Consider a crowd at the scene of a serious accident caused by a drunk
driver. Most people will watch with a morbid curiosity and, after the
bodies are lifted into the ambulance, will go to their shopping and forget
the scene. Those who are more than disinterested spectators will take
action. They will swear seriously never to drink and drive, join MADD
and campaign for tougher penalties against drunk driving, or decide to
become paramedics to be of service to society. This is how Jesus wants
us to react—we are to make an investment in hearing and applying his
teachings and bringing the light of the Gospel to the world.

Use It or Lose It — What applies in the physical realm applies also in the
spiritual. If you don’t exercise, your muscles will atrophy and the
muscles you do have will become useless. So we are under an obligation
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as servants and sons of the Kingdom to let the light shine more brightly
through us.

This parable follows the parable of the sower (Mk 4.3-20; Lk 8.5-15).
This makes Jesus’ meaning very clear—if we don’t measure up by
producing more fruit (“light” in this case), the little faith we have will be
taken from us. Don’t use the excuse that you cannot lose your salvation.
Luke clarifies the “faith” that we have in this case (Lk 8.18). It is only
what we think we have.

The gifts and talents (of grace) that have been given to us must be
exercised and applied. The “secrets of the kingdom of God” (Lk 8.10)
have been given to us, not to be kept secret but to be revealed through us.

Invisible but Inevitable Growth [May 23]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mk 4.26-29)

On buildings near the World Trade Centre site time-lapse cameras were
installed to track the removal of the debris from the collapsed towers and
the construction of the replacement buildings. As New Yorkers working
on Wall St. went about their business from day to day, they saw progress
at the site only as small steps. But a movie made from the film in the
cameras on the adjacent buildings would show the real extent of the
progress. Activity at the WTC site provides an analogy for what happens
as God builds the Church (the Kingdom of God). From day to day, we on
earth, see little progress. But from God’s timeless and transcendent
perspective the growth of the Church unfolds rapidly as a tribute to his
amazing and majestic power.

This parable, found only in Mark, is the lens of a time-lapse camera that
shows what is really going on in the Church. It exposes the invisible
growth of the Kingdom and shows how inevitable that growth really is.

We should not attempt to map every component of this parable to
analogues in the life of the Church. For example, if we try to assign a
meaning to the person casting seed we can run into difficulties. It cannot
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be God, because unlike the farmer in this instance God has a clear
understanding of how the seed of the Gospel actually sprouts and grows.
God does not ignore the seed and go about other business. He is
intimately active in causing the seed to grow to maturity. Nor can the
person who sows the seed be a preacher since he is not the one who
harvests the grain at the end of time. The key to understanding this
parable is not to identify the sower but to identify the place of the seed in
good soil.

The seed germinates by itself. We get our word ‘automatic’ from the
Greek word that is translated ‘by itself”. This is not spontaneous
germination (i.e., life coming from non-life) since a seed was planted.
But it does point to growth ‘without visible cause’. Jesus teaches that the
agency of the one sowing is not the cause or the on-going source of
growth, but rather he teaches that the seed has its own power to grow
without any Auman agency.

The seed not only sprouts, but also forms a stalk and flowers, and
produces seed. Jesus is not teaching that there are three specific stages in
the Christian life. He is probably not even considering the growth of
individual Christians, but rather the Church as a whole. This parable is
not given as a picture of evangelism (seed scattering) or spiritual growth
of an individual believer. It is a declaration that the growth of the
Kingdom is a sovereign work of God.

Jesus is emphasizing the hidden agency that sets the pace and executes
the program, for the growth of the seed into a mature plant that produces
an abundant harvest. Ultimately, growth to full maturity does not involve
human instrumentality but is dependent solely on the secret will and
grace of God. This reminds us that programs or activities devised by men
and women (e.g., concerts, evangelism campaigns, study guides, or
drama productions) will accomplish nothing for the Kingdom of God
unless they are executed for the glory of God, in the will of Christ, and
blessed by the Holy Spirit.

But do not stretch his key point to an extreme. Each of the parables of
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Jesus has a primary message, but they must be taken as a set. Jesus does
not teach every aspect of the Kingdom in a single parable. We must not
misunderstand his teaching in this parable and think that it doesn’t matter
what we do, or whether or not we proclaim the Gospel to our sin-filled
world. We are not to think that God will save those he has chosen
whether or not we do anything. We are not to be like John Ryland, a
pastor, who is reported to have said to William Carey when he spoke
about his vision of becoming a missionary to India: “Sit down, young
man. When God decides to save the heathen, He will do it without your
help.”

We must balance the meaning of this parable with the teaching of other
ones such as The Hidden Treasure and The Pearl (Mt 13.44-46) or The
Talents (Mt 25.14-30; Lk 19.12-27), which remind us of individual
responsibility to receive the Gospel message and the importance of using
the gifts that God graciously gives us for full-hearted service for the
Kingdom. God uses human instruments to build his Church (Mt 16.18,
19; 1 Cor 3.11-15). But so that no individual human can think that he is
the real cause of the growth, or essential to the cause, the Church grows
secretly under the power of God.

Jesus teaches primarily that although the Kingdom grows gradually and
imperceptibly, it grows. While God carries out his work in a way that is
almost invisible, it is inevitable. The seed of the Gospel will sprout, it
will grow, it will give fruit, and it will be harvested for eternal glory. The
point to remember from this parable is that the growth of the Kingdom is
God’s work, under his initiative and fulfilling his plan. It is the work of
God—from beginning to end. Because it is not dependent on finite,
fallible humans, we can rejoice that at the end of time “there will be a
great multitude that no one [can] count, from every nation, tribe, people
and language” (Rev 7.9).

Wheat and Weeds [May 24]
(By the Sea of Galilee and in a house, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.24-30, 36-
43)
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Requesting Disciples — Jesus delivered this parable beside the Sea.
Later, when he had moved privately into a house with his disciples they
asked him to explain its meaning. We should not be like those in love
with this world who, at best, hear nothing more than words about the
Kingdom of Heaven and depart to go about their worldly business.
Rather, we should ask God to help us understand what we read in the
Bible or hear in sermons (James 1.5). He has promised that he will teach
us to know what is right (Ps 25.8, 9).

Redemption Defined — Jesus tells us that it is he himself who sows the
seed of new life. He refers to himself as the son of man—a title that he
took from Daniel (Dan 7.13) and which he used often to refer to himself
(e.g., Mt 8.20; Mt 12.8; Mt 16.13, 27; etc.). Jesus is the one who redeems
men from their sins. He is Lord of the field and Lord of the harvest.
Whatever good seed (i.e., true believers) there is in the world, Jesus has
planted it (Hos 2.23). He sows the seed where he wishes and saves whom
he wishes. Salvation is by grace alone (Eph 2.8).

Rebel’s Desire — Satan (the devil) will try anything to confound the
saving work of Jesus. One of his tactics is to plant imitations in the
Church. The weed seed that the enemy sowed apparently sprouts as
plants that look similar to wheat but do not produce good grain. Satan
sows imitations (hypocrites) in the Church. They are falsely professing
‘believers’ who are actually part of his realm (Jn 8.44; Eph 2.2). They
often come in the form of false prophets (2 Pt 2.1; 1 Jn 4.1) who can lead
astray those who do not yet have secure roots and cause great trouble for
true believers (e.g., by stirring up conflict).

Right Discernment — The Donatists, an ancient sect in the Church, used
their interpretation of this parable as a basis for their belief that it is
possible to have a totally pure church in this world. They argued that
since Jesus said that the field is the world, the mixture of true believers
and hypocrites is in the world and not in the Church. However, the
context of this parable (it is among the Kingdom Parables) and the fact
that Jesus opens with the expression: “the kingdom of heaven is like ...”
indicates that he is speaking of the Church. Calvin said that when Jesus
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called the Church the world he was using synecdoche (a figure of speech
in which the whole or the part are interchangeable). Calvin said that
Jesus called the Church the world here because he was planting and
harvesting in every part of the world.

When the servants in the parable suggest removing the weeds growing
with the wheat, the farmer indicates that doing so could root out the
wheat. God alone knows those who truly believe in Jesus; therefore, the
separation should be left until the time of the harvest. It seems that Jesus
is teaching that in the visible Church (the Church in this world) there will
always be true believers and hypocrites. It is not possible for men to tell
them definitively apart. This has a number of implications, including:

e  Church officers are to accept a person’s profession of faith at face
value and not to become over scrupulous with requirements for
admission to Church membership or the Lord’s Supper.

o It will always be necessary to preach repentance unto salvation even
to those within the boundaries of the visible Church.

e It is important always to be vigilant against false teaching; false
teaching is the fruit produced by unbelievers in the Church (Mt 7.15-
20).

e (God tolerates evil in the Church, as he tolerates it in the world, so
that his true people learn to rely on him in faith.

e There cannot be a perfect congregation or denomination, and to try
to achieve one with zealous ‘righteousness’ is to challenge God.

Rewards Distributed — God never promised to set everything right in
this world. But at the harvest when Christ returns on the Day of
Judgment (2 Thess 1.7-10) he will, through his angels (Rev 14.15),
separate true believers from hypocrites. On that day he will ‘balance the
books’ and all the wicked, inside or outside of the visible Church, will
receive their reward: endless spiritual and physical torment in Hell (Mt
25.42; Jude 7) where the fires burn hot because of God’s anger against
sin.

Those who are true believers will be gathered into the ‘barn’ of Heaven.
This means that all the saints will be together. They will then be with
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Jesus, all the holy ones (saints) from the past—from Abraham, to Rahab,
and Zacchaeus—and with those of their friends and family who have
gone on before them. It should always amaze us that we will have this
fellowship together forever. Not only will we be together, but there will
be no weeds in the barn. Never again will the wheat have to put up with
the choking effects of the weeds that they had to live with throughout this
life (Rev 21.3, 4).

Righteous Displayed — On that Day the real ‘who’s who’ will be
published. Everyone—saint and sinner, angel and demon—will be able
to distinguish clearly who are the true believers because they will shine
brightly. They will reflect the glory of God and shine like Jesus (Mt 17.2;
1 Cor 15.49; 1 Jn 3.2) in the splendour of holiness in their perfect
resurrection bodies. On that Day, and forever, the Church will be totally
pure!

Spectacular Growth may 25]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.31-33; Mk 4.30-32)

Small Beginnings — Jesus uses two illustrations from daily life to bring
out different aspects of Church growth—a mustard seed and yeast. The
mustard plant produced the smallest of domestic seeds that farmers
planted in their fields. The small size provided the basis for Jesus’
proverbial statement about faith on the part of the disciples (Mt 17.20).
However, in the parable we are considering today Jesus is not focusing
on the size of the faith of individuals in the Church. Rather, his emphasis
is on the small beginnings of the Church.

This principle has been displayed many times throughout the history of
redemption. The Church began with three people: Adam and Eve and
their son Seth. In Noah’s day there were only eight who formed the
Church. Abraham and his family were called out of a pagan land. The
returning captives at the time of Ezra represented an apparently
insignificant tribe in the midst of a sea of nations. It looked unlikely that
Peter and the other eleven Apostles before the Day of Pentecost could
have had any influence on the impressive Sanhedrin and oppressive
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might of Rome. Luther and his few companions looked like just another
feeble attempt to reform a corrupt ecclesiastical hierarchy. The
Covenanters who issued the National Covenant in 1638 appeared as
grasshoppers (Num 13.33) before King Charles I and the bishops of the
established episcopacy.

In the OT economy, in Jesus’ teaching elsewhere, and in Paul’s teaching
yeast is used as an illustration for the pervasive effect of evil from which
we are to be separated (Ex 12.15; Mt 16.6; Gal 5.8-9). However, in this
parable (Mt 13.33) Jesus refers to yeast because its natural effect
illustrates how a small amount of yeast, when mixed with even a large
amount of flour (approx. 22 litres), will permeate the whole. Just like a
small amount of yeast affects the entire lump of dough, so the small
beginnings of the Church are guaranteed to have an impact on the entire
world.

Jesus encourages his disciples through these illustrations. They had heard
him teach the parable of the grain falling into different soils and might
have thought that only a few people would enter the Kingdom. His
message to them is that they should not be discouraged by appearances.
Just like the growth of the church is invisible but inevitable (Mk 4.26-
29), so it is that the Church must grow from small beginnings. We must
not be discouraged because of the pressures and influences of life around
us that appear to be overwhelming. The words of the prophet to
Zerubbabel and the small band that returned with him from captivity
seem very appropriate: ““Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’
says the LORD Almighty.” (Zech 4.6)

Spectacular Results — The mustard seed that Jesus refers to is from a
Middle Eastern variety that produces a plant that, in warm climates, can
grow to be 4-5m in height. Apparently, birds like the seeds and shade
provided by the mature plant and flock to it. There may be a lesson in
this component of the illustration. We might infer that the birds represent
the masses of humanity that flock to the fruit and shelter provided by the
Church.
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We might also find special meaning in the fact that the yeast is Aidden
(NKJV/NASB) in the dough. The yeast works secretly and without
visible means as it permeates the entire mass of dough. This could be
understood as teaching that the influence of the Church on the world is
carried on secretly as it works from the inside (e.g., in the hearts of

people).

However, we should focus on the main point of the parable and be
careful not to impose meaning where Christ may not intend it to be
found. In both of these parables, Jesus seems to be concentrating on the
spectacular results that arise from the small beginnings—a little seed and
a small amount of yeast.

Once the mustard seed is planted it grows naturally into a great plant (Ps
80.8-11). The reference to the flock of birds may be included primarily to
emphasize the size of the plant (Ezk 17.22, 23; Dan 4.12). Once the yeast
is embedded in the flour its very nature causes it to permeate the entire
lump of dough. The reference to the large amount of flour is likely
included to demonstrate the amount of growth that occurs. Both
processes, when they are left to operate naturally, cannot be stopped and
produce spectacular growth.

Jesus said that he would build his Church (Mt 16.18). Everything that he
does is perfect, and he does nothing by half measures. We should then
expect the results of his work to be more than we can ask or imagine
(Eph 3.20). The Kingdom of Jesus Christ will grow to include a great
multitude from every nation on earth (Rev 7.9)—the large mustard plant.
It will also grow in influence in every domain of man’s operation as its
citizens turn the pagan world, under the influence of Satan, upside down
(Acts 17.6)—the yeast. This process will continue until Jesus returns to
this earth to call all his people to himself. At that time every eye will see
what he has accomplished and the full extent of his success. We can
rejoice that from small beginnings come spectacular results.

Parables Reveal, Not Conceal [may 26]
(By the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.34-35; Mk 4.33-34)
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Mark ends his collection of the Kingdom Parables by telling us that
Jesus spoke (publicly) only in parables at this time. He notes, however,
that Jesus spoke other parables about the Kingdom. Matthew also tells us
that Jesus spoke only in parables and then adds three more parables
(about the hidden treasure, pearl, and net), confirming Mark’s assertion
that Jesus’ spoke additional parables. Jesus will use parables again in his
ministry, but for now, he concludes this period of instructing in parables.

We have already considered reasons for why Jesus used parables (See:

The Purpose of the Parables). We noted that Jesus used parables to:

e Deliver propositional truth in a form that could be remembered.

e Reveal truths (mysteries) about the work of the salvation that could
be made known only by revelation.

e Create a division between believers who can see the spiritual
application and unbelievers who cannot see beyond the material
illustrations.

e Introduce a dimension of judgment, since God was removing the
light of truth from those who had shut their eyes against it.

o Reinforce his position as the one who came to fulfill all prophecy.

As Mark and Matthew conclude their collections of parables about the
Kingdom, they give us additional insight into the purpose of the parables.
By speaking in parables Jesus fulfilled Scripture (Ps 78.2), as he taught
truths not previously revealed. Matthew, more than any of the other
Gospel writers, consistently shows that Jesus fulfils OT prophecy. But
his use of Asaph’s statement goes beyond pointing to the fulfilment of
prophecy, it vindicates Jesus’ method of revealing truth through parables.
Jesus uses parables to teach things about the Kingdom which had been
kept secret from creation.

Some of these key truths about the Kingdom are difficult for men
initially to understand. They cannot be discerned by a study of natural
phenomena or everyday human behaviour. For example: 1) the true
kingdom is spiritual not temporal, but it has an impact in space and time;
2) those truly in the Kingdom may not be outwardly distinguishable from
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hypocrites (e.g., by observance of a particular ceremony); 3) the growth
of the kingdom is the result of invisible work by the Holy Spirit; 4) this
growth occurs without human mediation; and 5) the end result exceeds
everyone’s expectations.

It requires a careful introduction for new ideas to be heard and
understood. So Jesus, as the best teacher who ever lived, introduced new
concepts gently to his hearers by using figures of speech and
illustrations. The people’s false expectations and misconceptions had to
be moved aside before they could understand the full extent of the
message he was bringing. Instead of their expectation that the Messiah
would set up an earthly kingdom that would overcome Rome’s authority,
Jesus had to introduce them to a new concept: that a spiritual kingdom of
servant-saints would replace not only the Roman rule of human might
and the Greek path of ‘enlightenment’ but also the Jewish way of
figurative ordinances.

Neither Mark nor Matthew assumes that the purpose of the parables was
to conceal truth from outsiders. Jesus wanted all people to understand
and believe his words. The parables are a form of revelation, not of
concealment. But they provide an introduction to new concepts. Thus
there will be some who are willing to accept the new truth. These had
their eyes opened to the wonder of the Kingdom. To unbelievers, the
truth remained veiled.

