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PREFACE

Favorable comments from ministers who serve in many different types of
churches suggest that the Pastor’s Annual provides valuable assistance to
many busy pastors as they seek to improve the quality, freshness, and variety
of their pulpit ministry. To be of service to fellow pastors in their continuing
quest to obey our Lord’s command to Peter, “Feed my sheep,” is a calling to
which I respond with gratitude.

I pray that this issue of the Pastor’s Annual will be blessed by our Lord
in helping each pastor to plan and produce a preaching program that will
better meet the spiritual needs of his or her congregation.

This issue contains series of sermons by several contributing authors who
have been effective contemporary preachers and successful pastors. Each
author is listed with his sermons by date in the section titled “Contributing
Authors.” I accept responsibility for those sermons not listed there.

This issue of the Pastor’s Annual is dedicated to the Lord with a prayer
that he will bless these efforts to let the Holy Spirit lead pastors in preparing
a planned preaching program for the year.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

JANUARY

B Sunday Mornings

The chief end of man is to worship God and to enjoy him forever.
Genuine worship is a dynamic experience that brings about dramatic
changes in the life of the worshiper. We need to improve the quality of
both our public worship and our private worship activities. The suggested
theme for these messages comes from the psalmist: “O come, let us
worship and bow down: let us kneel before the LORD our maker” (Ps. 95:6).

B Sunday Evenings

“The Lives and Lessons of Men of the Bible” is the suggested theme
for a series of biographical messages based on famous Old Testament
characters. This series runs through March.

B Wednesday Evenings

The suggested theme for Wednesday evenings in January and
February is “Make Good Habits, and Your Good Habits Will Make You
Good.” We use Jesus as the model who is worthy of our imitation. Jesus
did many things by habit as well as by disposition. We need to form the
good habits of our Lord.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JANUARY 3

Title: The Habit of Regular Church Attendance

Text: “He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the
Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom” (Luke 4:16 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 4:16-20

Introduction

One significant fact about this passage of Scripture in which our Lord
gives the platform for his messianic ministry is Luke’s calling attention to one
of Jesus’ habits. Luke declares that when Jesus came to Nazareth where he
had been raised, he went to the synagogue, “as his custom was” (Luke 4:16).
It should not surprise us that Jesus had the regular habit of attending a place
of Bible study and worship. This is one of the great habits of Jesus that should
characterize the lives of those who identify themselves as his followers.

It is disturbing to see the percentage of church people who claim to be
believers in Jesus Christ yet neglect regular attendance at the house of prayer
and worship. (It might be a sobering experience to compare the percentage

15



Wednesday Evening, January 3

of those who are regular in attendance for Bible study, worship, and prayer
services in your specific congregation.) In one of the great passages of
exhortation in the book of Hebrews, the readers are admonished, “Let us
not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us
encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching”
(10:25 NIV).

During our Lord’s days on earth, he did some things that his critics
considered to be violations of the Sabbath day (cf. Matt. 12:1-8; Mark 3:1-6).
Jesus declared, “The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath.”
He came to be Lord over the Sabbath (Mark 2:27-28).

The Jewish people had placed many restrictions on what could and could
not be done on the Sabbath day because of their desire to avoid desecrating
the Sabbath. It had become in many respects a burden rather than a blessing.
Our Lord did not hesitate to minister to the suffering, needy, and distressed
on the day that was considered sacred. This is not to imply that he would
encourage anything that would point toward the secularization of the day
of worship.

Followers of Christ who have not developed and maintained regular
attendance at the house of God and with the people of God are depriving
themselves and robbing others of the blessings that could be theirs through
this good spiritual discipline.

I. The synagogue was a Jewish place of worship.

It is important that all believers have a place for private worship in their
home or office. There must be someplace they can go for private talks with
the Father. It is also important that all followers of Christ have a group with
whom they are associated in prayer, praise, witness, and sacrificial giving.
Many of God’s blessings come to us through fellowship with the family of God.
To neglect to develop the habit of regular public worship is to rob ourselves.

Il. The synagogue was a Jewish place for scriptural instruction.

Jewish people of all ages went to the synagogue for instruction in the
Scriptures. Likewise, today every church should be aggressive in providing
biblical instruction for both members and nonmembers. Studies reveal that if
anonbeliever is enrolled in Bible study, the chances of his or her becoming a
Christian are greatly increased. Every new Christian needs to be enrolled in
regular Bible study in the church. Even the most mature followers of Christ
need to be regular in their habit of studying God’s Word with others.

I1l. The synagogue was a Jewish place for prayer.