After using the parables to introduce these new concepts, he expanded
them in more detail when he taught his disciples privately. We must not
think that he wished to convey the meaning of the parables only to them,
and to leave others in a state of ignorance. Rather, because of their faith
in him, they were ready to receive a fuller explanation of the truth. As his
teaching ministry progressed, Jesus expanded on many of the ideas
introduced in these parables (e.g., Mt 25.1-30). He also used some of the
disciples to whom he explained the meaning of the parables (Matthew,
John, Peter; and probably James and Jude, his half-brothers) to
communicate these truths in different ways as they wrote their letters to
the growing church. He also used the Apostle Paul, whom he taught
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privately (1 Cor 11.23; Gal 1.2), to complete the revelation about these
truths (Eph 3.9; Rom 16.25; 1 Cor 2.7; Col 1.26). This approach was
consistent with God’s strategy of progressive revelation throughout the
OT.

An example can help explain his use of parables. Many teachings are
found in preliminary form in the OT. We find hints about the triune
nature of God, the Messiah as the God-man and as a sacrifice, and the
final Judgment and Hell. Jesus, however, didn’t reveal these truths using
the Rabbis’ lecture style. Instead, he introduced the nature of the Trinity
through illustrations and his prayers. Before we are given (limited)
details about Hell we first see Jesus as the compassionate healer, raiser of
the dead, and sin substitute. When we consider the reality of the
Judgment and Hell in this context we can see God, not as a stern tyrant,
but in a radiant holiness that must be kept pure. Without Jesus as a living
parable we cannot understand God’s nature.

The Hidden Treasure and The Pearl [May 27]
(In a house near the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.44-46)

In the preceding parables Jesus has taught about the universal extent and
glorious growth of the corporate Kingdom. He now turns to the particular
and personal—the individual within the Kingdom. Both of the
parables—the hidden treasure and the pearl—speak about a person who
encounters the realities of the Kingdom and grasps those realities with all
his being.

Some interpreters suggest that these parables speak about Christ; he is
the man who sells all that he has (i.e., he leaves the glory of heaven) in
order to redeem his people. This interpretation is mistaken, since it
misses the point of the balance that Jesus establishes between the
collective and the individual.

Stumblers and Seekers — The two parables teach essentially the same
thing, but they approach it from the standpoint of two different kinds of
people:
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Stumblers — These people pass through life with little conscious
thought or care about their spiritual welfare or the prospect of an
eternity without God. They rarely have any aspirations to answer the
‘big’ questions about the origin and purpose of life. Morality to them
is little more than the teachings of pragmatism—if it works do it. But
they are like ancient travelers or farmers who occasionally stumbled
on a horde of coins and jewelry hidden to protect part of a rich man’s
wealth during a time of invasion, war, or political unrest. But they
trip over a treasure of far greater worth than silver and gems. They
find the truth of the Gospel lying in the field of the world, and they
realize its worth.

Seekers — These people are restless and dissatisfied with the
‘answers’ provided by subjective morality and hedonism. They find
the ‘pearls’ of pleasure, power, and prosperity to be as hollow and
ephemeral as a soap bubble. They look for meaning in the byways of
the world’s religions and philosophies. They move from east to west,
trying Buddhism and Hinduism, and enlightened intellectualism and
social activism. Each new ‘pearl’ of experience is like the bitterness
of biting into a bad sunflower seed, and they cry with Solomon:
“Meaningless! Meaningless!” (Eccl 1.2). But then they discover the
‘pearl of great price’ and know its value.

Precious Prize — The precious prize that both the stumblers and seekers
find is, first, the truth that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save
sinners.” (1 Tim 1.15) But it is more than just knowledge of this truth. It
is a package of blessings that includes:

Faith to believe two essential facts: 1) God created all things, and 2)
Jesus really did die on the cross to pay our debt and cover our sins
Knowing real peace through forgiveness of sins and the removal of
guilt

Walking hand-in-hand with Jesus as our friend and older brother

A cleaned-up life and an instruction manual for how to keep it clean
A sense of the nearness of the Holy Spirit living in us and caring for
us

Conversations with the Father through prayer and reading his word
The promise of living forever in Heaven and on the renovated earth
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with God and all our friends who have discovered the Kingdom.
What treasure is worth more than this?

Renounced Realms — Many people will go to great expense and endure
much hardship to escape from countries with oppressive governments or
bad economies. The men in the parables of the hidden treasure and the
pearl are like refugees who leave their jobs, families, and homes; and
renounce their citizenship in the country of their birth; and become
citizens in their adopted country. They leave everything for membership
in the Kingdom of Heaven.

In order to obtain membership in the Kingdom of Heaven, we don’t have
to give up our jobs (unless, of course, they are immoral), our citizenship
in the nations of the earth, or our family associations and friends. What
we are expected to give up is our natural lustful passions, pet addictions,
love affair with pleasure, selfish attitudes, and lawless autonomy (Mt
16.24; Phil 3.7-11). We are to give up our dependence on worldly things
and instead look to Jesus to see us through life and death, and into
eternity. This is what it means to ‘buy’ the Kingdom (compare Prov
23.23;Is 55.1; Rev 3.18).

If refugees who come to our country continue to behave as if they are
citizens of the country they have left, we begin to wonder why they left
their former country at all. So it is with those who claim to be part of
Christ’s kingdom. We question their allegiance if they do not drop
(‘sell’) everything that binds them to this world and ‘buy’ treasures in
Heaven (Mt 6.19-21). Gaining access to the Kingdom is of such great
importance that nothing should stand in the way of acquiring citizenship
n 1t.

Don’t miss the key point Jesus makes in these two parables. He is
speaking about individuals buying into the Kingdom. Without a doubt
there are corporate aspects of the Kingdom. But now he reminds us that
each one of us, individually, must ‘buy’ and hold on tight to the realities
of the Kingdom of Heaven through belief in Jesus and repentance of sin.
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The Dragnet [May 28]
(In a house near the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.47-50)

It is quite likely that over the three years of Jesus’ ministry on earth he
used the same illustrations more than once—for example, with different
audiences. However, in general, each Gospel writer does not record the
same teaching more than once. So when we consider this parable, we
should ask what it is teaching that is different from what we learned in
the parable of the Wheat and Weeds (Mt 13.24-30, 36-43). The primary
difference seems to be in their emphasis. Both parables deal with the
presence of believers and hypocrites in the Church. Both also deal with
the separation of the two groups on the Day of Judgment. However, the
first parable focuses on the present realities, whereas this parable on the
future realities.

Fishes — Jesus tells us that in the Kingdom there are “all kinds of fish”.
This means that the Church brings into its scope those who are converted
and others who, for many reasons, are associated with it but are not true
believers in Jesus. While the net is in the sea no one can distinguish one
species of fish from another. This means that it is not the job of those in
positions of authority (i.e., the Elders), nor is it possible, definitively to
separate these two classes. The Elders can, and should, make a separation
between those who profess faith in Christ and those who do not (Mt
16.19). Beyond that, as this parable teaches, the separation at the heart-
level belongs in Heaven.

Jesus does not tell us the meaning of the sea. Is it the world? Nor does he
say what the net is. Is it Gospel preaching? Nor does he speak of the
fishermen holding the net. Are they preachers? The fishermen are later
(49) referred to as angels. We must be careful not to read into this part of
the parable our own interpretations. Jesus is setting the stage for what
comes later.

Fullness — Jesus spoke of a particular kind of net. It is a large one that
can stretch behind boats for up to a kilometre. It has floats made of cork
at the top and weights of lead at the bottom. The fishermen pulled the net
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into a large U shape and dragged it toward the shore, gathering fish in its
sweep. Once the net was full, the separation of good fishes from bad
could begin. This teaches that once the full number of the elect—those
for whom Christ died—has been brought to salvation (e.g., Rom 11.25),
time and history (“the end of the age”) will be wrapped up on the shore
of eternity in the great consummation of all things—the Judgment and
restoration of the cosmos.

Filtering — Jesus speaks of a sorting process that filters out good fish
from bad ones. The criterion for separation of actual fish is their
suitableness for eating. Fishermen separate out the inedible fish and
throw them on a manure pile. Jesus applies this to the spiritual realm:
“The angels will ... separate the wicked from the righteous.” Matthew
uses a word that is usually translated as ‘bad” (Mt 7.18; Mt 12.33) but
can mean ‘corrupt’ or “harmful’ (Eph 4.29).

The determining factor for distinguishing good ‘fish’ from bad on the
Day of Judgment will be their suitableness for Heaven. This is
represented by the state of the heart of each person. No one is fit for
Heaven who is in essence corrupt (Eph 5.3-5; Rev 21.8; Rev 22.15). All
the fish in the Church fall into one of two classes. There is no middle
group between the two that are sort of Ok. The ‘fish” who have repented
of their sins and have believed in Jesus as their Lord and Saviour, no
matter how ugly they may appear, are kept in the container of Heaven.
The ‘fish’ who appear holy to the world but are foul ‘tasting’ because
they are puffed with pride, are thrown out.

Fear — Think of the scariest thing you can imagine. Maybe it involves
hanging from a high balcony or having rats bite your face. People who
have been really scared speak of dry mouths, weak knees, goose bumps,
high heart rates, sweating, and even loose bowels. But they have felt
nothing in comparison to what Jesus speaks of when he mentions the
fires of Hell. These will bring “weeping and gnashing of teeth”—a fear
so great that stout men become watery ‘Jell-o’.

Those who live outside the Church and reject Jesus as Lord and Saviour,
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and those in the Church who depend on their own ‘righteousness’, may
claim that they have no fear of Hell. They feign fearlessness because
they are ignorant of the serious reality of Hell. They may appear fearless
now, but once they face the reality of Hell, they will have a fear that will
be ten times — one hundred times — no, more than a thousand times worse
than any fear they could ever face in this life. But that fear will not end.
The cause of the fear will never be removed, and even death itself will
not end it.

Finality — We must be reminded of the truth of the reality of Hell’s
torments. Look! The net is being filled now. The boats are moving
quickly. The net is near the shore. Once it is dragged onto the sand at the
world’s end, there are only two possible futures. Your future depends on
what kind of ‘fish’ you are now. Just because you are in the net (a
baptized or communicant member, or an adherent, in the visible Church)
does not mean anything, in the end, unless you have Jesus as your
Saviour—because as Paul says: “for not all the ones from Israel are
Israel.” (Rom 9.6)

Learning and Teaching [May 29]
(In a house near the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.51-53)

Claimed Discernment — Teachers ask their students if they have
understood all that was presented during the lesson. They provide an
opportunity for the students to ask for clarification of difficult concepts
or to have the key points reasserted. On completing his first series of
parables illustrating the nature of the Kingdom, Jesus did the same thing
and let his disciples ask for additional explanations of any area that might
be perplexing to them. They had already asked for help to understand
why he used parables (Mt 13.10; Mk 4.10) and about the specific
meaning of the parables of the soils (Lk 8.9), and of the enemy who
scattered weed seeds in the wheat field (Mt 13.36).

At this time the disciples said that they did understand what they had
heard. On one level, they probably did understand. But if any of them
had been asked ten years after the resurrection, “Did you understand all

352



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

that Jesus taught?” they probably would have responded, “No.” The truth
is that the parables are at the same time both easy and difficult to
understand. The difficulty arises not in understanding the key point of
each parable or in fallacious attempts to attribute meaning to every
aspect of the story in each parable. The difficulty is in the profound depth
of each parable.

The disciples prove by their subsequent questions (Mt 15.33), lack of
faith (Mt 16.8), and actions (Mt 18.1), that they did not really
comprehend the incredible power of Jesus or the amazing way in which
the Kingdom would unfold. But we must not judge them. We have much
more light, with the complete revelation in the Bible; and we are just as
faithlessly feeble.

We can understand that the kingdom will grow from something small
like a mustard seed into a great institution, or that in the visible church
there are both true believers and hypocrites, whom only God can tell
apart. What we find difficult to understand is how truly magnificent the
growth of the church really is, or how desperately wicked is the heart of
even some of those who profess to be Christians and attend church
faithfully, and even get involved in its work of ministry. We see all of
present reality through a mist. It is only when we reach Glory and look at
the spectacular sweep of what God has accomplished in redemptive
history that we will be able to understand the true depth of what the
Parables of the Kingdom teach. Then we will cry out, “You are worthy,
our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power!”

We should learn from the question that Jesus put to his disciples that
there is no shame in admitting that we do not understand what God is
teaching in his Word. We should examine our understanding and ask
God for wisdom when we don’t comprehend (James 1.5). Jesus invites
us to turn to him for instruction.

Cohesive Diversity — In teaching the disciples Jesus prepares future
teachers. He not only wants them to understand the content about the
Kingdom but also to apply good methodology when delivering the
content. He uses a parable to illustrate this. His own technique has been
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to bring out of the storeroom of the mysteries of Heaven new and old
treasures. In the parables he has just delivered, he presents truth revealed
by the ancient prophets; but he adds new dimensions to that truth and
enhances the revelation of truth.

We are to follow his example, but we do not add revelation. When we
teach or preach we are continually to reinforce the solid foundations of
the truth of the Gospel while adding to the superstructure. This means
that we must never cease to present the ‘good old story’ that through
belief in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross as our substitute and
through repentance of sins we will be saved. But we must not stop there.

We must build on this as we teach and encourage one another to live out

Christian lives of hope and obedience in the complexity of modern

society. Jesus implies that we should:

e Use variety in our methods of presenting truth: dialogue, debate,
stories, illustrations, figures of speech, probing questions, lectures,
etc.

e Cover all aspects of the teachings of Scripture: over time, touch on
every doctrine and subject in proportionate balance as found in
Scripture.

e Include all parts of Scripture: OT, NT, law, history, wisdom
literature, poetry, gospel, writings, apocalyptic. (2 Tim 3.16)

e Maintain the principle that in God’s revelation there is abundant
diversity within the essential unity of the whole.

Controlling Direction — Jesus had a mission to fulfill; he had direction
and purpose guiding every action. When he had completed teaching the
Kingdom Parables he moved to the other side of the Sea of Galilee. This
does not mean that each of us is to become an itinerant preacher and to
stay in one place for only a week. But it does indicate that, like Jesus, we
need to know where we are going. Individual congregations, and the
Church as a whole, need to have an explicit direction. The Church is not
to be composed of self-serving ghettos that wander through time until
they die of irrelevancy. We are to challenge our times and our culture
with the most important message it will ever hear—the Gospel of Jesus
Christ who came into the world to save sinners. We are to take this
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message to every rational creature on earth with authority, intensity,
expectation, and urgency. (Mt 28.18-20)

Continuing Opposition

Powerful Preservation from the Storms of Life [may 30]
(On the Sea of Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 8.18, 23-27; Mk 4.35-41; Lk
8.22-25)

When Jesus had completed delivering a series of parables about the
Kingdom of Heaven he was tired from the press of the crowds and asked
his disciples to go to the other side of the lake. In doing so, he leaves
Jewish territory and heads into Gentile territory where he performs three
miracles: calms the sea, casts out a legion of demons, and heals an
unclean woman. He then returns to Jewish territory and gives life back to
a dead girl. The symbolism in these actions should not be missed. The
sea in the OT often represented the nations (Is 17.12). Jesus declares that
he is master over the nations. Through him there is spiritual and physical
healing. But eternal life is only granted through the Jewish Messiah.

Rest — We read of Jesus praying through the night, but this is the only
time in the life of Jesus where we find a reference to him sleeping.
Although he had a divine nature he was not a superman; he had to rest.
But the fact that we are told of his sleep in only this case must have
significance beyond confirming his human nature. As with all that is
recorded of Jesus, he slept to teach a lesson: in the midst of the (physical,
spiritual, or psychological) storms of life we are to trust that God will
care for us (Ps 3.5; Ps 4.8; Prov 3.24).

Request — The Sea of Galilee is surrounded by hills that make it subject
to storms that often arise on the lake without warning. Even though a
number of the disciples were fishermen who had extensive experience on
the lake, this storm seems to have frightened them more than other
storms they had seen. The Greek uses a strong word, of the nature of an
earthquake, to describe this storm. It may be that this storm was far
worse than any other previously seen. Whether or not it was the worst, it
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was severe. God’s providence was controlling not only the quality of the
storm but also its timing. In response to this storm the disciples awaken
Jesus and ask him to save them because they thought that the boat was
going to be swamped and they would drown.

There is an irony in this request when compared with their response to
the miracle that Jesus performed. They assumed that Jesus could save
them, yet when he did, they were surprised at his power. It reminds us of
the time that the disciples were praying for Peter when he was in prison
(Acts 12.5) and they were surprised when he was freed by God. If we ask
Jesus to act, we must believe that he can and will act, and that he can do
SO in amazing ways.

Reply — It is this irony that helps us understand why Jesus calls them
‘ones of little faith® (Mt 8.26) and asks them, after they show
amazement, where their faith is (Mk 4.40; Lk 8.25). Their request seems
to indicate that they have faith that he can do something about the danger
they are in because of the storm’s severity. The problem is that their faith
isn’t big enough. Their view of God and of Jesus as the God-man is just
too small. They may have called him ‘teacher’ but they had not really
been listening to his teaching.

Do we really understand what it means when we say that Jesus is God?
Do we really understand who God is and what he can do? By our little
faith we often act like we can put God in a cardboard box and limit his
power. No matter how bad our circumstances may appear, they are not
beyond the power of God who controls all things. God has promised that
he will never leave or forsake us (Heb 13.5). We must not let our little
faith influence our trust in the God who can do the ‘impossible’ (Mk
10.27).

Rebuke — The disciples have not understood his words, so Jesus teaches

them about his true nature—as the God-man—by acting. By a word of

rebuke Jesus demonstrated the following:

e He acts with the authority of God (Ps 89.8-9; Ps 106.8-9; Ps 107.23-
30).
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e He speaks, as he did at creation, and the natural realm obeys (Gen
1.3).

e He proves that the pagan gods of the storm are nothing and the
nations of the earth (represented by the sea) are subject to him (Ps
47.8; Ps 74.12-14; Is 63.12).

e He is greater than the prophets who had to use a rod (Moses), ark of
the covenant (Joshua), or prophet’s mantle (Elisha) to control the
waters.