The early church was famous for its great prayer services. Our Lord had
the habit of coming together with others to pray with them. While great value
comes to us through individual and private prayer, indescribable blessing
comes to us as we pray together.



Sunday Morning, January 7

Conclusion

If we would be true followers of Jesus, we need to identify with his habits.
One of his habits was that of regular attendance at the synagogue worship
service.

We first make our habits, and then our habits make us.

SUNDAY MORNING, JANUARY 7

Title: The Spiritual Prayer Retreats of Jesus

Text: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the
house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed” (Mark 1:35 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Mark 1:35-39

Hymns: “O Worship the King,” Grant
“Sweet Hour of Prayer,” Walford
“Teach Me to Pray,” Reitz

Offertory Prayer: Father God, you have given us this day in which to live,
worship, and serve. We come bringing tithes and offerings to express our
love for you and our desire that the world might come to know the good
news about Jesus. Bless these gifts to that end we pray. Amen.

Introduction

Our Lord not only had the habit of regularly attending public worship
(Luke 4:16), but he went apart repeatedly to talk with and receive help from
the Father. Itis interesting to note the circumstances that provided the occa-
sion for our Lord’s going apart for a private worship experience.

l. Jesus was strongly led by the Spirit to go away into a desert place at
the beginning of his earthly ministry (Mark 1:12-13).

Sometimes we fail to recognize that the Holy Spirit of God strongly led
our Lord into a desolate place as he sought the direction and methods for
his redemptive ministry. The forty days in the wilderness were a period of
intense communion with God. Our Lord talked to his Father, and we can
be sure that the Father talked to his Son. Even the angels ministered to him
during this time.

Il. Jesus retreated to a place of prayer when the responsibilities of life
weighed heavily upon him (Mark 1:35).

Jesus found it necessary to go apart to be with God that he might receive
strength and guidance and help as he faced both the opportunities and
the duties that befell him. If Jesus needed a prayer retreat in the face of
his responsibilities, it follows that we also need to go apart for communion
with God.
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I1l. When great choices needed to be made, our Lord made them
after serious reflection and communion with the Father God
(Mark 3:13-14).

Our lives would be more harmonious with the will of God and we would
experience far greater joy in living if we made our life decisions matters of
earnest prayer rather than just making snap decisions along the way.

IV. Our Lord experienced a retreat when he was weary and needed
rest (Mark 6:30-31).

A pastor was encouraging his people to be zealous in their efforts for
God. He reminded them that the Devil never takes a vacation. However, Jesus
and the apostles found it necessary at times to go apart into a private place
that they might rest and that the vital energies of life might be restored. If
they needed this, surely we also need it from time to time.

V. Our Lord went apart to a private place for prayer when he
experienced misunderstanding (Mark 6:45-46).

At times even the apostles greatly misunderstood the motives and methods
of their Messiah. Following our Lord’s multiplication of the loaves and fishes,
these apostles were encouraging the crowd to marshal a movement to crown
Jesus as their king. Our Lord broke up this demonstration and compelled
the apostles to get into a boat so that he might send them away. After they
were gone, he needed an experience with God and went apart for prayer.

Being misunderstood is the lot of every person, and it can be very painful.
Jesus resorted to prayer when he was misunderstood, and that is what we
should do.

VL. Jesus and the apostles needed time to be alone with one another
(Mark 7:24).

Our Lord was an activist and was almost compulsive about ministering to
the needs of people. Though he came to minister and his heart was moved
by people’s needs, there were times when he needed to be alone with his
helpers. If Jesus needed this kind of fellowship, it follows that we are bound
to need it too.

VII. Jesus retreated to a private place when he needed
encouragement (Mark 9:2).

About six months before his crucifixion, Jesus took three of his disciples
with him to the top of a mountain for a time of prayer. On the mountaintop,
Jesus experienced the presence of Moses and Elijah. They discussed with
him that which was to take place by means of his death on the cross and his
resurrection from the tomb (cf. Matt. 17:1-8; Luke 9:28-36). In addition to
meeting with these Old Testament characters, our Lord heard the voice of
the Father expressing his divine approval.
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If Jesus needed to be encouraged, all of us need to be encouraged. We
can find that encouragement if we take time out to go apart and be alone
with God.

VIII. Jesus went apart into a private place for prayer when he
desperately needed strength for the impossible task he faced
(Mark 14:32-42).

Our Lord went apart into a private place for prayer as he faced his crucifix-
ion, and he prayed repeatedly. At that time he also needed the encouragement
and strength of the prayers of his three chosen apostles who were there but
who fell asleep.

Conclusion

If we are too busy to draw into a private place to commune with God
and let him speak to our minds and hearts, we are entirely too busy. We all
need to arrange our schedules to let God have the place that belongs to him
in our lives. We should spend a time of solitude with God each day, praying
and reading his Word. We all can find time and space for private worship if
we set our hearts on it. Not to do so is to impoverish ourselves, to miss the
blessings of God the Father.

SUNDAY EVENING, JANUARY 7

Title: Abraham: Man of Faith

Text: “By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he
should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed” (Heb. 11:8).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 12:1-9; Hebrews 11:1-10

Introduction

One way to know the Bible is to become familiar with those who walk up
and down in its pages. As we think about Abraham, the one word that comes
to mind is faith. In the pages of Scripture, Abraham moves before us as the
man through whom faith, the living principle of true religion, becomes a
force in human life. Abraham’s faith went beyond mere belief to action. We
can learn three lessons from him.

I. Abraham illustrates that the man of faith interprets his life in
terms of mission.

When Abraham was called (Gen. 12:1-3; Acts 7:1-4), he did not try to
bargain with God. He allowed himself no backward glance. The Genesis
account summarizes Abraham’s act of faith in words of simplicity: “So Abram
left, as the LorD had told him” (12:4 NIV). Faith opened up the long view
and revealed the far horizon, because it lifted one isolated human being out
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of his hopelessness and meaninglessness and made him a part of the ongoing
purpose of God.

Abraham viewed his life in terms of mission. He regarded himself as a
person sent by God. This same sense of mission is found in that select company
of the faithful through the centuries. The supreme example of this is Jesus,
who was conscious of a unique relationship with the Father at the age of twelve
(Luke 2:49) and who, when he was grown up, said again and again, “He sent
me” (John 7:29 NIV).

Here is a frame in which every Christian can put his or her own picture.
Such a sense of mission is not reserved for a few like Abraham and Moses,
Jesus and Paul. Our faith has failed unless it has helped us to interpret our
lives in terms of God’s will and to know that, like Abraham, we have been
called for a specific purpose. Such a sense of mission does two things for us.

A. This sense of mission gives purpose and meaning to our daily work. A cook
in a certain household spoke the truth when she said, “Life around
here is so daily.” Many people would echo that sentiment. Multitudes
move along in a treadmill kind of existence, bored to tears. The
solution to this problem can be found in going back to Abraham
and learning from him a sense of mission. This door stands open to
every Christian.

B. This sense of mission offers not only purpose but power. Faith in God is not
simply an exalted philosophy of life, a savior from the darkness of
unbelief, and a sustaining motive for patient service; itis also a source
of power for positive achievement. When people are doing what they
are convinced is God’s will, they can count on God’s power and feel
that they are in harmony with his purpose for them.

Il. Abraham demonstrates that the man of faith is not always a man
of perfect character.

When God told Abraham, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and
be thou perfect” (Gen. 17:1), he was urging his servant to live in close touch
with him and thus live a life of moral perfection. But Abraham did not always
do this.

A. Note the lapses of faith for Abraham. In both Egypt (Gen. 12:10-20) and
later in Gerar (Gen. 20), Abraham, to save his own life, introduced
his wife, Sarah, as his sister. The fact that she was his half-sister (Gen.
20:12) did not excuse this weak and sinful act. Sarah was taken into
the harems of Pharaoh and Abimelech respectively. In both instances,
disaster was averted by God’s intervention. What a sad scene to see
this man of God being rebuked by pagan rulers.

Another lapse of faith occurred when, upon Sarah’s suggestion,
Abraham took her Egyptian slave woman, Hagar, as a secondary
wife hoping that she might bear the promised heir. According to the
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accepted custom of the time, a child born in this relationship was
considered the child of the real wife. Not only did this violate God’s
ideal of monogamy in marriage, but it was also a failure of faith on
the part of both Sarah and Abraham when they attempted to take
matters into their own hands instead of waiting on God’s promise.

B. Note the lesson for us from Abraham’s failures. Some years ago a book was
published with the title For Sinners Only. That would be a good motto
for a church, for Christians are not persons without sin; rather, they
are sinners saved by grace.

David, described as a man after God’s own heart (1 Sam. 13:14),
was not without failure. He was so described, yet we can’t help but
think of his dark sins. In the New Testament, the people who are
called “saints” were not perfect. The thing that marked them as God’s
people is this: When they fell down they got up and tried again. The
cross we are to carry is the daily battle with sin (Luke 9:23).

Upon being asked which of his paintings he considered the best,
a great artist immediately replied, “The next one.” This is the mark
of a Christian. Granted, we have our failures, but we always want to
do better, mean to do better, and try to do better.

I1l. Abraham teaches that the man of faith is given courage to face
the dark facts of his experience.