Response — Some critics of the Bible claim that God could not have
stopped the rotation of the earth in Joshua’s day (Jos 10.12-14) because
the sudden effect of stopping the earth’s spin would have thrown
everything on earth into space. We have in this miracle, of calming the
storm, a similar situation. The storms on the Sea of Galilee would often
stop as suddenly as they started. But who could imagine that the effect of
the wind on the waves would instantly cease?

It is not surprising therefore that the disciples are amazed and terrified
(Mk 4.41) at what they experience; it is beyond anything they could even
imagine. Note that their terror was not from the storm but resulted from
what they saw Jesus do. They realized that the power of God was
standing with them. But their questions ‘Who is this?’ and ‘What kind of
man is this?’ indicate that they still did not understand how God could be
present with them as a man. We must not underestimate Jesus. As the
infinite and eternal God he can do anything—including preserving us
from every ‘storm’ in this life.

Healing the Gerasene Demoniacs [May 31]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 8.28-32; Mk 5.1-13; Lk 8.26-33)

Delivering Pagans — Jesus goes to the other side of the lake in order to
get some rest away from the crowds in Galilee. As he arrives two demon-
possessed men confront him. When Jesus began his ministry among the
Jews, Satan challenged him with demon possession (Mk 1.21-28). In the
same way his lordship is challenged as he arrives in the Gentile region of
the Gerasenes (Gadarenes, Gergesenes). But just as he had calmed the
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sea and declared his lordship over all nations (Is 17.12), so through
exorcism he shows that his authority extends over the kingdoms of the
world. Jesus came first to the lost sheep of Israel; but he is saviour of the
world (Jn 3.16; Jn 4.42).

Demon Possession — The circumstances of the more violent of the two
demon-possessed men is presented in detail. The account shows the
extent to which Satan will drive people in order to keep them from
finding joy, truth, and hope. We must not think that the pathetic
condition of this man is exceptional. Many people today live like wild
animals in sexual promiscuity; worship the demons of drugs and alcohol;
rape, murder, and steal; or live on the streets as outcasts. They may not
be directly possessed by demons because the restraining power of Christ,
since his resurrection, has bound Satan and his demons; but they are still
under the power of Satan until they are converted. In fact, any person
who does not have the Holy Spirit living in him is full of pride, envy,
anger, and hatred and is ‘demon’ possessed.

Defiant Provocation — The men were possessed by multiple demons

who challenged the authority of Jesus as:

e Lord — The demons knew who Jesus was. They called him the Son of
the Most High God. This is not a title that describes him as a son like
Adam, but rather it sets him apart as the second person of the Trinity.
As God, Jesus can do with his creation what he chooses. He sets the
boundaries of space and time for each part of his rational creation—
human and angelic/demonic. While the demons know that Jesus is
God and has authority over all creation (Eph 1.21; Col 2.15), they do
not want to accept his authority over them. They are rebellious
creatures who hate him and his work and people.

o Lawgiver — The demons also know that their time of eternal
punishment draws near. Yet, they still try to limit God’s right to
establish law and to judge according to law. They attempt to put a
box around God through their claim that it is not his time to punish
them. God will punish sinful creatures when he chooses and in
accordance with his holy standards.

Unsaved men are no different from demons. They reject Jesus as
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sovereign today and deny that his laws have any relevance for life. They
also reject his right to establish the standards for punishment (e.g., for
capital crimes). The demons at least acknowledge Jesus as God, because
they at one time were angels who walked in heaven. Most men, in
contrast, think of Jesus as nothing more than a curse word.

Desperate Pleading — The demons’ ineffective challenge of the
authority of Jesus is quickly replaced with desperate pleading. Their
bombast is nothing more than hot air that becomes a whimper of dread.
We must not think that their request to enter the pigs is just to avoid
becoming disembodied spirits. There probably were demons who did not
have control over physical creatures; thus the presence of legions in one
pitiable soul. Their request is to avoid more than just being returned to
their former state. They feared receiving their eternal punishment—
torture in the abyss of Hell (Mt 25.41)—before the end of the age.

The demons by their pleading acknowledge that Christ is the only one
who could provide a means of escape. It is not knowledge, however, that
can save them from Hell. Nor is it pleading the knowledge of Christ that
will save us (Mt 7.21-23). The only way of escape is through love of
God, in Christ, and obedience to his commands (Dt 7.9; Jn 14.15). For
demons there is no escape. They lost all hope of eternal bliss when they,
as individuals, rejected their first estate in the presence of God by
following Satan in his attempt to usurp God’s throne. For them there is
no mercy. For mankind there is hope. We can escape the consequences
of sin brought upon us by Adam, by believing in the finished work of the
Last Adam—IJesus Christ. It is love and obedience that sets apart a
disciple from a demon.

Dead Pigs — In the Ceremonial Law, pigs were unclean animals (Lev
11.7). By driving the demons out of Gentiles and allowing them to enter
the pigs, Jesus seems to be indicating that the Gentiles, as a group, are
now considered ‘clean’. No longer will they have to live in tombs of
spiritual darkness and eat the unclean food of depravity (Is 65.4)—Jesus
will save them. In contrast, there is no hope for the demons that are
consigned to the pigs—they remain unclean. Note that the demons
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pleaded to enter the pigs so that they could avoid destruction in the
abyss. Yet, ironically, they met their doom in the abyss of the sea; and
probably were delivered over to eternal punishment. This living parable
teaches that all people who continue in rebellion against God’s
sovereignty and justice will destroy themselves in the abyss of Hell.

Reaction to the Healing of the Gerasene Demoniacs [June
1]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 8.33-34; Mk 5.14-20; Lk 8.34-39)

The Gospel writers report the reaction of three classes of people when
the legion of demons were exorcised from the Gerasene demoniacs:

Herdsmen — After the pigs ran over the cliff into the sea, those tending
them ran into the town to report what had happened. The reason they ran
off is not supplied. However, we may infer that they were afraid. This
seems to be supported by the fact that they ran into the town when they
saw that their pigs had been destroyed. What was it specifically that they
feared? It was not evil powers. Notice that the herders appear not to have
been particularly afraid when they watched their pigs near the tombs.
They may have been cautious around the demon-possessed men, but they
seem not to have had a great fear of being near them. In contrast, when
Jesus cast out the demons they ran off. What caused their fear? It was not
the loss of material wealth. Their herds had already perished in the sea.
Rather it was a fear of the person who had power to command even a
legion of demons to leave a troubled man.

You might be surprised by their reaction. Shouldn’t they rather have
been attracted to Jesus? Men who have been raised in the darkness of
paganism are truly afraid when they are confronted by the power of the
true God. It is no different today. What do evil men fear? Ultimately, not
war, famine, pestilence, disease, abuse, economic collapse, or loss of
their worldly goods. What they truly fear is coming face to face with the
living God who rules the universe. All men know that there is a God to
whom they are accountable. They do not want to be reminded of this fact
and they do everything in their power to suppress this truth. They try to
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drive out God’s laws and to expel his people from their communities.

The reaction of the herdsmen reminds us that God’s power, whether in
creation or exercised governing the destinies of his rational creatures, is
not to be ignored. We are not to turn our backs on it in fear. Rather, we
must bow in awe before the one who, with a word, creates or destroys.

Hearers — Those to whom the events were reported were likely curious
about what they had heard. But even more, they were concerned about
what further loss might be suffered by themselves and their community.
They were not impressed or thrilled by the fact that the most pathetic of
the demon-possessed men had been saved from destructive
circumstances and from his sins. Their only concern was that the man
who had perpetrated the works should leave their territory. They may
have thought that Jesus was a jinn, or super-demon, who by taking on
human form (see, Mt 12.24), could do more than take possession of a
human. The irony is that that they in fact met with the one who had left
the spirit realm to take on human form—the God-man, Jesus Christ.

Men today prefer pigs to the Prince of Peace. They are more concerned
about their cottages or Cadillacs, finances or fingernails, and health or
homes, than they are about the spiritual condition of anyone. When a
person they know is converted by the Holy Spirit and leaves a life of
degeneracy and debauchery they refer to his transformation as ‘finding
religion’ or ‘finding God’ and dismiss him as loony. Rather than respond
in wonder and awe to the greatest miracle of all—the salvation of a
sinner—they relegate Christ and Christians to the garbage heap of
history.

Jesus did leave their territory, never to return again. The demons
achieved their short-term purpose—the work of Jesus was hindered and
souls were damned for eternity. For the sake of property, paradise was
lost.

Healed — Yet, the demons did not gain the final victory. We find one of
the men from whom the demons were cast out, in his right mind, sitting
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at Jesus’ feet as a pupil, desiring to accompany Jesus as one of his
disciples. Those who are truly sane are those who desire to learn from
Jesus. They are not just curious about his works but also desire to hear
his word. Jesus did not, however, accept the man’s request to participate
in formal training. That was not his calling; Jesus had other plans for
him.

In Judea, Jesus generally commanded those who had been healed not to
talk about his work until he had completed his teaching ministry (Mk
1.44; Mk 5.43; Mk 7.36). In contrast, in Perea, the region of the
Gerasenes, he sent the man to his estranged family and community to
proclaim the wonder of his healing. The man obeyed and spread the
word, not only in his own town but also throughout the ten cities in the
region (Mk 5.20). Jesus was not left without a witness even in the midst
of pagan idolatry.

This man is a representative of the firstfruits of the Gentiles who were
brought into the Kingdom and took seriously their obligation to spread
the Gospel to the world. We are the heirs of their diligent efforts. We
should be as eager to tell of what Jesus has done for us as was the
Gerasene demoniac.

Responding to a Religious Ruler’s Request [June 2]
(Capernaum, Winter 32 AD. Mt 9.18-19, 23-24; Mk 5.21-24, 35-36; Lk
8.40-42, 49-50, 52, 53)

Jesus returned to the Jewish territory of Galilee from the Gentile region
of Gerasa where he had cured the demoniacs. Immediately he was
confronted by additional challenges to demonstrate his Messianic
authority, through two requests for healing—one from a ruler seeking
help for his daughter, and the other from a woman needing to be cured of
a long-term hemorrhage.

Ruler’s Request — Jairus, one of the rulers (elders) in the Synagogue,
approached Jesus and knelt at his feet. He begged Jesus to place his
hands on his only daughter, who was about twelve years old, and heal
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her before she died. Jairus’ request teaches:

e Humility — As a ruler of the synagogue, Jairus did not need to kneel
before any man in the Jewish community. It was desperation that
pulled him to his knees. But it was more: he knew that Jesus had
greater authority than any man, and he came humbly before him.

e Hope — He came with a confident hope that what he asked for Jesus
could perform. This hope was based on experiential evidence. Jesus
had expelled a demon in his own Synagogue (Mk 1.21-28).

e Healing Hands — His request for “laying on of hands” for healing
does not seem to be based on OT precedent. He may have seen or
heard of Jesus using this method of healing (Lk 4.40). Regardless, it
appears to symbolize the transfer of power or vitality to a recipient.

e Hearing — Jairus’ request of Jesus contrasts with the hostility of
many of the other religious leaders—especially the Pharisees. This
indicates that Jesus was obtaining a hearing and that some people
were beginning to acknowledge that he was the Messiah.

Clearly we should come before Jesus, the Christ (Messiah), in the same

way. We must bow before him humbly (Phil 2.10), knowing that he can

save us and provide for our welfare in this life and into eternity.

Redeemer’s Response — Jesus agreed to go with Jairus without
hesitation, but it was in his eternal plan to introduce a delay. In the
crowd, was a woman who needed his attention. While he attended to her
need, Jairus’ daughter died. Men came from his house to report the
death, and they told him not to bother Jesus further. Jesus refused to
listen to their report and told Jairus not to be afraid but to keep on
believing.

The delay resulted in a severe test of Jairus’ faith. In the same way, there
will be times in our own lives when sceptics or circumstances might
cause us to doubt. We need to listen to Jesus and really believe that
everything is unfolding according to his plan and will be set right in the
end.

Rabble’s Ridicule — When he arrived at the house where the girl lay
dead, he found the crowd of hired mourners (Jer 9.17; Amos 5.16)
participating in their elaborate rituals. Jesus rebuked them and told them
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that the girl was sleeping. They responded with laughs of ridicule.

Jesus did not mean that the girl was in a coma, nor was he speaking of
some form of intermediate state between death and the resurrection that
some call ‘soul sleep’. She truly was dead (Jn 11.11-14) —her soul/spirit
had left her body. What he was saying was:

e From God’s perspective, raising the dead is as simple as someone
awakening from sleep. Our mistake is to think that it is difficult for
God to raise the dead, and we miss the reality that even what seems
simple—awakening from sleep—is amazing.

e From man’s perspective, it would appear that she had been sleeping.
She would come out of her room refreshed, as if she had taken a nap.

e Her condition was not final and irrevocable. Death is not the end of
existence. There is a resurrection for all people (Jn 5.28; Acts 24.15)
and a continuing existence in eternity—either in Heaven or Hell.

The simple statement of Jesus, “the girl is not dead but asleep,” should
be a great comfort to us. It teaches clearly that Jesus is master of life and
death and it signifies that there is a resurrection yet to come. Our
encouragement is that death is not final. Those Christians among our
relatives and friends who have died are not forever lost to us. Their
physical existence is, as it were, sleeping. We will all be reunited, in a
refreshed awakening (1 Thess 4.14, 17).

Righteous Rabbi — While going to Jairus’ home, Jesus was fouched by
the woman with a haemorrhage. Luke mentions it four times (Lk 8.44,
45, 46, 47) to make sure we don’t miss it. This made Jesus ceremonially
unclean (Lev 15.25-27). By allowing the ‘unclean’ Jesus to enter his
home, Jairus showed that he had faith in the promise that his daughter
would be restored to life. Once in his home, Jesus again defiled himself
by touching the dead girl (Num 19.11). In one sense, Jesus cannot be
defiled by sin, or its symbols of uncleanness. On the other hand, by
touching our uncleanness he identifies fully with our need. As our
perfectly righteous high priest, Jesus does not leave us in our unclean
state, as the Levitical priests did (Lev 21.10, 11). He reaches out and
touches us with the hand of eternal life.
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A Remarkable Resurrection [une 3]
(Capernaum, Winter 32 AD. Mt 9.25-26; Mk 5.37-43; Lk 8.51, 54-56)

The remarkable circumstances relating to the resurrection of Jairus’
daughter are seen in the following considerations:

Witnesses — Jesus permitted only three disciples to accompany him into
the house as witnesses to the resurrection. Why did he not allow other
disciples or all the mourners to enter? We could ask the question another
way—why did he take any witness at all, if he was only going to permit
three to attend? It may be that the three were selected to meet the
requirement of the law—that there should be a plurality of witnesses if a
murderer is to be put to death (Dt 17.6). But why would a provision
related to murder be applied? Jesus turned death on its head. Instead of
procuring witnesses before a person was put to death, he procured them
to witness that the person was truly dead. It may be also that Jesus
applied the concept of the three witnesses in a broader sense—when any
matter required validation (see: 1 Jn 5.7, 8). He limited the number of
witnesses to three, because that is all that is required to validate the
truthfulness of an event or statement. He excluded the rest of the
disciples because if others are not convinced by the testimony of the
three they won’t be convinced by the testimony of three hundred. He
excluded the mourners because their hearts were hard and they would not
believe what they saw.

We can apply the selection of the witnesses to the presentation and
reception of the Gospel. Unbelievers need to hear the truth about sin,
righteousness, and judgment from only three witnesses: an evangelist,
the Bible, and the Holy Spirit. More are not required, and in some cases
two witnesses can effect the salvation of a sinner (e.g., the Bible and the
Holy Spirit, or a concerned friend and the Holy Spirit). But the future of
those who continue to reject these witnesses is sealed—Ilike the mourners
who were sent away. Where is our belief?

Word - Jesus spoke a command. He did not invoke a magical formula.
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In this miracle Jesus unveiled his divine nature. At his command the girl
came to life. The Word who spoke the universe into existence (Gen 1.1-
31; Jn 1.3) can certainly, with a word, revive the dead to life. This has
two applications for us. With the same voice of command Jesus: 1)
revives souls dead in sin (Mt 9.2-6; Lk 7.48, 50), and 2) will awaken the
dead on the Last Day (1 Thess 4.16). Where is our faith?

Wholeness — The girl walked around and Jesus commanded that she be
given food. This simple statement indicates the compassion of Jesus—he
cared for the girl’s welfare, and it also confirms that she was restored to
full health. It teaches us that Jesus truly cares for our welfare and will
provide everything we need in this life (Mt 6.25-34) and will, at the
Resurrection, provide us with new bodies that will be entirely whole—
they will be glorious and not subject to decay (1 Cor 15.42-58). Where is
our trust?

Wonder — The parents and the three disciples were completely
astonished at what they saw (Mk 5.43). What astonished them: the
resurrection of the girl, the simplicity of the command, or that she was
made completely whole? We are not told, but we can surmise that it was
a combination of all three.

Have we become immune to wonder? With the technological
advancements around us have we come to expect the unexpected? We
flip a switch and light fills a room. We press a button and we see events
happening in real-time on the other side of the world. We open our
refrigerators and quantities of fresh food tumble out to satisfy our
appetites. Have the reality and the prospect of the resurrection lost their
impact? How do we respond when we read this account about Jairus’
daughter, or of the events that transpired in the Garden of Gethsemane on
the third day after the crucifixion?