Abraham shows us that we are to follow God through thick and thin,
through dark days and sunshine, and through times when we do not under-
stand as well as times when the way is clear.

God’s command to sacrifice Isaac was the supreme test of Abraham’s
life. But Abraham neither argued nor delayed. The wood was cut, the serv-
ants enlisted. The three-day trip to the mountain was made. To the lad’s
question, “But where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” we find the answer
of utter faith: “God will provide himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my
son” (Gen. 22:7-8). Then the altar was built and the wood laid in order.
Abraham bound Isaac and placed him on the altar. He raised the knife,
but before it fell, God intervened to stay Abraham’s hand and a ram was
substituted for the boy.

Centuries later in the temple, which tradition says was built on this very
site, Jesus said to those who had made themselves his enemies, “Abraham
rejoiced to see my day; and he saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). When did
Abraham see Christ’s day? When he refused to withhold his “beloved son”
from God.

When we find ourselves utterly tested as Abraham was, where does faith
fit into the picture? In one of two ways. It may be that God will not require
the sacrifice he seems to ask. When Abraham met the test, his son was spared.
Sometimes it works out that way. But on the other hand, no one can talk about
this test God made of Abraham and not admit that sometimes Isaac is not

21



Wednesday Evening, January 10

spared. When God’s own Son was on the cross, the voice was not heard, the
hand was not stayed, and God gave his Son to die for us.

Sometimes we pray and the blow falls anyway. Does this mean that faith
has failed? No! There are two ways in which God saves: He saves us from the
thing we fear, or he saves us in it by giving us the grace to come through.

Conclusion

Great faith does involve great peace, assurance, and certitude; but more
than that, itinvolves great doubt, disillusionment, and despair. It involves vic-
tories, yes, but also defeats. These darker experiences are not wholly negative
or lost. They serve, as it were, as God’s tools for strengthening our souls. Our
great need is faith. God give us faith!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JANUARY 10

Title: The Habit of Prayer

Text: “One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one
of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his
disciples’” (Luke 11:1 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 11:1-13

Introduction

Jesus lived in an atmosphere of prayer. His prayer life was never at
the mercy of moods, and he never permitted prayer to be crowded out of
his schedule. Jesus was very persistent in his prayer life: “Very early in the
morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to
a solitary place, where he prayed” (Mark 1:35 NIV). “One of those days Jesus
went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God”
(Luke 6:12 NIV).

Jesus is found praying in all of the great crises in his life—at his baptism,
during his temptation, before the selection of his apostles, on the Mount of
Transfiguration, in Gethsemane, and on the cross.

When we look at the content of Jesus’ prayers, we find that he experienced
communion with the Father. He offered thanksgiving to God. He presented
petitions to the Father. He engaged in intercessory prayer.

The disciples noticed the difference between Jesus’ prayers and their own.
His were so sure and strong and real, while theirs were weak and unsatisfying.
They felt a great need to pray as he prayed, and consequently they requested
that he teach them to pray.

I. There is an art to effective praying (Luke 11:2-4).

We should let Jesus be our Teacher in this matter of learning how to pray
effectively.
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I1. Jesus taught that we should develop the habit of prayer and not
break it (Luke 18:1-8).

We must not cave in and cease to pray. If we have the habit of not only
talking to God but listening to him as well, we will be able to withstand the
crises of life that come to us.

I11. Jesus encourages us to keep on keeping on in the matter of prayer
(Matt. 7:7-11).

Conclusion
How long has it been since you examined your prayer life? Is this a habit
you have neglected to develop? Is it a habit you have let drop by the wayside?
Your enemy, the Devil, will do everything possible to keep you from the habit
of prayer. By doing so, he will impoverish you, cheat God, and rob others.
Make good habits, and your good habits will make you good.

SUNDAY MORNING, JANUARY 14

Title: The Nature of True Worship

Text: “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth”
(John 4:24 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 4:21-24

Hymns: “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” Wyeth
“Praise to the Lord, the Almighty,” Gesangbuch
“Great Redeemer, We Adore Thee,” Conte

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, in giving to humankind the greatest gift of all,
your own dear Son, you have demonstrated to us the true spirit of giving.
We recognize our inherent selfishness, Father, and we ask your forgiveness.
Purify our gifts this morning. May they bring honor and glory to your name
and promote the progress and growth of your kingdom’s work on this
earth. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

The conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well
is one of the high points of John’s gospel. Included in this conversation is a
priceless revelation concerning true worship. Note that this encounter did
not take place in a hushed, sacred setting, but in Samaria of all places, and
to a woman whose life was jaded with moral sin! But then, this is the glory
and beauty of God’s truth: It knows no limit of time or place or person. It is
revealed to those who are ready to receive it, whoever they are and wherever
they are. So by God’s Spirit the truth was revealed to this Samaritan woman.
Actually, she tried to change the subject as Jesus began to probe deeply into
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her life. The popular evasive question in her day seemed to have been, “Where
is the proper place to worship—in Jerusalem or on this sacred mountain in
Samaria?” Jesus did not ignore the question. He used it as a springboard
from which to reveal to her the classic Christian definition of worship, the
pattern for all true worship.