Do we really understand what the resurrection means? It is a first
principle of the Christian life (Acts 4.2; 1 Cor 15.13, 14), the great hope
of those who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ (Phil 3.11), and the
gateway to a glorified eternity with Christ (Col 3.4; 2 Cor 5.1; Rev 20.6).
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Where is our wonder?

Warning — Jesus ordered the witnesses to silence about what they had
seen. He did not want the miracle to attract people to him for the wrong
reasons. His earthly mission was not to awaken the physically dead—
they would die again—but to put an end to spiritual and eternal death.
Crowds coming to Jesus at this point, for the wrong reasons, would
hinder his drive toward Jerusalem and the formal declaration of his office
as the Redeemer of Israel (Jn 12.23, 31-33; Jn 18.33-37; Jn 19.14).

The parents of the girl, or the disciples, apparently did not obey Jesus’
injunction, because news of the resurrection spread throughout the region
(Mt 9.26). Ironically, the Church has been given a different injunction.
We are now to go into the world proclaiming Jesus as the resurrection
and the life (Jn 11.25; Mt 28.19, 20), but we seem to be very ineffective.
Where is our obedience?

Healing a Haemorrhage [sune 4]
(Capernaum, Winter 32 AD. Mt 9.20-22; Mk 5.24-34; Lk 8.42-48)

At this point in the life of Jesus we find him performing a series of
miracles that cover the spectrum of possibilities. He shows that the
‘forces’ of nature and the spiritual world are subject to his command
when he calms the storm and casts out a legion of demons. He also
shows that life and death are under his authority when he heals a woman
of her bleeding and moves on to bring back to life a dead girl (Jairus’
daughter).

While on the way to Jairus’ home he is momentarily waylaid by the
approach of the woman with a haemorrhage. We learn from the account
of her case, about her:

Troubles — She must have kept her troubles secret since she had been
afflicted by uterine bleeding for twelve years and no one seemed to know
about it. We are not told this explicitly, but can infer it from the fact that
if people had known about her condition they would have shunned her as
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being ceremonially unclean (Lev 15.19-33) and not allowed her to be in
their close proximity in the crowd or they also would have become
unclean. In addition she approached Jesus secretly so that no one would
know of her need.

It is not a stretch for us to apply her condition to our own. It is clear that
we are to understand ceremonial uncleanness in the OT economy as a
type or symbol of man’s innate sinfulness (Num 12.9-15; Ps 51.7, 10; Is
35.8; Is 52.1). Therefore we can draw an analogy and application from
her condition. At birth we are all afflicted with an internal bleeding of
sin. Most of us do a ‘good’ job hiding most of the ugliness or our sin and
we generally are too ashamed to let people know what we are really like.

Trials — The poor woman had spent twelve years looking for a cure. She
was poor not only because of her condition but also because she had
spent everything she had—all of her wealth. Most men and women do
the same thing spiritually. They try desperately to find a solution to their
‘bleeding’ to death from sin. They try to patch the wound of sin with
religions of the world—from mysticism and ‘enlightenment’ to works-
based righteousness— ever searching and never finding. Or, they try to
stanch the bleeding with possessions, power, or passions. They spend
resources in a wild frenzy but the bleeding just gets worse.

Touch — Her faith mingled with superstitious belief drove her to one
more desperate attempt at a cure. She reached out to touch the blue
tassels (Num 15.37-41; Dt 22.12) on the edge of Jesus’ robe. She may
have heard Jesus teaching and had probably heard of his ability to
perform miracles, but it isn’t clear why she thought that touching the
tassels would cure her. There may have been a general belief in the
Jewish population that touching something that belonged to a prophet
would heal them of their ailments (2 Ki 4.29-31; 2 Ki 13.20, 21; Acts
19.12). Ironically the tassels symbolized the Law (Num 15.39, 40)—the
very Law she was breaking as she polluted everything and everyone she
touched.

No matter how ugly and secretive our sin is, we can approach Christ and
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he will heal us. Even if our faith in him is, at first, mingled with much
superstition he will still provide a cure from the disease that is wasting
us. The place to start is the Law. We must come to Jesus knowing that
we have broken his Law and are sinners.

Her approach also teaches us not to be harsh and narrow with those who
come to Jesus from within other traditions in the broader Christian
Church. We will be pleasantly surprised at how Jesus will accept any
who earnestly seek him even if their approach has been tinged with
liturgical superstitions.

Transformation — She was healed immediately, and knew it. Jesus’

words indicate that he provided a healing that went deeper than stanching

blood loss. She was healed to the root of her soul as Jesus:

e Informed her it was her faith in him (not her touch) that had healed
her.

e Placed her in a new relationship with himself—calling her daughter.

o Blessed her with health and peace.

Jesus will heal anyone spiritually and eternally who reaches out to him.

“Tele-appearance” — Of course her actions weren’t on CNN.
Nevertheless she became the headline news at six-o’clock throughout
Capernaum. Jesus sensed her deliberate touch of faith and distinguished
it from the jostling of the crowd. Jesus knew who it was but asked the
question to draw her out in the same way God called Adam after he had
sinned (Gen 3.9). But she, at first, was among those who denied that
anyone had specifically touched him (Lk 8.45). So Jesus would not
permit her to remain a secret believer. He made her approach him
publicly, even in fear, and declare her faith and cure.

So it is with all who come to Jesus for salvation. We should not hope to
touch him only in secret. We must not be embarrassed to let the world
know the depravity we have been saved from. We must publicly fall at
his feet and confess with our mouths (Rom 10.9, 10) that he has made us
whole.
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Healing the Blind and Mute [June 5]
(Capernaum, Winter 32 AD. Mt 9.27-34)

Supernatural Disposition — As we go through each day we often lose
sight of how God's providence unfolds in every event or action. All
things that happen—a phone call, a decision about what to eat for supper,
or a change in our route to a meeting—are interconnected in God's plan.
There really are no big events or decisions since even what we deem to
be small and insignificant could affect the direction of our lives and the
course of history.

When we take this perspective it is interesting to note how, at this point
in Jesus' ministry, he seems to perform one miracle after another in quick
succession. Leaving the place of a remarkable resurrection (27), he was
met by two blind men. As they left, healed, a demon-possessed mute was
brought to him (32). It seems that what Matthew is conveying is not just
the power of Jesus over the natural and supernatural realms but also the
unfolding of God's eternal plan. Our focus should not be on the miracles
themselves. For the God-man to cure blindness is not amazing, since he
created the entire universe and holds it together (Col 1.15-17). What we
should see instead is how God has woven the threads of our lives into the
tapestry of his glorious governance. We should marvel not at the
deliverances but at the disposition.

Solemn Declaration — Jesus performed miracles primarily to validate his
claim as the Messiah. He was recognized as such by those who believed
in him. We see this in the appeal of the blind men (27) to him as the Son
of David (Ezk 34.23; Mt 21.9) and their acknowledgement of him as
Lord (28). But in a town (Capernaum) near his home he was generally
not accepted as the final Prophet (Dt 18.18). We will consider in our next
meditation his rejection by his own people. It may be that Jesus
performed these miracles not only to declare his deity but also to provide
a solemn declaration of condemnation against those who would not
believe in him.

Specific Devices — God's providences vary for all of us. He never deals
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with one person in the same way as another. Some who are true believers
and are powerful witnesses for the work of his kingdom are removed
from the earth at a young age. Others live into their 90s. Some of his
people seem to face one storm after another with no end, in this life, to
their difficulties. Others seem to sail along facing nothing stronger than a
fresh breeze. We must leave the disposition of events to God who knows
what is best for each of us.

We are provided with an illustration of this principle in the means used
by Jesus to effect the healings in these two miracles. In one case he
demanded a confession of faith; in the other he healed a mute who could
never have voiced his belief. Jesus in this instance healed the blind by
touching them (29). In other cases he used spit or mud and washing (Mk
8.23;In9.6, 7).

Some people attempt to bring faith, and a trial of faith (that some see in
28), to the forefront in miracles of healing. They say that without faith
being evident God cannot perform miracles (29), quoting such passages
as Matthew 13.58. Today 'faith healers' decry a lack of faith when there
is no working of the Spirit. However, Matthew's juxtaposition of these
two miracles teaches us that faith is a means, not the cause, of the
healing. Faith is a gift of God (Eph 2.8) which once given must be
exercised (28) but it is not required for God to work miracles of healing.
We must not focus on the faith of the blind men and argue from this to a
requirement that all healings are dependent on a credible outward
profession of faith.

Selfish Disobedience — Do not applaud the blind men for disobeying
Jesus' command to keep silent (30). In spreading the news about him
(31), the ends, no matter how excellent, cannot be used to justify the
means. When we proclaim Jesus and worship God we must never let our
zeal, no matter how sincere, our opinions about what ‘works’, or our
feelings about what is ‘good’, overrule our obedience to God’s direct
commands. If we really want to give glory to God, both our actions and
attitudes must conform to his will (1 Sam 15.21-23; Jn 4.24).
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Sceptical Darkness — Among the crowd of those who claimed to be
enlightened, devoted to God and pious, were those who blasphemed
Jesus by attributing his work to Satan (34). This warns us that even in the
Church there will be those who will question God's power in creation and
providence (Mt 7.15; 2 Pt 2.1-3). For example, they will attribute God's
works to chance and allow 'science' to take precedence over revelation.

Spiritual Disabilities — Jesus performed these miracles to validate him
as the Messiah and to point to the spiritual healing—salvation from sin—
that he provides (Is 29.18; Is 35.6; Is 42.18; Is 43.8). The crowd was
amazed (33) because they had limited vision. They could not see beyond
this space-time realm. They were, if not by confession then by practice,
materialistic naturalists. We must instead be Biblical realists who
understand that the God-man who made the light shine out of darkness
can not only bring light to blinded eyes but also shine the glorious light
of salvation into darkened hearts (2 Cor 4.6).

Honourless Prophet [June 6]
(Nazareth, Winter 32 AD. Mt 13.54-58; Mk 6.1-6a)

Hometown Preaching — Jesus had taught in his hometown over two
years before this visit, and was rejected then by his own people (Luke
4.16-30). He returned at this time, with his disciples around him—
students traveling with an itinerant Rabbi—to give his family and friends
another chance to accept him as the Messiah before he commenced his
final tour of Galilee. His reputation as a teacher and worker of miracles
proceeded him. His teaching was too wise and amazing for the rulers of
the synagogue to prohibit him from sitting in the instructor’s chair at
their assembly on the Sabbath.

Jesus may have hoped for acceptance this time, but it was not to be. The
people of Nazareth rejected him again. Although they could not deny the
power of his teaching, and validation of it through miraculous signs, they
could not overcome their prejudices against a son of the congregation
being their teacher. They listened, but they did not heed. Are we like
these people? Do we just accept Jesus as a fine teacher, without bowing
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to his authority?

Harmful Pondering — Doubt is the friend of unbelief. The people of

Nazareth exhibit their unbelief through dismissive contempt

masquerading as a series of questions. By their pondering, they accuse

Jesus of being:

e A mere man — They realized that true wisdom and miraculous powers
do not originate with men, yet they still rejected him. In the same
way many people today willingly accept materialistic myths about
the origins of the universe by chance, but will not believe Jesus’
claim to be God.

o A labourer — Jesus didn’t receive a Ph.D., write a book per year, or
go on the talk show circuit. He worked most of his life in obscurity
in his father’s carpentry business. We must avoid the tendency so
prevalent in our society to worship those from the right ‘academies’.
The secular and humanistic academies have led the charge to
political correctness and intolerance of Christianity. We also must
not despise Bible teachers who proclaim truth but who do not have a
string of letters after their names.

e Of questionable birth — Their use of “Mary’s son” was probably a
veiled insult in Jewish usage (Judges 11.1-2; Jn 9.29). It implies that
they knew there was something unusual about his birth. The
implication is that they thought he was illegitimate.

o Too familiar — They question how Jesus could be anything special
since they knew all his brothers and sisters—the children born to
Mary and Joseph after the birth of Jesus. His family were probably
just ordinary folk with no prominence in the local synagogue. And,
at this time, even his own brothers did not believe he was the
Messiah (Jn 7.5).

Wilful unbelief never has difficulty finding excuses to justify itself. We

must be very careful not to fall into the trap of believing that Jesus as an

“ordinary” man is not also God. Paul says truly that “God chose the

foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things

of the world to shame the strong.” (1 Cor 1.27)

Hurt People — There were only two possibilities for Jesus’ wisdom and
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works: the power of Satan (Mk 3.22) or the power of God (Jn 10.37-38).
This choice scandalized the people of Nazareth, and they refused to
believe that he was the Messiah. It has been the same throughout history.
People can accept that Jesus was a good teacher, but they become

intensely offended when Christians present Jesus as the only way to God
(Jn 14.6; Acts 4.12).

Honourless Prophet — The proverb Jesus quoted (see also, Jn 4.44)
confirmed his role as a Prophet and condemned their rejection of him.
They were no different from the ancient Jews who had rejected the
prophets sent to warn them of the coming destruction of Jerusalem and
the Babylonian captivity. Scoffers abound in these last days who deny
that Jesus will return to this earth as judge to execute eternal vengeance
on all who reject him (2 Pt 3.3-4; Heb 10.26-31).

Hopeless ‘Pagans’ — When they report that Jesus could not perform
many miracles in Nazareth, the Gospel writers are not suggesting that
God’s power to heal or save is limited. Rather, they are focusing on
human responsibility to accept or reject God’s messenger. Jesus was
astonished at how the scepticism of the people of Nazareth had turned to
disbelief. As a result, he left, never to return—and they lost their
opportunity to receive the Messiah.

Like those in Nazareth, the Jews, as a people, rejected their Messiah (Jn
1.11). They remain in their unbelief to this day (2 Cor 3.14-15). They,
along with every person who rejects Jesus, are essentially like pagans
who do not have the true religion and have no hope in this life, or in
eternity (Eph 2.12).

Of course, individual Jews did believe in Jesus. After the resurrection, at
least some of his siblings believed. His brother James became a leader in
the early church at Jerusalem (Acts 15.13-21), and wrote an epistle
(James 1.1). And Judas is probably Jude, the author of the Epistle of
Jude. However, the key message of this account is that those who persist
in unbelief will be cut off forever from the grace of God.
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Final Galilean Tour

Workers Sought [June 7]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 9.35-38; Mk 6.6b)

In these verses Matthew summarizes the work that Jesus performed and
provides a synopsis of God’s plan and strategy for redeeming lost
sinners.

The Mission — Jesus went throughout Galilee to revisit the towns and
villages in which he had previously preached. He took the initiative,
making another attempt to convince the crowds of their need and to
provide them with a solution. He didn’t just visit a few key cities as a
token of concern for the territory. In spite of rejection by many, including
his own family and townsmen, and opposition from the leaders of the
people, particularly the Pharisees, he had a burden for the common
people. In this Galilean tour, he exercised his three-fold ministry of
teaching, preaching and healing.

Jesus provides a lesson, by example, to the disciples before he gives

them explicit instruction. It is also given to the Church to teach us how

we are to carry on his work until he returns. We learn that the Church is
to:

e  Go out — We cannot sit back and wait for the needy to come to us.
We have to find ways to meet them at their point of need.
Evangelism can occur in a church setting, but that is not to be the
primary forum.

e Teach — In the midst of the worshiping covenant-community, we are
to provide constant instruction in the matters of faith and practice.

e Preach — We are to proclaim the good news to those who are living
in sin and the superstitions of false religions, that in Jesus there is
true hope and salvation from sin.

o Heal — The miracles of physical healing performed by Jesus
validated his ministry and claim to divinity, and pointed to the
spiritual healing that he could provide. The Holy Spirit continues to
provide healing through the preaching, teaching, and ministry of
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compassion provided by Christians.
This set the stage for the mission given to the Twelve and to the Church.

The Motive — Ancient Sumerian cucumber growers, Hellenistic
shepherds, Middle Ages carpenters, and modern North American bank
tellers all think the same way. Ever since the first cities were built after
the Flood, people have flocked in crowds to the shopping malls, sports
arenas and concert halls; and have observed their pagan festivals with
celebration and offerings. They wander aimlessly through life following
the latest fashion or trend established by the cultural ‘elite” who, just like
the Pharisees, define ‘political correctness’ for their day. They are “like
sheep without a shepherd” (1 Ki 22.17) struggling to find meaning and
hope in the face of the daily hassles of life that lead to nothing but
depression, despair, and death.

It is for people like these that the God-man felt gut-wrenching pity. He
left Glory to be born in poverty, serve in humility, and die in ignominy.
He did this to offer himself a ransom for the common people, to lift their
minds and hearts from the passing and decaying to the eternally glorious,
and to save precious souls—spirit and body. He did this because he is
Love (1 Jn 4.16).

The Measure — For the Church, living in what appears to be the day of
small things (Zech 4.10), we must not become discouraged. It is the
crowd that Jesus had pity on, not a few wanderers in the rarefied paths of
enlightenment. It is from the crowd of humanity that a plentiful harvest
of souls is being gathered (Jn 4.35-38). Never despair! Christ’s death was
not a mistake; it was not a waste. His memory was not celebrated by a
few straggling war-weary soldiers coming home from a nasty defeat. He
marches triumphantly, Lord’s Day by Lord’s Day through time and
space, as the resurrected and returning King, leading a mighty army of
exultant warriors—a great multitude that no man can count (Rev 7.9).

The Means — Jesus calls God (the Father) the ‘Lord of the harvest’
(compare Jn 15.1). He implies that the Father is the Sovereign Lord. He
calls and saves those who are to be gathered into his kingdom (Rom
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8.28-30). He adopts them as sons and daughters and assigns them roles
of service (Eph 4.11, 12). But Jesus, preparing to teach his disciples
again, does not focus on God’s eternal decrees in election. Rather, he
draws attention to the means—the harvesters (Mt 13.30)—that God uses
to collect the eternal harvest.