I. First of all, Jesus talks about manmade worship.

A. Three basic weaknesses of manmade worship are revealed in _Jesus’ words to the
woman. First, manmade worship is contrived. Itis the result of people
adding a little here and taking away a little there until they have
turned the Scriptures into a monstrosity. This is what the Samaritans
had done in their insistence that true worship must be conducted
on Mount Gerizim. They had adjusted history to suit themselves by
insisting that it was on this mountain that Abraham had been willing
to sacrifice Isaac, and that it was here that Abraham had paid tithes
to Melchizedek. Furthermore, they tampered with the Scriptures
themselves when they taught that it was on this mountain that Moses
first built an altar and sacrificed to God in preparation for the entry
of the Israelites into the Promised Land. Deuteronomy 27:4 clearly
states that it was Mount Ebal, not Mount Gerizim. Every cult has done
this same thing in twisting and distorting the Scriptures. A contrived
gospel is a false gospel and will lead people to destruction.

B. Not only is manmade worship contrived; it is also ignorant of the truth. Jesus
said to this woman, “You Samaritans worship what you do not know;
we worship what we do know” (John 4:22 NIV). The Samaritans
accepted only the Pentateuch. They rejected all of the great messages
of the prophets and all of the beauty and inspiration of the Psalms.
They had a partial revelation of the truth, and a fuller revelation was
available to them, but they would not accept it. They chose to remain
in spiritual darkness. There is no excuse today for believers in the
Lord Jesus Christ to be ignorant of what they believe or of the basic
teachings of God’s Word. There was a time when people were igno-
rant of spiritual things because they did not have the full revelation
of God. But that time is no more; Jesus has come and has revealed
God’s true nature to us. We have the completed Word of God with
the ministry of the Holy Spirit available to interpret it to us.

C. Manmade worship is also superstitious. The Samaritans had adulterated
the pure worship of Jehovah by recognizing the pagan gods of the
foreigners who had come to dwell among them. They had mixed in
with their worship of Jehovah all of the superstitions of the pagans.
Many Christians have allowed superstition to become a basic part of
their worship. Some will attend church not out of a genuine sense
of need, nor out of any real desire to meet God in a worship expe-
rience, but because they are afraid not to! They feel that if they do
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not go through the motions of worship, something bad will happen
to them. They may even contribute to the church and pay tithes
because they are afraid some calamity will befall them if they don’t.
This is worship out of fear (not reverential fear), and such an atti-
tude is synonymous with superstition. A true worship experience is
motivated by love for God and by gratitude for what God has done
in one’s life and family.

Il. Then Jesus told the woman about a God-centered worship.

In telling the Samaritan woman about a God-centered worship, Jesus
gave her the eternal formula for true worship: “But the hour cometh, and
now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in
truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a Spirit: and they
that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (John 4:23-24).

A. The first thing Jesus said about worship is that it is God-initiated. God makes
the first move toward people in establishing a true worship experi-
ence. People do not have to seek after God or beg and plead with
him to meet them in worship. This is what the prophets of Baal did
on Mount Carmel in that famous contest with Elijah. They begged
and cried and worked themselves up into a hysterical state—finally
cutting themselves and shedding their own blood in their fanatical
frenzy—trying to attract and coerce Baal to hear them and answer
their call. But what did Jesus say? “The Father seeketh such [those
who worship him in spirit and in truth] to worship him.” People do
not seek God; God seeks people. In other words, when we come apart
privately or when we come together in our worship assemblies, God
is waiting, eager to meet us! He is seeking us in order to enter into
the worship experience with us.

B. But not only is God-centered worship initiated by God, it is a spiritual expe-
rience. “God is a Spirit,” said Jesus, “and they that worship him must
worship him in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). What do we mean
when we say that “God is a spirit”? Is he a vague, impersonal, ethereal
being, indescribable to man? Not at all! Rather, because he is Spirit,
he is free; he is not confined to any one place or time. For thirty-
three years, in a mystical union humans cannot comprehend, God
entered human flesh in the person of his sinless Son, the Lord Jesus
Christ. Then, in an even greater miracle, God died in the person of
his Son and rose again the third day. But even during that amazing
time of identification with man, God was still omnipotent, omnisci-
ent, and omnipresent.