Jesus instructs his disciples, and us, to ask God to send out workers into

the field of the world, and teaches about:

e Delegation — God can, and does occasionally, save people through
direct means. Accounts are told of individuals who read a Bible in a
hotel room and were converted or had a spiritual experience and
become Christians. But, the normal means that God uses to bring
people into his kingdom is through preaching (Rom 10.14, 15; 1 Cor
1.18-21).

e Duty — The second means God uses, is our prayers. When the harvest
seems sparse, and the prospects discouraging, we should re-double
our prayers that God would provide faithful workers.

Being saved into his kingdom does not result in our becoming passive

blobs. God delights in his sons and daughters and assigns them

meaningful work for the kingdom. Let us pray that we will all be faithful
in fulfilling our duties.

Workers Summoned [June 8]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.1-4; Mk 6.7; Lk 9.1)

Matthew tells us twice (Mt 4.23; Mt 9.35) that Jesus taught in the
synagogues, preached the good news, and healed many people. Both of
these summaries of Jesus’ work are introductions to major teaching
sessions for the disciples (Mt 5.1; Mt 10.1). At this time, Jesus, seeing
the crowds, instructs his disciples to ask the Father for more workers (Mt
9.36-38). Jesus answers his own prayer request by summoning the first
of the workers to extend his kingdom.

Called — Jesus called the disciples. They did not appoint themselves.
Often young men, and today even women, think that they have
something special to offer the Church and feel slighted if they are not
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given responsibility—usually they want to teach. The disciples had been
traveling with Jesus for about a year, receiving intensive training by
example and explicit instruction before they were appointed to act on his
behalf. Paul, following this example, indicates that it is a great
responsibility to be a ruling and teaching elder. Those appointed to the
office must meet strict qualifications (2 Tim 2.2; Titus 1.6-9). He says
that no one should be appointed quickly to the office, but rather he
should be tested first (1 Tim 5.22).

Count — Jesus called rwelve of his disciples whom he appointed as
Apostles. It is clear that Jesus was laying the foundation (Eph 2.20) for
the new spiritual Isracl—the Church (Gal 6.16). He selected twelve
elders to act as the heads of the spiritual children of Abraham, and to
replace the sons of Jacob who had represented the physical Israel that
had rejected their Messiah.

Matthew lists the names of the Apostles. There may be significance in
the order—Peter first and Judas Iscariot last. It may point to the
leadership role that Peter later had among the Apostles and to the infamy
of Judas. However, it could be that Peter is named first because he was
the first disciple (Mt 4.18). Notice that Matthew alone (see, Mk 3.16-19;
Lk 6.13-16) includes his former occupation (tax collector) with his name.
He reminds us that Jesus came to save sinners (Mt 1.21). He knew that
he was a sinner saved by grace.

The disciples are named in pairs. This may be the groupings by which
Jesus sent them out (Mk 6.7). Having the Apostles work in pairs teaches
that there is no room in Christ’s Church for a ‘one-man ministry’. Even
Paul, with his strong personality, followed this principle on his
missionary journeys. Congregations are to have a plurality of elders
(Titus 1.5; Jam 5.14) who are to share in the work (1 Tim 5.17). This co-
operation is essential to provide encouragement and strengthening (Eccl
4.9, 10; Mk 11.1; Mk 14.13), and help ensure that a Biblically-wise
balance is maintained (Jn 8.17).

Commissioned — Jesus commissioned the twelve as his ambassadors,
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and sent them out as his official representatives to establish the NT
Church—its doctrine, government, and worship. The Apostolic office
was unique, and remains unique. A foundation is laid only once. A
different foundation means a different building. In the NT Church, which
is the temple of Christ, many living stones (1 Pt 2.4) have been added
over the millennia; but the foundation remains solid and unmoving with
Jesus as the cornerstone (Eph 2.20) that anchors it firmly. Writings
composed by the Apostles, or under their authority, constitute the New
Testament. These writings, with those of the OT prophets, endorsed by
Jesus, form our final authoritative standard.

Paul’s defence of his apostleship proves that membership in the
Apostolic office was not simple to obtain (2 Cor 11.1-33 and 2 Cor
12.10). He claims both a direct commission and instruction from Jesus,
like the twelve (Gal 1.11-17). The other Apostles accepted Paul’s calling
(Gal 2.9) and Peter accepted his writings as Apostolic and therefore part
of Scripture (2 Pt 3.15, 16). No one since the 1% century—whether pope
or cult leader—has been commissioned directly by Jesus, and can claim
Apostolic authority. No new normative revelation from God is
forthcoming. The Scriptures are complete and our only final standard for
faith and practice. We are not to elevate pastors, teachers, confessions, or
the rulings of assemblies of elders, to the level of Scripture.

Confirmation — The confirmation of the call of the twelve to the
Apostolic office is shown as Jesus delegates to them authority (right and
power) over the physical and supernatural realms. Their power to heal
the sick and exorcise demons authenticated their call to the office. Paul
refers to this delegation of authority as the ‘marks’ of an apostle (2 Cor
12.12). Anyone who claims Apostolic authority must demonstrate his
claim by signs, wonders, and miracles—including raising the dead (Acts
9.40; Acts 20.10). However, the purpose of the delegation of authority to
the Apostles was not so that they could ease temporarily the physical
burden of sin’s effect. Rather it was to confirm their teachings (Mk 6.12-
13). The ultimate battle is spiritual—truth over error, Christ’s religion
over Satan’s, God’s honour over man’s. What is really important is not
how we feel, but what we believe. Ironically, what we believe will, in the

379



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

end, determine how we feel, into eternity. In the truth of the Gospel is
eternal medicine that will forever remove the consequences of sin
through the final resurrection to eternal life.

Workers Schooled [June 9
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.5-15; Mk 6.8-11; Lk 9.2-5)

Before Jesus sent out the Twelve to preach the message of the kingdom
and heal the sick, he preached their ‘ordination sermon’. The message of
this sermon is considerably different from what we might expect from
the one who came to save the world (Jn 3.16, 17; Jn 12.47; 1 Tim 1.15),
and different also from the commission he gave these same men after his
resurrection (Mt 28.16-20). What does this instruction teach us?

Particular Sheep — Before the Gospel was given in full measure to the
Gentiles it had to be proclaimed to Israel. Jesus would not reject a person
from any nation who came to him (Mk 7.24-30; Jn 10.16; Jn 12.20, 21),
but the focus of his earthly ministry was to the lost sheep of Israel. The
reason that Jesus specifically prohibited the Apostles initial ministry to
Gentiles and half-breed Samaritans was so that God’s covenant nation
would have a final opportunity to hear and receive the Gospel (Mt 1.21).
On their refusal, the Gospel would be removed from them and given to
the Gentiles. Although there will always be a remnant of the physical
seed of Abraham coming to the Messiah, God completed his dealings
with Israel as a nation when, through the Roman army, he destroyed the
Temple in 70 AD.

Proving Signs — The primary duty of the Apostles on this evangelistic
tour was to preach the message that ‘the kingdom of heaven is near.’
They were given powers to heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those
with leprosy, and drive out demons as signs to the nation that the
Messiah and his kingdom had truly arrived among them. The covenant
people knew that God revealed himself to their nation through miracles
and validated his prophets with signs. Even when God performed
miracles in other nations (e.g., in Egypt or Babylon) it was primarily for
the benefit of his people. So the Jews at the time of Jesus sought signs to
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validate his ministry and that of his emissaries (Jn 2.18; 1 Cor 1.22; 2
Cor 12.12).

Jesus carefully instructs the Apostles not to use their miraculous gifts as
a means of furthering their own pride or material gain. They had been
saved from eternal wrath by the grace of God, and in turn they were to
give freely to others, God’s message and the gift of healing. This
instruction applies to the Church today (Acts 8.18-20). Although
teaching elders are to be paid for their work (1 Cor 9.14; 1 Tim 5.17-18)
by the Church they are never to make payment their objective for
preaching (Titus 1.7; 1 Pt 5.1, 2). Also, the Church should never charge
people to hear the presentation of the Gospel. This is one reason why
commercial movies about Christ and ticketed concerts of ‘Gospel Music’
are not valid forms of evangelism.

People’s Sincerity — The Apostles were sent as a test of faith. Most
people assume that this faith-test applied primarily to the Apostles.
During the Middle Ages the leaders of monastic movements, thinking
this way, sent out mendicant friars to subsidize their preaching by
begging. They misapplied this passage. The primary faith-test was for the
hearers, not the preachers. The Apostles were instructed to take along
only one walking stick and a pair of sandals and no extra provisions as a
test of the worthiness of the recipients of the message. The hearers were
to show evidence that they had received the message of salvation by
ministering to those who brought it to them.

Applied to the Church today, the test is not how poor we can keep our
pastors but rather how willing we are to share with those who come into
the midst of our congregation. If we are true recipients of the Gospel then
we will be willing to show hospitality to visitors and everyone in the
congregation (Rom 12.13; Heb 13.2; Jam 2.1-4; 3 Jn 5, 6), and support
whole-heartedly those who preach the Gospel (Phil 4.16-19).

Pronounced Sentence — Blessings and curses are associated with
covenant keeping and breaking (Dt 27-29; Josh 8.30-35). When a
household or town was found unworthy because it rejected the Good
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News, it was to be cursed by the Apostles. The reason was that the
family or inhabitants of the town had rejected the Messiah and showed
no respect for the Covenant vows they were under through circumcision.

The Apostles went out in pairs (Mk 6.7), so that there were two
witnesses (Dt 9.15; Mt 18.16) to the rejection of the Covenant. They
exercised disciplinary action on those who rejected Christ (Mt 16.19; Mt
18.15-20; Acts 18.6) and essentially ex-communicated these members of
the covenant-community by pronouncing an anathema (curse) and
treating them like pagans (1 Cor 16.22; Mt 18.17). Jesus tells his
disciples the eternal consequences will be worse for anyone who has
been raised under the obligations of the Covenant and has rejected the
message of the Gospel than for a person who has never heard the Gospel.
This should engender a sober reflection in each of us.

Promised Shalom — In contrast, those who receive the messengers
cordially are those who are receptive to the coming of the Anointed One.
A blessing of eternal peace (Shalom) rests on them.

Workers Supported [june 10]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.16-23)

The warnings Jesus gives in this part of the Apostles’ ‘ordination
sermon’ do not sound encouraging. Rather than supporting them, it
seems that Jesus is scaring them off. Compare what Jesus says to what a
general facing his troops says before a difficult battle. He warns them of
the difficulties they will face, not to discourage but to encourage.
Winston Churchill did the same when he spoke to the House of
Commons, May 13, 1940, and said, “I have nothing to offer but blood,
toil, tears, and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous
kind. We have before us many, many months of struggle and suffering.”
We find in Jesus’ instructions a mix of warning with encouragement. As
the proverb says: “to be forewarned is to be forearmed.”

Prospects — The Apostles who would profess that Jesus was the
Messiah, and hoped for the coming of a glorious earthly kingdom (Acts
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1.6), were warned that they were going to be treated like prisoners rather
than princes, slaves rather than sons, and with calamity rather than
comfort. The opposition was to come from every direction—from men in
the community (16), in the professing church (17), in positions of
command (18), of their own clan (21), and from everyone in the crowd
(22). The difficulties they would face would be both psychological and
physical: falsehood (16), torture (17), intimidation (17, 18), betrayal (21),
murder (21), and hatred (22). About the only thing Jesus doesn’t mention
is confiscation of property (1 Cor 4.11; Heb 11.37).

The difficulties faced by the Church are the same in every generation.
They arise because of what men are like when not constrained by the
leaven of God’s Law. They are wolves who devour and destroy,
barbarous beasts inflamed with extreme hatred against all that is good,
and abusers of good institutions (law, government, church) for their
mischievous ends. Because wicked men hate God and his Law and Son,
they hate his Church and people.

Preparation — Anyone who professes faith in Jesus Christ knows that

these evils will come upon him. What is to be our response? It is to

prepare for the worst and trust God through evil times or good times. The
preparation does not consist of building bunkers and stocking supplies.

Rather it is being:

o Wise (16) — Instead of being wolves, Christians are to combine the
traits of two animals—snakes and doves. Snakes try to stay out of the
way of people. Jesus teaches that, like snakes, we should avoid evil-
doers intent on persecuting the Church. This avoidance is to be
balanced with the gentleness of a dove. Our approach to violently
evil men is not to wave placards in their faces but to avoid them, and
if challenged with a confrontation, to be gentle and respectful (1 Pt
3.13-16). For example, it is probably more in keeping with Christ’s
teaching for us to participate as, or support, counsellors in a
Pregnancy Care Centre than to be involved in attempting to shut
down abortion businesses.

o Watchful (17) — We are to realize that men without Christ are
generally antagonistic to truth. We should try to avoid spiritually and
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physically dangerous situations. We should be aware that our
unbelieving friends live in self-deception (Rom 1.18, 21) and could
turn on us in an instant if they become uncomfortable when their
false presuppositions are challenged (Micah 7.5). Clearly this means
that we are not to marry or form partnerships with unbelievers (2 Cor
6.14-16), but it does not mean we are to avoid entirely friendships
with them (1 Cor 5.9, 10).

Wary (23) — When persecution appears inevitable and an opportunity
is available to avoid it, we should flee it (Mt 24.16-20). It is a false
honour for Christians to throw themselves in the line of fire from the
enemies of God. It is good to avoid persecution as long as truth is not
compromised.

Promise — It is a grievous thing to be hated, but to be hated by men for
Christ’s sake is to be loved by God. Because we are his, Jesus promises
to support us if we stand firm, through even the most difficult
circumstances. He informs us that he will provide for us, and we will be:

Witnesses (18) — It is a privilege to be a spokesperson for the
Kingdom of God, which all faithful believers are (Is 43.10). At the
Day of Judgment we will stand as witnesses in the court of eternity
against all those who wickedly mistreated us.

Worry-free (19, 20) — The Holy Spirit resides in the people of God
and will stand with them in the face of opposition, including helping
them speak firmly, forcefully, and faithfully.

Withdrawn (22, 23) — For the early Church, the persecutions ended
with the destruction of Jerusalem. Roman persecutions ended by the
3t century. Christ will permit suffering for a time, but the trials will
not exceed the grace his everlasting arms provide (1 Cor 10.13). The
trials may last for awhile, but in awhile they will not last. God will
either stop the persecutors or withdraw his people from the world, to
be with him forever. Salvation with a crown of glory (1 Pt 5.4) will
be the eternal reward of all who endure to the end.

Pray that God gives us the faith and courage we need to take him at his
word.
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Workers Strengthened [june 11]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.24-31)

At first glance it is difficult to see the connection between the points
Jesus makes in this part of the Apostles’ ‘ordination sermon’, but on
reflection we find that he strengthens them, and us, in four ways:

Students’ Domain (24-26a) — Jesus informs the Apostles that nothing
can happen to them that he didn’t have to endure. As students of the
master and servants of the Lord, they were not called to carry burdens
that were any greater than he would bear. The domain of our temptations
and sufferings is smaller than anything Jesus experienced. Our
challenges are but a small subset of the tribulations that Jesus
encountered and overcame. In this knowledge we are strengthened,
because:

o He doesn’t ask of us more than he is willing to do. Jesus has suffered
every conceivable kind of persecution—physical and psychological.
He endured abuse and accusation, beatings and blasphemy,
punishment and pain, ridicule and rejection, and suffering and
separation. Nothing we encounter, in part or in total, compares to
what he endured.

e He leads by example. He shows us what love of enemies is all about.
His examples from washing Judas’ feet to dying for us while we
were still rebels encourage us to proper behaviour in the face of our
tormenters.

e He sympathizes with us. He has been tempted in all the ways we can
be tempted, and more. He has been tried in ways we cannot imagine.
He knows what we go through and can help us every step of the
journey.

o He provides support. As we share in his sufferings, we can be
assured that he will never allow us to be put in a situation that is
beyond his power to control and knowledge to provide suitable
succour.

Secrets Divulged (26b-27) — Jesus tells the disciples that nothing that
happens can be kept a secret. There are two encouraging dimensions in

385



Daily Meditations on the Life of Jesus — A Contemporary Application

this reality. First, no matter what trials come our way, God knows all
about them. Even if our persecutions are hidden from the public eye in
this life, in the Day of Judgment they will be revealed. We can rest in the
assurance that God will balance all accounts and repay those who have
unjustly used us.

Second, we can be assured that nothing can finally suppress the truth of
the Gospel. What Jesus taught his disciples in ‘dark’ parables has now
been fully revealed so that men are without excuse for rejecting him and
his truth. Wicked men want nothing more than silencing God’s witness
against them. For example, homosexuals want the Bible declared ‘hate
literature’, and all manner of people want displays of the Ten
Commandments banned from the public square. However, no matter
what men attempt to do, we know that the Truth will be declared loudly
and clearly.

Spiritual Destiny (28) — Jesus continues his encouraging words: nothing
that happens in this life can ultimately destroy us, if we are in Christ.
Men who live for the moment and have no hope beyond this space-time
realm, can never understand what Jesus says. We all have to die
sometime—in the end, it really doesn’t matter if it is today or tomorrow.
Of far more importance is whether we are prepared for eternity. If we
trust God with our eternal souls, we need not worry about what happens
to our mortal bodies. It is easy to say this, but can we stand in the face of
the Inquisition’s instruments? If we truly fear God, we will obey him
rather than men (Acts 4.19). If we reverence God, we will not fear men.
What is the worst that they can do? They can kill us, but not destroy us.
If we flee from sin, we can stand in the face of Satan.