Because God is spirit, his omnipresence makes it possible for me
to worship him anytime anywhere. In the privacy of my room, I can
worship God; in the midst of the mundane affairs of the everyday
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world, I can worship God. I can anticipate the blessed privilege of
assembling together with my brothers and sisters in Christ at the
appointed times, as we are exhorted to do in the Scriptures, and
enter into an experience of corporate worship. In the midst of the
rarest fellowship in the world—the koinonia of the people of God—I
can blend my voice both audibly and silently in the midst of the con-
gregation! Yes, God-centered worship is a spiritual experience that
is expressed both privately and within the blessed togetherness of
God’s people.

C. Not only are we to worship in spirit, but also in truth. In his great High
Priestly Prayer, Jesus invoked the Father on our behalf, and he prayed;
“Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth” (John 17:17). 1
cannot read God’s Word properly without having a worship experi-
ence every time I do. For as I tune my heart to read his Holy Book,
the Holy Spirit begins to open my understanding. God’s Word, which
is the truth of God, is the compass of the church. It keeps both the
individual Christian and the church as a whole in the pathway of
righteousness, always attuned to the leadership of its head, the Lord
Jesus Christ. And not only this, but when I neglect God’s Word, I find
that I grope through my days, stumbling here and faltering there,
unsure at this point, blundering at that decision. Only as I make my
way back to the Book and to the altar of prayer in sincere worship
do I find my life once more on an even keel.

Conclusion

Whatis the worship of the church? If it is a manmade worship, it is bathed
in ignorance of the true message of God’s Word, and it is permeated with all
kinds of false ideas and superstitions. But if it is God-centered worship, then
it is always initiated by God. He is ever seeking his children to enter into a
worship experience with them. It is spiritual experience that transcends the
earthly, the mundane, the worldly; and it is Bible-centered, because God’s
Word is truth. Worship is genuine when God’s people find a friendship and
an intimacy with him, who ever seeks us and longs to have fellowship with
his redeemed people.

SUNDAY EVENING, JANUARY 14

Title: Lot: The Road That Leads Away from God

Text: “Lot looked up and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well
watered, like the garden of the Lorp, like the land of Egypt, toward Zoar.
(This was before the Lorp destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot chose
for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The
two men parted company: Abram lived in the land of Canaan, while Lot
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lived among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. Now
the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the LOrRD”
(Gen. 13:10-13 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 13:1-13

Introduction

A great tragedy for any minister to observe is some person or family, once
interested in the things of God and active in his cause, now indifferent and
worldly. Every pastor has seen that, and how depressing, how heartbreaking
it is.

Such a person was Lot, nephew of Abraham. Lot did know God, or so the
Scripture seems to suggest. In his second epistle, Peter speaks of “righteous
Lot” (2:7) and refers to his “righteous soul” (v. 8). But sad indeed is the end
of this man; his family literally went all to pieces. The point of this message
is this: There is a road that leads away from God and into worldliness and
sin; and in Lot’s experience, the signposts on that road were clearly marked.

I. The first signpost is marked Contemplation.

“Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld . . .” (Gen. 13:10). People take their
first step away from God when they even contemplate a choice that would lead
them away from God rather than toward him. “Is not the whole land before
thee?” Abraham asked Lot when strife developed between their herdsmen.
“Separate thyself, . . . from me: if thou wilt take the left hand, then I will go
to the right; or if thou take the right hand, then I will go to the left” (Gen.
13:9). How generous of Abraham. He could have dismissed Lot and sent him
on his way, but this great man, secure in his faith and in his sense of call,
gave Lot first choice.

Lot, no doubt, did not intend at first to go all the way into Sodom nor
to lose all contact with his godly and gracious uncle with his smoking altars,
but as he contemplated this thing, the well-watered fertility and beauty of
that valley was all he could think about.

Il. The second signpost is marked Consummation.

When a person not only contemplates a worldly choice, but actually
goes ahead and makes it, the result is tragic. Listen: “So Lot chose him all
the Plain of the Jordan” (Gen. 13:11). We say, “Listen, Lot, what about your
altars to God? What about the spiritual nurture and leadership you received
from your uncle?”

But Lot didn’t choose on that basis. His choice, as many choose today,
was calculated purely on material and business considerations. We can do
some powerful rationalizing when we want to try to justify ourselves in making
choices that we already have decided to make anyway. How tragic it is when
we make a choice that puts the world first and leaves God out altogether.
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I1l. The third signpost is marked Separation.