Sparrows’ Demise (29-31) — Finally Jesus assures his students that
nothing happens outside of God’s providential governance. Jesus uses
two apparently mundane examples to demonstrate this reality:

e Do we give any thought to what the sparrows will eat today? God not
only provides their food, but every breath as a direct act of
preservation. When one of them dies, it is in accord with his plan and
purpose.
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e When we go to the hairdresser or barber, we rarely think about the
sweepings collected at the end of the day. In contrast, God knows the
state of each piece of hair until the keratin decomposes into amino
acids.

God’s absolute providence and his work through miracles are an obstacle
for many, because their understanding of God is too small. A God who
plans every breath of every bird, the exact trajectory of each falling piece
of hair, and the orbit of every electron around every atomic nucleus is,
beyond any doubt, in control of what happens to his children every
minute of every day.

Summary Direction — The sum of the matter is four ‘nothings’:

e Nothing happens to us that Jesus hasn’t already overcome. He is able
to help us through the worst.

e Nothing that happens to us can be kept secret from God. All
wickedness will be revealed and repaid.

e  Nothing that happens in this life can ultimately destroy us if we are
in Christ. He holds us in the palm of his hand and protects us into
eternity.

e Nothing happens outside of God’s providence. We can put aside our

fears knowing that we are of more value to God than many sparrows.
[ ]

Workers Stirred-up [une 12
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.32-39)

Jesus continues the Apostles’ ‘ordination sermon’ with a lesson in
priority setting. His admonition consists of five contrasts that he presents
to test their commitment to him and the work of the kingdom. Even
though we may not be facing the prospect of physical persecution at this
time, we still need to apply these tests of discipleship to determine where
we stand for the cause of Christ. The Devil has many tactics for
distracting our focus.

Confession (32-33) — When challenged about our hope in Christ or the
belief that we profess in the face of the world’s wickedness we must be
ready to give a thoughtful answer that is consistent with our status as true
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children of God (1 Pt 3.15). At times, we will be tempted to skirt around
the fact that we are Christians and state half-truths. At other times, we
may go so far as to deny, like Peter, that we know Jesus. Thank God that
Jesus reinstated Peter. This assures us that there is forgiveness if we fall,
and then repent. Anyone who speaks with a ‘forked tongue’—among
Christians claiming to be a fellow pilgrim, but among the worldly
participating in empty folly—and continues to deny the Lord Jesus,
cannot stand. On the Day of Judgment, his claim to know Jesus will be
revealed as only empty words. Everyone who confesses that Jesus is
Lord will be welcomed into glory (Rom 10.9, 10). We must trust God to
give us bold words to speak in every situation (Mt 10.19).

Conflict (34-36) — In many cultures, to become a Christian is to be
expelled from society and cut off from family. Among Moslems in
particular, a person who receives Christ is treated as if he never existed.
A Christian, regardless of how gentle and loving, will also be viewed as
suspect when he speaks against homosexual practice or an adulterous
affair in his family. Marriages have been torn apart when one spouse
says that a son’s or daughter’s ‘lifestyle’ is un-Biblical and the other
spouse sides with the child. Christians who ‘blow the whistle’ against tax
fraud or insider trading are blacklisted and become pariahs in their
professions. We are to expect this tension, turmoil, and tearing-apart,
since truth divides. All kinds of error can sleep together in a dark bed of
iniquity and unite with false religions against the common enemy of
Truth. Hell has no fury greater than when it is scorned by those who love
Christ rather than Satan. When the Gospel works its grace, the greedy
goblins of Gehenna sharpen their teeth and claws to tear apart flesh and
limb in a cruel frenzy of persecution.

Care (37) — Some pastors and missionaries have notorious children
because they dedicated so much time to the work of the Kingdom that
they neglected their families. It is always hard to learn how to maintain
the right balance of priorities in this area. Jesus does not say that we
should not love our family. He does not say that we are to despise family
for the sake of the Gospel. He does say, however, that we are never to
put love of any man, woman, or child above our love for him. The right
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balance will include showing love for God by obeying his commands
and caring for our families (1 Tim 5.3, 8). At the same time we will not
let physical blood-ties with family distract us from our spiritual blood-
ties with Christ and our neglect of necessary correction (1 Tim 3.5) and,
at times, separation (1 Cor 7.15).

Cross (38) — Many people speak of ailments or frustrations that come
their way as ‘their cross’. However, the ‘cross’ that Jesus would have us
take up is that which comes directly from the enemies of Christ, not from
the general consequences of sin in this world. When unbelievers
persecute the Church and harass Christians because of their stand for
Christ, this is following in the footsteps of Christ to Golgotha (1 Pt 2.20,
21). When we deny our own passions and desires and live wholly for
Christ, this also is taking up the cross and following Christ (Mt 16.24).

Commitment (39) — Jesus uses the cross as the symbol for commitment
to him. He wants all of his disciples to know what is their ultimate goal
in life. We must not live as materialistic hedonists or existential
materialists. We must live with our eyes focused on the near return of the
one who is coming to judge all mankind. Our goals should not be
worldly power, popularity, or prosperity. Rather, we should live knowing
that the things of this world are all going to perish. We should treat all
that this world offers as worthless, and be willing to part with it in an
instant for the sake of eternal riches in Glory. Commitment to Christ
means eyes on eternity and dismissal of the decaying.

Cost vs Comfort — If Christ is worth anything, he is worth everything.
The costs may seem high when we are suffering at the hands of
homosexuals who hate God’s requirements for sexual purity, abortionists
who despise God’s right over life, the ‘politically correct’ who drive
God’s Law from public discourse, and false religions that deny the
uniqueness of Christ. We may have to leave or lose the comforts
associated with worldly position, respect, and income. How we respond
to persecution is the measure of where we rest. If we truly rest in Christ,
the pleasures of this life are deemed as empty, but the prospects of
eternity are desired as excellent. Like Christ, we must count the costs and
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benefits of living with a future focus (Heb 12.2). The crown of
righteousness awaits all who finish the race (2 Tim 4.7-8).

Workers Sustained [June 13]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 10.40-42)

Relationships — In this portion of the Apostles’ ‘ordination sermon,’

Jesus works through four links in a chain of equivalence, and equates the

reception of the least in the Kingdom of Heaven with reception of God

himself:

o God the Father and the God-man — To receive Jesus is equivalent to
receiving God. We must believe that Jesus is truly God.

o The God-man and a Prophet — To receive a prophet or Apostle in the
name of Jesus is to receive Jesus. In the post-apostolic age, we are to
receive the message from ministers of the Gospel as if we are
hearing it from God himself.

o A Prophet and a Righteous Man — Ministers (Pastors/Elders) hold
office from Christ but they are not superior to any other mature
believer in the congregation. All true believers are sons and
daughters of a King and co-heirs of the eternal rewards. We are to
treat all true believers with the same respect that we are to give to
Christ (Jam 2.1-4).

o A Righteous Man and a Disciple — Even a person with weak faith or
a new believer is part of the Kingdom. When we help, through
prayer, comfort, and material assistance, the weakest baby lamb we
do it for the Great Shepherd. There is no insignificant member of
Christ’s flock.

Reception — Reception is not passive. Reception of Jesus as God and
saviour requires an active faith, not mere intellectual assent (Jam 2.19).
Active faith includes thankful rejoicing and committed trust through all
the easy days, but also through all the days filled with hardship.
Reception of the preached word is not allowing words to enter our heads
to rattle around in an echo chamber and then die out in a whisper. The
received word is to permeate our grey-matter, seep into our blood, build
our muscles, and show its effect through works of righteousness
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performed by our hands, feet and mouth. Reception of any member of
God’s household is not just a handshake on Sunday morning. It is a
phone call, a note of encouragement, an invitation to dinner, or a ride to
the doctor’s office. Cups of cold water come in all sizes and shapes.

Reason — What is the main reason that people will go to hear a speaker?
In most cases it is because the person is famous. He might own half of
the city centre, have scored a goal in every game, or garnered 76% of the
popular vote. She might be the object of desire in six romantic comedies,
hold an audience breathless with the beauty of her singing voice, or make
even frumpy clothes look they came from a designer rack. What of
ultimate value do they have to offer? Will their words be remembered the
next morning?

In contrast, consider a faithful pastor who preaches through the Gospel of
John, or a director of a crisis pregnancy centre who, through tears, tells
of a young woman who has abandoned rebellion and is now raising her
two-year-old as a child of the Covenant. How many people will be in
their audience? The few scattered in the pews or auditorium seats are
encouraged and humbled and come away saying, “If only more would
come to listen!”

The contrast between fame and fortune with words of little eternal worth,
and the faithful and friendly with life-changing words, illustrates why we
are to receive a prophet, righteous man, or disciple. The reason has
ultimately nothing to do with what they have accomplished, but with
what Christ has done through them. The reason we are to receive all of
God’s people, as we should receive God himself, is because of who they
are, not for what they have done. We are to receive a prophet not because
he has written a dozen books or lists three degrees after his name, but
because he is God’s man. We are to receive the crisis pregnancy
counsellor, not because she has a degree in social work or because she
dresses well but because she is living to run errands for Christ. Why are
we to receive them? Because the work they do is performed in Christ’s
name.
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Reward — Jesus promises a reward to those who faithfully receive his
messengers and people, but we must be careful not to fall into the
common error of assuming that we can earn, or deserve, a payment from
God for doing works on behalf of the Kingdom. At best we are unfaithful
servants who deserve nothing (Lk 17.9, 10). Any reward we receive will
be a free gift from God, not payment for services rendered. Our reception
of God’s messengers is not a meritorious work. Receiving the
messengers of Christ is equivalent to receiving Christ himself. The
ability to receive Christ is given to us as the gift of faith. The reception of
Christ’s people is the outward evidence and indicator that we have
already been received into God’s family.

The three-fold repetition of the promise reinforces the absolute certainty
of the reward, which we “will certainly not lose.” The receipt of the full
reward will be realized only in the eternal Kingdom. At that time, the full
measure will be revealed. But, Jesus tells us what each member of his
Kingdom can expect. We might think that a ‘prophet” who preaches the
Gospel faithfully, or a righteous man, will receive a greater reward than a
simple believer. Surprisingly the reward for the one receiving a prophet
will be the same as a prophet’s, and the one receiving the righteous man
will also receive his reward. This indicates that the reward Jesus is
speaking about is eternal life.

Workers Sent [June 14
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 11.1; Mk 6.12-13; Lk 9.6)

Applied Schooling — Training not immediately applied is soon forgotten.
Jesus understood this practical reality and sent out the twelve disciples
on their own to apply their most recent training and to begin to exercise
their delegated authority. He went in one direction (the towns of Galilee)
and they went in another (village to village). Jesus was likely
accompanied by many of the other disciples that he had. It is only the
Twelve who, in their special capacity as the foundation ‘stones’ of the
NT Church, were sent out at this time. They were sent to apply on their
own what they had learned and to exercise the office to which they had
been ordained.
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Each one of us who is part of Christ’s Kingdom is also called to serve the
King in some way. We are not all called to preach, teach, or perform
miraculous healings. But we are all called to love God and demonstrate
this love through good works (Rom 12.1; Eph 2.10; Eph 4.12). We must
not just learn from Christ, we must go and act for Christ!

Apostolic Signs — The Apostles, holding a unique office, were given the
power and authority to heal the sick and to drive out demons (Lk 9.1).
These signs demonstrated their position as official representatives of
Jesus (2 Cor 12.12). If we focus on what the Twelve did—i.e., healing—
we will miss the key message about what they learned as they ventured
out on their own. While they were without the physical presence of
Christ, they were not without his power. Whether the Apostolic signs
continue in the Church today is debated. What is not subject to debate is
that the power of Christ extends beyond his physical presence. Jesus is
no less able to work through his sent messengers today than he was two
thousand years ago. As a reigning sovereign, he continues to send his
ambassadors and endows them with exactly the gifts, skills, and words
that they need to accomplish their mission. His power is not diminished
because he now reigns from heaven.

Mark mentions that the Apostles anointed the sick with oil (Mk 6.13).
Along with wine, olive oil was considered to have medicinal properties
by the ancient world (e.g., Lk 10.34). The oil used by the Apostles had
no magical properties and was not a direct instrument of healing. Its use
may symbolize: that the disciples acted under Jesus’ authority through
the power of the Holy Spirit or, conversely, through the use of proximate
instrumentality in the healing.

All Societies — Luke tells us that they went ‘everywhere’. Of course, this
does not mean that at this time they went to the ports of Spain, the courts
of the Han dynasty in China, or the sports arenas in Tiberian Rome.
Their immediate mission was to the settlements in the Galilean region.
However, it is instructive that Luke uses a Greek word that has universal
implications. He anticipates the work of the Apostles who carried the
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Gospel beyond the immediate vicinity of their own family groups and
national tribes into the Roman world (Acts 1.8). The message of Christ is
not to be confined to one locale or ethnic group. It is not a religion for
the Jews only, any more than it is a religion only for the descendants of
Mediterranean Greek and Latin speakers or of northern European Anglo-
Saxons. Those who follow in the footsteps of the Apostles are to preach
the Gospel to the people of every nation, tribe, people, and language
(Rev 7.9).

Announced Salvation — The Gospel writers tell us that the Twelve
preached two things: ‘that people should repent’ and the ‘gospel’. This
means that they preached God’s requirements in the Law and salvation
through grace—that man is a sinner and has broken God’s Law and must
repent, and anyone who repents of his or her sin and believes in Christ
will be saved. Two thousand years later, the Church is sent to preach
exactly the same two messages.

When the Church deviates from the centrality of the message, it fails to
meet its primary purpose for existence. Throughout history, the Church
has tended to go to one extreme or another. For example, it has
overemphasized the place of miracles, direct involvement in social
change, or the communal aspects of the family of Christ. It has ceased to
preach sin, repentance, and faith and has instead attempted to become a
means for achieving health and wealth, an instrument for socialism, or a
community club.

The Church must preach the Law, and it is to speak prophetically against
corporate and individual sin. However, the Church errs greatly when it
champions particular forms of government or economic systems such as
western democratic socialism, or endorses political parties. The Gospel
must also be preached and the Church is to encourage its members to live
selfless lives and teach benevolence. However, this does not mean that it
is to become a closed community separated from the world (e.g., a
monastic, Anabaptist, or cult-like community). The Church is sent into
the world to seek the lost, but this does not include using ‘seeker
sensitive’ entertainment ‘worship’ as practiced in many North American
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Evangelical churches, nor does it include preaching the ‘feel good’
power of positive thinking. The Church must stay focused on preaching
two things, and only two things: mankind as lost in sin and mankind as
saved in Christ.

“Who is Jesus” [June 15]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 14.1-2; Mk 6.14-16; Lk 9.7-9)

Historical Man — Throughout the past two thousand years, and
particularly during the last two hundred, many have attempted to dismiss
the historicity of Jesus. The ‘search for the historical Jesus’ discredits, at
minimum, the accounts of his miracles found in the Gospels and
relegates them to the domain of early Church myth. Ironically, we find in
the Gospel accounts an accepted historical contemporary of Jesus—
Herod a self-designated ‘king’, who governed a quarter of Palestine from
4 BC to 39 AD. In these accounts, Herod hears about the miracles of
Jesus that everyone, from carpenter to courtier, was discussing. The
miracles of Jesus are as historical as is Herod’s self-acknowledged sin of
murder. Men cannot honestly dismiss the fact that Jesus, the man, lived
in Palestine and performed the works that are credited to him in the
Gospels any more than they can dismiss Herod as an historical figure.
Meet the real Jesus as he confronts Herod and us with our sin.

Heralding Messenger — Jesus stood out in a religiously superstitious
society. Most people in those times would have claimed to believe in
miracles. Yet, when confronted with real miracles they were perplexed
about the miracle-worker. They could not adjust their paradigm and see
in Jesus the truth that he is the God-man. Instead, they attempted to fit
him into their traditional mental framework. Their confusion reflects
popular messianic expectations. They could not understand how the
Messiah could have come in the form of Jesus. They looked for a
majestic warrior to lead them to victory over Rome. They did not
consider a teacher who turned their interpretation of the Law upside-
down to be a candidate for the office and concluded that, at best, he was
a herald for the coming Messiah—a prophet. Their faulty understanding
of God’s purposes for the Messiah and the true Israel led the people to
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assume that Jesus was just a prophet like Elijah or John the Baptist—
either in spirit or by resurrection. Ironically, their conclusions about
Jesus were not far from the truth, for he is in fact a prophet (Lk 12.33;
Heb 1.1, 2).

Haunting Miracles — Instead of enquiring into the facts about Jesus,
Herod joined the crowd and accepted emphatically the popular and
uninformed opinion that Jesus was a resurrected John. Even though John
had performed no miracles, Herod’s guilty conscience over destroying
John haunted him, and he concluded that John had come back with new
powers to perform miracles. He undoubtedly thought that John was
‘coming to get him.” Men with guilty consciences invariably come to the
wrong conclusions about reality. They are prepared to believe lies before
they will face the truth. This fact is shown, for example, by atheists who
cling to the myth that life can arise spontaneously from a ‘cosmic soup’
of chemicals to avoid facing God-the-creator, or proponents of
homosexuality who deny clear biological realities to defend wicked
practices.

Heartless Measures — Luke tells us that Herod tried to see Jesus.
Obviously, his attempts were not very sincere or he could have seen
Jesus by sending for him or by going out to where he was teaching.
Herod is like the man who all his life says, “I’d love to visit Europe,” but
never moves from the comfort of his couch where he watches Sunday-
afternoon football; or like the woman who says, “I wish I could lose
twenty pounds,” but cannot turn down a dessert. Many people make
great protestations about their desires to accomplish things but are
heartless in their attempts. The world is full of talkers who aren’t doers.