Lot didn’t choose separation from the world and its stain, for that would
have been the right direction; he chose separation from his Uncle Abraham,
his altars, and his influence. Abraham was only seeking to put distance
between Lot and himself to give their vast herds room to graze. As with so
many today, however, prosperity turned out to be the means that saw them
separated from one another.

We have this tragic word, “And Lot journeyed east: and they separated
themselves the one from the other” (Gen. 13:11). Lot went farther away from
Abraham and his godly influence, and kept on pitching his tents nearer and
nearer that wicked city of Sodom.

Some families do that today. They were once faithful members of a
church. Then they pulled up stakes and moved. They promised themselves
and God that they were going to join a church in the new town and continue
to be active in the church. But they put it off and worldly interests entered in.
They made friends and developed interests outside Christian circles. Their
hearts grew cold. They drifted farther and farther away from God; their
families, like Lot’s, grew up to accept pagan moral and ethical standards.

IV. The fourth signpost is marked Confirmation.

Lot did not go from the blessings of Bethel to the sins of Sodom in one
step, nor in one day. Step by step Lot moved away from God, godly influences,
and God’s altars and toward sin and worldliness and heathenism. He looked,
he chose, he journeyed east; and then we are told, “And Lot dwelt in the cities
of the Plain, and moved his tent as far as Sodom” (Gen. 13:12).

By way of contrast, the apostle Paul entered the most godless and sinful
cities of the Roman Empire, not on a commercial venture, not for economic
reasons, but in the power of God as an ambassador of Jesus Christ. He
established churches in many of them. But Lot didn’t move to Sodom to
organize a church. Like many today, he moved to the new town to make
money. That was his only concern.

Paul would have saved Sodom, for he surely would have won nine others
to faith in God (Gen. 18:32). John Wesley would have saved Sodom, as would
Charles Haddon Spurgeon or any number of soul winners through the cen-
turies. But so confirmed was Lot in his love of the world that the angel of
God almost had to pick him up by the nape of the neck and throw him out
of Sodom to save his life.

V. The fifth signpost is marked Dissolution.

Lot escaped from Sodom, but not with his great riches. He escaped with
only “the shirt on his back.” His wife, her heart more in love with Sodom than
with God’s will, looked back and became a pillar of salt in the holocaust.
Lot’s daughters, it turns out, had adopted the moral standards of Sodom; in
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shameless trickery they became the mothers of two wicked nations by their
own father under the influence of strong drink.

May God have mercy! What an end for one who continues to follow on
that road.

Conclusion

If a person has started down the road that leads away from God, what
can he or she do? The prodigal son in Jesus’ parable had gone far down that
road. He considered his situation, turned completely around, and went back
home. Any person can do that!

Years ago Charles Clayton Morrison, then editor of the Christian Century,
attended an interdenominational committee meeting at the Northshore
Baptist Church in Chicago. It was Monday night. The pastor’s Sunday-morning
sermon topic, “When Progress Is Backwards,” was still on the illuminated
marquee in front of the church. It fascinated Dr. Morrison.

When the meeting was over, Dr. Morrison met a lay brother at the refresh-
ment table. “Are you a member of this church?” Morrison asked. When he
received an affirmative reply, he continued, “Were you in the service yesterday
morning?” Again receiving an affirmative reply he continued, “What was the
pastor’s Scripture?” This layperson replied simply, “He read Jesus’ parable
of the Prodigal Son.”

“Then tell me,” Dr. Morrison asked, coming to the million-dollar question,
“when is progress backwards?” This astute layman, summing up his pastor’s
whole sermon in one sentence, said, “When you have wandered away and in
your heart you decide to turn around and go home.”

I’'ve wandered far away from God,
Now I’'m coming home;
The paths of sin too long I've trod,
Lord, I'm coming home.
—William J. Kirkpatrick

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JANUARY 17

Title: The Habit of Being Filled with the Holy Spirit

Text: “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about
him spread through the whole countryside” (Luke 4:14 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 4:14-21

Introduction

We may not customarily think of Jesus having the habit of being filled
with the Holy Spirit. We may consider this to be a gift of God or an expression
of the presence of God rather than a habit. However, the apostle Paul used
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an imperative when he said, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to
debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18 NIV).

I. The Holy Spirit in the life of our Lord.

A. The Holy Spirit effected the miraculous conception of our Lord (Matt. 1:18,
20).

B. The Holy Spirit made possible the recognition of the Messiah as an infant by
Simeon (Luke 2:25-27).

C. The Holy Spirit descended like a dove at Jesus’ baptism, giving him divine
wdentification and authentication (Luke 3:21-22).

D. Following his victory over the temptations of Satan, Christ returned in the
power of the Holy Spirit to minister (Luke 4:14).