To Herod, Jesus was nothing more than a curiosity at a freak show. His
idle interest was not sufficient to overcome his concern that he might be
confronted with another preacher who would reprove him for his
adulterous life. Herod eventually did see Jesus, not by going to him, but
rather by Pilate sending Jesus to him (Lk 23.7). By that time, Herod’s
heart was hardened and their meeting ended up being a session for
ridicule and mocking of Jesus (Luke 23.8-11). Herod left the encounter
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with Jesus, hating God and befriending the world (Lk 23.12).

In the realm of religion, many claim that they are ‘seekers after truth’ but
never find Truth. What is necessary is the insistence of the Greeks who
came to Philip and asked to see Jesus (Jn 12.22). Jesus says that anyone
who truly seeks Truth will find it (Mt 7.7).

Honest Materialization — Who is Jesus? There is no more important
question that you can ask or answer. However, the answer must be the
right one. If you conclude that Jesus is merely a man with a message, a
man with miraculous powers, or even a resurrected man, you have
answered incorrectly. Jesus is the God-man with a message—the
message that all who believe in him will be saved. Jesus is the God-man
with miraculous powers that provided the evidence that he is from
Heaven. Jesus is the God-man who on the third day after his crucifixion
rose from the dead.

We must not be like Herod, who sat in his palace, didn’t enquire into the
true nature of Jesus, and let the opportunity to meet the God-man pass
him by. We must go out to meet Jesus and accept him for who he is—
God and man, one person with two natures.

Flashback to a Murder [June 16]
(Galilee, Winter 32 AD. Mt 14.3-12; Mk 6.17-29)

Murder mysteries often contain flashbacks that show, sometimes from
different perspectives, how the crime was carried out. In a similar
manner Matthew and Mark report on the murder of John the Baptist.
Their flashbacks occur in the midst of their reports about the question of
the identity of Jesus. Their accounts teach that:

Evil Hates Rebuke — John rebuked the ‘king’ for an adulterous
relationship with his brother’s wife. John’s rebuke reminds us that
Christians (particularly those holding office in the Church), even while
facing the prospect of persecution, have a responsibility to call to account
the public sin of those in civic office—for example, when presidents,
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prime ministers, or judges lie, steal, cheat, or engage in immoral sexual
behaviour. Unjust laws may provide official immunity, but that does not
excuse the responsibility of the Church to remind society that today’s
statute laws must reflect God’s moral standards. Our current laws permit
divorce for any reason, and Herod’s behaviour would be tolerated today.
John, however, applied God’s laws to all men and expected that a non-
believing civil magistrate under a non-Christian government was still
required to abide by God’s standards.

It is significant that John’s rebuke related to a sexual sin. Most people
today claim that religious beliefs have no place in public policy. They go
further and state that society has no business regulating what people do
in their bedrooms. John’s rebuke of Herod proves otherwise. John
expected the civil magistrate, and by implication all who were under his
authority, to obey God’s Law—i.e., laws of men respecting sexual
morality are to be consistent with God’s Law. When Christians today
speak against homosexuality and expect the law to defend God-defined
marriage, we see the same reactionary response of Herod and Herodias.
In general, those who practice sexual immorality react strongly against
anyone who calls them to account for their wicked practices. Legislators
create ‘hate-crime’ bills that attempt to silence the Bible and dispose of
God’s law, and they punish pastors and business owners for taking a
stand against sexual practices condemned by God.

Evil Harbours Revenge — The old quip, “Don’t get angry, get even,” is
a truism for many. Herod and Herodias harboured their hatred for John
and looked for an opportunity to get even. Some who seek revenge do so
in response to injustice—e.g., to avenge a murder. However, the
vindictiveness of Herod and Herodias was far more vicious, since it was
based on a reaction to a just rebuke. Ironically, Herod, while wishing
John dead, was still fascinated by his message and knew that he was a
holy man. This demonstrates that every person knows God’s righteous
requirements (Rom 1.19, 20, 32) even though he wants to satisfy his
lusts.

Evil Hastily Rewards — Titillation breeds temptation and temptation
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breeds intemperance. To impress his dinner guests, Herod made a rash
vow to give Salome ridiculous quantities of what was not his to give. He
was not a king; he was merely a governor under the authority of Rome
and could not have given half a kingdom as a reward. Herod’s
precipitous action, inflamed by debauched behaviour, warns us of the
dangers of making a rash vow—we can be caught in a trap and commit
sin breaking the vow or commit sin fulfilling it (Eccl 5.4-6). His vain
vow was also merely for show and therefore a misuse of a solemn
institution.

Evil Harvests Repulsion — Herod’s concern for John was not enough to
stop him from compounding his sin of adultery and a rash vow—sin
seizing the opportunity encouraged him to do more evil, and his
reluctance turned to compliance. He immediately sent an executioner to
bring John’s head. The extent to which unjust vengeance will go is
illustrated by the gruesomeness of the acts of revenge. Moslem terrorists
who chop off the heads of civilian hostages, have pregnant women carry
suicide bombs, pretend to offer jobs to queuing workers and then blow
them up, or kill children on their first day of school, provide modern
examples. However, Herodias’ gruesome request to have John’s head
brought on a dinner platter in front of the guests must rank among the
most repulsive acts of revenge ever perpetrated in the name of an unjust
cause. John, like Jesus who followed him, died because of the abuse of
power by a brutal but impotent ruler. Herod and Herodias received their
‘reward” when exiled to Gaul (France) by the Emperor after Herod’s
army was defeated fighting the armies of the father of his first wife. And,
if extra-biblical history is correct, Salome also harvested her own
‘reward’. Once while she was walking on a frozen river the ice broke and
she fell into the water, and a piece of ice cut off her head (Nicephorus,
History, 1.1.20).

Empathy Helpfully Responds — Contrast the response of John’s
disciples to the macabre scene at the dinner. They showed respect for
John’s body by providing it with a decent burial, and then informed Jesus
about what had transpired. They laid their concerns at Jesus’ feet, and so
remind us that we are not to take personal revenge but to leave all our
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abuses from unbelievers in the hands of the eternal God who will
vindicate us (Jer 11.20; Rom 12.19). John may have been silenced, but
Jesus can never be silenced; for he reigns eternally and is coming soon to
judge all sinners.

Jesus The Bread Of Life

Sheep without a Shepherd [June 17]
(Galilee to Bethsaida near Julias, Spring 32 AD. Mt 14.13-14; Mk
6.30-34; Lk 9.10-11; Jn 6.1-3)

Reasons — Jesus invites, even commands, his disciples to observe a time

of retreat from the pressures of the world. The Gospel writers identify the

pressures that provide the reasons for the necessary retreat as:

e  Sin — The murder of John caused them distress (Mt 14.13).

e  Stress — The pressuring crowds allowed them no rest (Mk 6.31).

e Service — They had recently returned from a preaching and healing
mission and were likely tired (Mk 6.7-13, 30).

e Suspicion — The crowd and Herod were suspicious about Jesus (Lk
9.7-9). He therefore removed himself from immediate threat.

Christians today experience similar conditions and find it necessary to

step out of the pressures of the world for a time. Pastors, missionaries,

teachers, counsellors, and medical workers become tired facing intense

challenges they experience in their work on behalf of the Kingdom. Also,

we all can become weary hearing about increasing evils such as when

parents have to fight for the right to educate their own children or

evolutionists strive to silence the presentation of facts about God’s

design being evident in nature.

Retreat — At Creation, God established a cycle of six days of work and
one day of rest and reflection (realized in worship). The requirement to
observe this cycle applies to all men through all time. It is not optional,
or specifically a ‘Christian’ or ‘Jewish’ practice. Our society does not
respect the cycle God instituted but instead endorses sabbath-breaking.
Note that the word sabbath is derived from the Hebrew word for rest.
We are to strive to achieve real rest on Sunday and are not to support
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those who ignore God’s requirement for a day of rest by completing our
shopping or buying dinner out.

In spite of understanding and agreeing with this requirement, many
devout Christians end up not able to comply with it. Because of works of
mercy and legitimate works of necessity on the Sabbath, Christians
devoted to the cause of Christ often suffer from overwork. Pastors can be
called to bedsides on Monday, hold business meetings on Tuesday,
conduct prayer meetings on Wednesday, meet with the Elders on
Thursday, host the youth group on Friday and finish their sermons on
Saturday. Then they lead the services on Sundays. In a similar vein, staff
at Crisis Pregnancy Centres work all week and rush out at night to meet a
desperate client contemplating an abortion or suicide. For these servants
of Christ the work-rest cycle established by God must be kept in mind,
but is hard to put into practice.

Demands on Christian workers can become overwhelming because the
need for help can never be met. The poor are always going to be around
(Mt 26.11), and there will always be demands from people suffering the
consequences of sinful behaviour such as immoral sexual practices,
immoderate use of food or financial resources, or drug-abuse. No
Christian worker can meet all the demands that will arise. Our
responsibility is not to meet every demand that comes our way, but to
balance demands wisely with the utilization of the material, energy and
time resources that God gives us. The key is balance. We are faithfully to
serve, not to serve to the point of self-destruction.

It is for workers like these that Jesus calls for a brief time-out—a chance
for rest, reflection, refreshment, and recreation (re-creation). Jesus didn’t
suggest that the disciples (here called apostles reflecting their work as
sent ambassadors) take a vacation. Although not wrong in principle,
vacations are a modern invention. He doesn’t take them to a resort on the
Sea of Galilee but to a place in the desert. He calls them only to rest for a
while—to ‘catch their breath’—to prepare them for further ministry. We
are not to hope for true rest until we arrive in Heaven. The temporary rest
of Christian workers may be realized in various forms such as a
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sabbatical or attendance at a ministry conference or husband-wife study
retreat.

Reaction — The crowds would not give Jesus any rest. They were able to
guess where he was headed in the boat, and went along the shore to meet
him. Like people everywhere, they were interested in what they could get
out of a generous person. They were not so much interested in what he
had to teach them as in what he could provide for them by way of
physical comfort through healing (Jn 6.2). We should not judge them too
harshly, however, as we all come to Jesus with impure motives.

Response — Jesus was not annoyed, and was ready to give graciously and
compassionately to those who came to him sincerely. He provided for
their physical needs (Mt 14.14) but stayed focused on his true purpose
for coming to earth. He took the opportunity to teach them about the
eternal Kingdom (Lk 9.11; Mk 6.34). Workers in Christian ministries,
especially providing services such as those in street missions, group-
homes, or crisis counselling need to maintain the perspective of Jesus
and use the provision of their services as a means of presenting Jesus as
the saviour of sinners. The people who come for help are like “sheep
without a shepherd.” They are morally and spiritually lost and helpless.
They need guidance, feeding, and protection.

Feeding Ten Thousand Sheep [June 18]
(Bethsaida near Julias, Spring 32 AD. Mt 14.15-21; Mk 6.35-44; Lk
9.12-17; Jn 6.4-13)

This miracle must provide an important lesson since it is the only one
recorded by all four Gospel writers. This incident is recorded not
primarily as a sign to demonstrate that Jesus is divine (the Son of God)
but rather to show that he is the Messiah (the Son of Man)—it is a
declaration to Israel that the King has come.

Power — The amazing power of Jesus to control the natural elements had
been demonstrated to the disciples previously (Jn 2.1-11; Mt 8.23-27).
They had no reason to doubt that he could feed a crowd of people. What
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kind of man can turn water into wine or calm a storm? Yet, we see them
expressing doubt about his power, not realizing that he could provide all
the food that they would need.

A comparison of the four accounts shows that Jesus asked Philip earlier
in the day (when the crowd arrived) how they were going to feed the
people (Jn 6.5). Philip was from Bethsaida (Jn 1.44), the nearest town, so
he would have known where to buy food in the nearby towns and
villages. But Jesus did not ask this question to obtain information; rather
he was testing Philip (Jn 6.6) and, indirectly, all the disciples. Later in
the day, as evening approached, the disciples suggested to Jesus that he
send the people away so that they could buy food in the nearby villages.
In response, Jesus simply told them to feed the crowd.

Philip, who had been thinking about the problem all day, spoke on behalf
of the disciples and asked with incredulity how they could do this as it
would require at least 200 denarii, the equivalent of eight months’ of a
working man’s wages, to buy enough food. The disciples’ unbelief in the
power of God is reminiscent of Moses’ doubt (Num 11.22; Ps 78.19, 20)
that God could provide food in the wilderness. Jesus as the Messiah, who
is greater than Moses, reminds the disciples, and us, that with God all
things are possible (Mt 19.26).

Pasture — As the Good Shepherd (Ps 23.1, 2; Ezk 34.15, 23; Mk 6.34; Jn
10.11), Jesus leads his flock to green grass (Mk 6.39) in the wilderness
where he can provide food for them. He has them sit in companies
ranging from fifty to one hundred people. This configuration would
make it easier for the disciples to walk among the crowd to distribute the
food. But it also reinforces the image of Jesus as the NT ‘Moses’ who
apportions Israel into groups (Ex 18.25; Dt 1.15), provides food for
them, and leads them through the desert.

Old Covenant kings provided feasts for their people (Gen 14.18; 2 Sam
9.13; Neh 5.17). In the same way, the Shepherd-King of the New
Covenant provided a feast for his people. He figuratively turned the
wilderness into a paradise and fed five thousand men along with the
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women and children—probably over ten thousand people. Every person
ate and was filled to satisfaction, and there was still an abundance
remaining—as shown by the collection of the twelve baskets of
fragments. This is reminiscent of God’s provision of the manna, of which
no one lacked enough (Ex 16.17, 18), and of Elijah’s feeding his one
hundred disciples with twenty barley loaves (2 Ki 4.42-44) and having
some left over. The provision of the food by Christ and the twelve
baskets of leftover fragments are symbols of the twelve tribes of the new
Israel participating in the plentiful feast of the eternal King.

Passover — According to John, this episode in the life of Jesus occurs as
the Passover was drawing near (Jn 6.4). He probably does not provide
this information to help us understand the chronology of Jesus’ life, but
rather to reinforce one of the key themes he expounds—1Jesus is the true
Bread (Jn 6.33). Jesus as the head of a new family leads the thanksgiving
prayer (Mk 6.41) and distributes God’s provision of bread to his
children. He is, in effect, ushering in a new Passover that will symbolize
the deliverance of his people—not from the captivity of Egypt but from
captivity to eternal sin. His actions—prayer and breaking the bread—
likely prefigured the introduction of the Lord’s Supper that would be the
NT replacement for the Passover. His actions provide a living parable
that shows that he is the final Prophet to replace Moses.

Prospect — The Jewish people longed for the Messiah, a new Moses,
who would deliver them from the power of Rome. Through this miracle,
Jesus provides only simple fare—barley bread and pickled fish. He
teaches his disciples, and us, that God cares about man’s physical needs
but that the food of this world is not that which will ultimately satisfy
man’s needs. The food that man really needs is spiritual food, like living
water (Jn 4.10; Rev 7.17). The spiritual food that God provides, and
ultimately the physical food in the New Heavens and New Earth, is
inexhaustible, just like the supply of bread that came from the hand of
Jesus in the wilderness near Bethsaida. The overall lesson of this
encounter between Jesus and the people is that God provides a
superabundance of grace and a promise of a better feast to come in his
eternal kingdom (Is 25.6; Rev 19.9).
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Alone on a Mountain [June 19]
(A mountainside, Spring 32 AD. Mt 14.22-23; Mk 6.45-46; Jn 6.14-15)

This brief episode from the life of Jesus receives little attention. Many
people reading, commenting on, or preaching through the Gospels move
quickly to the next ‘big’ event—1Jesus walking on the water. There are,
however, a few lessons we can derive from the account of what
happened to each of the parties—the crowd, the disciples, and Jesus—
after the miracle of the loaves.

People’s Reaction — Jesus fed the crowd, and they were prepared to
proclaim him as their king. Their reaction was, in many respects, no
different from that of people today who elect a politician who promises
to provide for their physical health and welfare. Sinful human nature is
always the same and will take handouts wherever they are offered.
Anyone who can provide our daily bread without requiring that we work
for it is considered the ideal candidate for office. To the extent that
people have full stomachs, and overflow with material goods, they feel
little need for reflection on eternal matters.

You may think this analysis is cynical and respond that the people
realized that Jesus was the Messiah and had understood that the miracle
of his feeding thousands of people with a few loaves and fishes
demonstrated that he was the prophet who would arise (Jn 6.14), as
Moses foretold (Dt 18.15). Without question, some in the crowd truly
believed that he was the Messiah who would proclaim the Law and save
them from their sins. But the majority hoped that Jesus was the Messiah
of legend who would raise an army and lead them, like Moses, out of
their captivity to a foreign power—Rome. Most of the people present
that day were shallow in their commitment to Jesus and wanted him as
king only for the material and temporal benefits they believed he could
provide. They did not love Jesus as Lord; they loved this world.

Pupils’ Rehearsal — With a commanding urgency Jesus made the
disciples get into a boat and go ahead of him on their own to another
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Bethsaida, near Capernaum. This action would have seemed strange to
them. To this point, he had never sent them away in such a manner.
Throughout his ministry, he would deputize the disciples to do jobs such
as dismissing the crowd or he would tell the majority to wait while he
took a select group aside with him. Why was it so important that Jesus
send the disciples away so quickly?

We may not be able always to discern God’s reasons why things happen
as they do. But we must believe that his providence unfolds as he
intends. In this case, we can infer that the reasons for dismissing the
disciples were to:

e Prepare — Jesus was planning to teach the disciples a lesson in trust
later, when the intensity of the winds and waves would increase.
They needed to learn that Jesus could be depended upon even when
he was not present with them. This training was necessary because
soon Jesus would no longer be physically near them in this world.

e Prod — Being on their own in the boat would give them an
opportunity to reflect on the significance of the miracle he had
performed. But it would not be until after they had seen it again that
they would come to a fuller understanding of Jesus as the true
‘bread’ (Mt 16.5-12; Jn 6.35).

e  Protect — Jesus understood the danger of the messianic enthusiasm
motivating the crowd, and its potential effect on the disciples. It was
necessary, therefore, that they be moved away from the crowd that
was going in the wrong direction, so that they would not form
incorrect opinions about Jesus and the purpose of his ministry.

We also need to learn to depend on Jesus for our spiritual sustenance.

Prophet’s Retreat — We must not forget that Jesus is a real man. In his
human nature, he was subject to temptation to the same extent that we
are (Heb 4.15). When he understood that the people intended to make
him a king by force, he responded by going away to a mountain to be
alone (Jn 6.15). This departure accomplished two things: 1) it put an end
to the false ambition of the crowd, and 2) it removed him from the source
of temptation.
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It is proper for people to worship Jesus in his human nature, since he is
God (Mt 14.33; Jn 9.38). But this worship must be for the right
reasons—i.e., we must understand that he is the God, and has power
either to forgive or to condemn. The people were pouring adulation on
Jesus for the wrong reasons and were planning to endow him with
authority at the wrong time. If he had assented to their intentions, he
would have usurped authority which was not to be his until he had
accomplished his work of redemption on the Cross, and then only when
given to him by the Father (Ps 2.7-12; Dan 7.13-14; Jn 18.36; Ph 2.6-11).
No man is to take falsely offered or obtained honours.

Prayer’s Readjustment — Being by himself, Jesus was able to get some
rest and, more importantly, through prayer to reflect on and refocus his
mission. He could not take a short cut to kingly authority. He had to
obtain it through the hard road of self-denial and the humiliation of the
Cross. Prayer reminded him that he was dependent on the Father. In the
same way, prayer reminds us of our dependency and puts us in a humble
frame of mind before God.

Lesson in Assurance: Walking on Water [June 20]
(Sea of Galilee, Spring 32 AD. Mt 14.24-33; Mk 6.47-52; Jn 6.16-21)

The miracle of Jesus walking on the water is the one, among the many
that he performed, that most people seem to know about. For example,
movies such as The Karate Kid and Ever After allude to it, and high-tech
office workers sometimes refer to an outstanding co-worker as one who
‘walks on water’. Ironically, most people miss the point. The Gospel
writers, in this instance, treat the miracle almost as a mere incidental.
Their purpose is not primarily to prove that Jesus is God, but to teach
important lessons about faith in Jesus.

Reinforcing the Anxiety — In the middle of the night, the disciples
found themselves facing heavy winds and waves that prevented them
from making headway. They knew that if Jesus had been present he
could have calmed the storm as he had done on one of their previous
crossings (Mk 4.35-41), but he was not there; they were alone. They
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were likely already perplexed about why he had sent them ahead on their
own. At this point, their doubt would probably be increasing as they
wondered if Jesus had abandoned them. God’s special providence for the
disciples that night included contrary winds so that their faith could be
tested and strengthened. God sometimes deals with us in the same way.
At times, we experience troubles and then, in our darkest hour, he sends
stormy winds and waves to make our way even more difficult. Why does
he reinforce our anxiety at just the point when we would think he would
lift the clouds? He does it so that we can learn to trust him in every
situation. He is not far away. Just like Jesus that night, he watches over
us (Mk 6.48) and makes sure that we don’t sink beneath the waves of
despair.

Reservations and Assurance — At their most desperate moment, Jesus

approached, walking on the water. Our English translations imply that he

wished to walk past them (Mk 6.48). This probably was not his intention.

It is more likely that we are to understand Mark as saying that Jesus

intended to reassure them by bringing his theophanic presence (i.e., God

in human form) near them (compare Ex 33.19, 22; 1 Ki 19.11; Job 9.8,

11). However, before he got close, they saw his approach and thought he

was a ghost and were afraid. Jesus responded immediately to their

superstitious reservations with two statements of divine consolation

(compare Is 41.10, 13, 14; Is 43.1, 2):

o “Take courage! ... Do not be afraid” — In the OT God spoke these
words to encourage his people (Gen 15.1; Josh 8.1; Zeph 3.16). By
saying this, Jesus wants them to know that he is the God who
provides true peace.

e “I'am” — Jesus may have been simply identifying himself, but it is
more likely that he used the self-revelatory form of God’s name—
‘YHWH’ or Jehovah, usually rendered as LORD, from “I am” (Ex
3.13-15; Jn 8.58).

With these words, he was doing more than what you or I would do if we

tried to encourage a friend. He was informing them that God was truly

with them through himself as Immanuel (Is 7.14; Mt 1.23). Just as Jesus
was with the disciples as God, so he is with us until the end of this age

(Mt 28.20).
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Request and Assurance — Peter wanted physical proof, not just words.
Trying to increase his assurance in his own way, he put Jesus to the test
and requested that he also be allowed to walk on the water. Jesus took
him at his word and told him to come on out. Some view Peter’s action
as courageous, a display of strong faith, or an affectionate desire to be
closer to Jesus. It is none of these. Rather, Peter’s action is full of stupid
bravado—he challenged Jesus to prove he was God, showing a lack of
trust—he didn’t take the words of Jesus at face value, and his request has
little to do with true affection for Jesus. Peter was like modern sceptics
who say, “If God performs a miracle then I will believe.” Ironically, as
he lost confidence in his own abilities, he called out to Jesus to save him.
Then Jesus took him by the hand and gave him the real assurance he
needed. True faith accepts God at his word and waits patiently for him to
come to us in the midst of the storm.

Rebuke and Assurance — Jesus rebuked Peter for doubting. The rebuke
is only partly related to Peter’s fear of the wind and waves. Peter’s little
faith and doubt was primarily his unwillingness to accept Jesus at his
word when he said, “I am.” Peter’s challenge: “Lord, if it’s you,” (Mt
14.28) shows where the essence of the doubt lay—in accepting what
Jesus said, not in being worried about sinking. Jesus included all who
were in the boat when he rebuked Peter. None of them really believed
that he was watching over them or that it was he himself coming to them.
In grace, he again gave them assurance that he really is the God-man
with mastery over all of creation, by calming the wind as he climbed into
the boat to be with them. We displease God when we don’t take him at
his word but challenge him to prove himself.

Response of Awe — Water-walking, wind-calming, and teleportation
were required to instil awe in the disciples. Only then, did they
understand the meaning of the miracle of the loaves and fully realize that
they were dealing with more than a mere man—the one who is truly
God. In response, they worshiped him. Along with the disciples, the
angels and glorified believers bow in Heaven, and all mankind will one
day bow (Phil 2.10). However, let us not be (like the disciples) of ‘little
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faith’ who need to see miracles before we will believe. Instead, let us
listen, believe, and fall before him in worship.

Healings at Gennesaret [June 21]
(Sea of Galilee, Spring 32 AD. Mt 14.34-36; Mk 6.52-56)

Early one morning, Jesus and his disciples arrived at Gennesaret, a small

town on the north-western shore of the Sea of Galilee, and immediately

Jesus began healing the locals who were sick. Why do Matthew and

Mark tell us about these healings? It is probably not to reinforce the fact

that Jesus is God with power over the natural realm, since they have

already given sufficient evidence of this in their preceding accounts.

Rather, it appears that they provide this information about Jesus’ visit to

Gennesaret to teach us about his:

1) Sympathy — He is presented as the loving pastor of sheep who even
while being exhausted (he had been awake all night praying and
watching over the disciples on the lake) pours out himself to care for
everyone who comes to him.

2) Salvation — His healing work is presented here as a /iving parable of
salvation. Those who came to Jesus for healing were healed; but not
long after, most would become sick again, and all would eventually
die. We must understand the underlying lesson of this living parable
that points to a more important miracle of healing—eternal salvation
from sin.

Recognition — If a popular actress arrived unannounced at the airport,
crowds would quickly materialize to escort her to her limousine. In some
ways, the arrival of Jesus in the harbour of Gennesaret was similar. He
arrived without notice; but within minutes a crowd had formed, and
others, on hearing the news of his arrival, came as quickly as they could.
Jesus was welcomed like a celebrity by the crowd that knew of the
healing he could provide. It was not wrong for them to want physical
healing, any more than it is for us to ask God in prayer for healing, or to
ask a doctor for an antibiotic prescription. The failure on the part of the
crowd was that they only saw him as a miracle-worker and did not
recognize him as the God-man. A question for us is: do we recognize
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Jesus? Many today go after Mohammed or Buddha thinking they can
provide meaning or answers to the perplexing issues of life. The real
solution to any of life’s problems—sin, worry, discouragement, sadness,
despair, loneliness, etc.—can only be found when we truly recognize
Jesus.

Running — It would take a while today for Jesus to attract attention if he
were to stand on a street corner and begin offering healing. With our
government funded health care system and access to many ‘wonder’
drugs people today are not as obviously in need of healing as they were
two thousand years ago. Therefore, we can understand the impact of
Jesus’ appearance more easily if we consider someone standing at the
intersection of two main streets in the city handing out $100 bills. It
would not take long for news to spread and crowds to begin running to
where he stood. This contrast helps illustrate the spiritual reality today.
Jesus is standing at the intersection of the world’s crossroads offering
eternal spiritual healing, but few run to him. They think that they have
their own source of healing—their own works or effort, self-discipline,
friends or family, philosophies or human-based religions, or resources
like power or property. People rush to obtain the latest technological
innovation or fashionably hot outfit, but they have little interest in what
Jesus has to offer. A question for us is: do we run to Jesus? We should
run as if being chased by a lion (1 Pt 5.8) or as if there is no tomorrow
(Ecl 9.12), for he alone can provide the eternal healing that we need (Mal
4.2). And, as we come, we should bring others who also need the healing
he provides.

Request — Those wishing to be healed begged Jesus to let them touch the
blue tassels on the edge of his cloak (Num 15.37-41; Dt 22.12), like the
woman with a haemorrhage who had touched his garment (Mt 9.20).
Their means were steeped in superstition, but their motive was valid.
They knew that touching Jesus would provide them with healing. A
question for us is: do we ask Jesus to let us touch him? Our touch should
not be one of doubt, like the desire of Thomas to prove that Jesus had
been raised from the grave (Jn 20.25). Rather, our touch should be
spiritual, in faith. We must ask Jesus to hold our hand through this life
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and through the valley of the shadow of death into eternity. When we ask
for this, we will feel his presence nearby.

Remedy — Everyone who touched Jesus was healed. There is no room
for doubt or uncertainty in the words of the Gospel writers; Jesus healed
them, not because of their touch but through his grace. It is interesting
that the words Matthew and Mark used for ‘healed’ are derived from the
word that is translated elsewhere as ‘saved’. They didn’t use one of the
other words commonly used for being cured (such as the one from which
we get the word therapeutic). They may have chosen the word ‘saved’ to
point to the underlying meaning of the healing sign-miracles—those who
come to Jesus asking for his touch will be perfectly, completely, and
eternally saved.

The people who came to Jesus in Gennesaret did not understand who he
was. This is not surprising, since the disciples were only beginning to
comprehend that he was the God-man. The people were amazed at his
power, but their main interest was to ease their earthly pain and gain a
few more years of life. We, however, must recognize him as the Lord of
the universe, come to him and ask him, with a touch of his Spirit, to save
us from our sins.

The Work of Belief [sune 22]
(Capernaum in Galilee, Spring 32 AD. Jn 6.22-29)

Surprise Appearance — Jesus surprised the crowd by appearing on the
other side of the lake. They didn’t know that he had walked out to the
disciples’ boat in the middle of the night and that, after he had climbed
into the boat, it had arrived immediately at its destination (Jn 6.21). The
crowd had searched for him near Bethsaida. They knew that Jesus hadn’t
left for Capernaum with his disciples but couldn’t figure out how he had
gotten there so quickly—thus their question, “Rabbi, when did you get
here?” Their question is an oblique way of asking, “How did you do it?”
They are typical of the crowds of humanity who, in general, will accept
as truth, without even blinking, the fiction spouted by some ‘prophetic’
guru or self-proclaimed scientific expert—for example, the Prophecies of
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Nostradamus, Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, or Carl Sagan on the
origin of the universe in Cosmos. Yet, when it comes to accepting the
fact that Jesus is God and that he can perform miracles such as
disappearing from one location and instantly appearing in another many
kilometres away, they dismiss the possibility as a hoax perpetrated by a
deluded disciple of a first-century itinerant preacher.

Nothing that Jesus did during his time on earth was without a purpose,
including his surprise appearance in Capernaum. In this action, Jesus
demonstrates again that we cannot put God in a ‘box’. He is not subject
to human wills and expectations and will accomplish his purposes as he
plans and chooses. To reinforce this point, Jesus did not explain how or
when he had arrived. He wasn’t going to be held accountable for
explaining his ways to those who wouldn’t accept him on faith.

Supplied Appetites — To reveal another miracle to the crowd would
have been a waste of breath and would have only reinforced their wrong
motives for seeking him. His response (26), “I tell you the truth,”
emphasizes the importance of what he is going to tell them instead, and
reveals the fact that he knows the corrupt motivation of their hearts. They
followed him only because they thought he could provide relief from the
hardships of life—as a miracle-working king he could fill their stomachs.
Rather than telling them how he got to Capernaum, he rebuked them for
chasing the miraculous signs and failing to perceive the meaning of
them. The bread they had received on the hillside across the lake was
intended to point them to the eternal bread—Jesus as the saviour from
sin—that they should be seeking (Is 55.2).

Sealed Approval — Jesus encourages the crowd to turn their focus from a
quest for physical food (or material goods) that has value only for a
moment (Prov 23.4, 5) to spiritual food that provides for eternal life (27).
At this point, he is not explicit as to what the eternal food is, other than
saying that it is food that does not spoil and lasts forever—i.e., it cannot
go bad or ever be used up. He uses the powerful didactic mechanism of
rhetorical suspense to introduce the crowd to the fact that there are two
classes of food—a temporary one for the body, and an eternal one for the
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spirit. He used a similar technique with the Samaritan woman when he
introduced her to living water (Jn 4.10). Before he proceeds to expand on
the second class of food, he presents his qualifications to give them this
food—he is the Son who has been sealed. Notice that he uses the term
“Son of Man” rather than “Son of God”. The latter would have been
viewed as blasphemy and could have incited a riot. The former classifies
Jesus among the prophets like Ezekiel (Ezk 2.1), and is an indirect
appellation for the Messiah (Dan 7.13; Dan 8.17). The seal of approval
was first given when the Father spoke from Heaven at Jesus’ baptism and
announced that Jesus was the well-pleasing and loved Son (Mt 3.17);
then it was evidenced by the miracle of the bread the previous day.

Salvation Applied — Jesus sets before them an apparent contradiction
when he says to work for the eternal food that he will give (27). They
focused on the ‘work’ and not on the ‘give’, and asked what work they
must do to please God and obtain eternal food (Rom 10.2-4). Even if
they were sincere and really wanted to know what they had to do, it was
still misguided and sinful to think that men can do anything that is
acceptable to God and can earn something good from him (Eph 2.8, 9;
Titus 3.5). Jesus addresses their request to be directed to ‘works’ with the
one ‘work’ that God requires and that pleases him. At the same time, he
solves the apparent contradiction between work and gift.

There always have been, and always will be, those who want to earn
merit with God, and think that it is possible. When Martin Luther
realized that he could not earn salvation by his righteous acts or works of
penance, he was released from the torture of guilt and doubt. A
subsequent rallying-cry of the Reformation became ‘salvation by grace
alone’. As the Reformers came to understand the Bible’s teaching
correctly, they cast off the shackles of grace-plus-works as the basis of
salvation. However today, non-Christians and members of large parts of
the Church, if they think about Heaven at all, continue to place the wrong
emphasis on works as the basis of earning merit with God and for
securing a place in Heaven. There is only one ‘work’ that God requires to
obtain the eternal ‘bread’: to exercise the faith he gives to us by
recognizing our inability to save ourselves and by believing in Jesus
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Christ as Lord and Saviour.

Manna from Heaven [June 23]
(A Synagogue Capernaum in Galilee, Spring 32 AD. Jn 6.30-36)

Challenge — When you watch a magician perform a trick such as joining
two solid rings, you know that what you have seen was an illusion and
didn’t really happen, yet you ‘believe’ it did. In contrast, the people who
had seen Jesus produce bread that they had eaten would not believe that
what he had done was real. Because they did not want to believe in him,
they did not believe him. They didn’t want to be confused by facts, so
they rejected the reality of the actions they had witnessed, to avoid the
implications—that Jesus is God and was sent from Heaven (29). In an
attempt to avoid having to believe in him, they challenged him to provide
them with a sign (30-31). Jesus had already given them a sign that he
was the new Moses by feeding thousands on a hillside and had
performed many other confirmatory miracles. But this was not enough
evidence for their parochial minds. So they indicated that they would
only accept Jesus as the Messiah if he could do at least as much as Moses
and produce a perpetual source of bread from Heaven that could feed the
whole nation. Consider the mistakes they made:

e As skeptics, they demanded empirical evidence when they should
have accepted the voice of reason heard in Christ’s teachings. The
Jews demanded miraculous signs (1 Cor 1.22) as much as skeptics
today demand ‘proof” of God’s existence before they will ‘believe’.

o They assumed that a particular miracle would convince them. Yet,
many who ate the manna didn’t believe. Jesus says that it is not the
perception of the ‘size’ of a miracle that will convince (Lk 16.29-31),
but truth.

e They held to Satan’s logic, ‘see and believe’ (Gen 3.4, 5), and
rejected God’s logic, which is ‘believe and see’ (Jn 11.40). Having
seen, they still did not believe (Jn 6.36).

e They rejected Moses’ ow