E. The Holy Spirit equipped our Lord for his great ministry (4:18-21).

E. Christ performed his great miracles in the power of the Holy Spirit (Matt.
12:28).

Il. Christ promised the gift of the Holy Spirit to his disciples.

He promised them that the Holy Spirit would be a constant and lasting
presence (John 14:16-18; Acts 1:8).

I11. Christ bestowed the gift of the Spirit to the church on the Day of
Pentecost (Acts 2:32-33).

Pentecost was the fulfillment of a prophecy of John the Baptist that the
church would be baptized with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3:11). God
gives to each of his children the gift of his Spirit at the moment of their birth
into his family (Gal. 4:6-7).

Conclusion

The overwhelming majority of followers of Christ find themselves in
a condition similar to that of the church at Corinth when they failed to
recognize that they had received the gift of God’s Holy Spirit and that he
had taken up residence within them (1 Cor. 3:16).

We need to form the daily habit of deliberately recognizing the presence
of the Holy Spirit of God who has come to dwell within us. We need to
recognize the working of God’s Spirit within us as he makes us spiritually
allergic to sin and as he creates within us a hunger for the things of God.

We need to cooperate with the Holy Spirit as he works within us that we
might experience God’s full and great salvation within (Phil. 2:12-13).

We need to release ourselves to the work of the Holy Spirit as he seeks
to lead us in ministries of mercy and in announcing the good news of God’s
love through Jesus Christ to all of those around us (Acts 1:8). The Holy Spirit
came to equip us and to use us as witnesses for Jesus Christ to those around
us who are unsaved.
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‘We must not wait for an emotional high before we begin to do what God
wants us to do. In the power of the Holy Spirit we can face each day with
confidence, joy, and assurance of victory.

SUNDAY MORNING, JANUARY 21

Title: Worshiping God with Our Gifts

Text: “For all they did cast in of their abundance; but she of her want did
cast in all that she had, even all her living” (Mark 12:44).

Scripture Reading: 1 Chronicles 16:28-34; Mark 12:41-44

Hymns: “A Child of the King,” Buell
“I Gave My Life for Thee,” Havergal
“Our Best,” Kirk

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we thank you for another week, and we thank
you for this Lord’s Day. We thank you for the church family with whom we
worship today. We thank you for the presence of the Christ, who promised
to be with those who come together in his name. Accept our tithes and
offerings as expressions of our love for you. Bless them to the end that
others will know of your love. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

In the Old Testament we are encouraged to honor God by bringing the
firstfruits of our labors to him as an act of worship (Prov. 3:9). In the New
Testament we find Jesus honoring a person who worshiped God by bringing
her generous gift to the temple. He did not honor the quantity of her gift
but the quality. Jesus sat across from the place where people were offering
their gifts, and he watched as they made their contributions. The only person
Jesus honored on this occasion was a poor widow who demonstrated a good
spirit with her giving.

Jesus continues to honor those who give. The basis of his honors is not
the size of the gift but the spirit of the gift. Jesus wants to honor our giving.
How can he do so? Let us notice some ways that Jesus honors giving.

I. Jesus honors an interest in the treasury.

A. Interest in the treasury represents an interest in the Lord himself. The widow
did not go to the temple to pay a bill but to honor her God. All
through biblical history people have expressed an interest in the Lord
through their giving. Even Cain and Abel made offerings to God. In
the tabernacle, temple, and the synagogues God was worshiped by
means of the treasury.

B. Interest in the treasury represents a concern for the Lord’s work. The widow
evidently went periodically to the temple, and she gave. When she
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gave, she knew that it was for the Lord’s personnel, for temple upkeep,
and for provision for the sacrifices.

One prominent reason for interest in the treasury is the advance-
ment and continuation of the Lord’s work. Churches are involved in
the Lord’s work, and people give to advance it.

The Lord honors an interest in the treasury. We should periodi-
cally ask ourselves, “How interested am I in the treasury?” Our record
of giving discloses our interest.

Il. Jesus honors a proper motive toward the treasury.

A, Jesus examines the motives of those who give. The Lord had a good place
for observing the givers. He saw those who wanted to be seen for
their giving. These people probably hit the “trumpets,” trumpet-
shaped offering receptacles down which coins rattled, so that others
would know that a large contribution had been made. Jesus saw
those who gave; but more than merely observing who gave, he saw
why they gave.

A poor widow made an acceptable gift. Its acceptance was not on
the basis of its size but of its spirit. She gave because she wanted to
honor the Lord, not to be seen or heard by others. Jesus continues to
examine motives for giving. He sees those who give out of guilt, self-
righteousness, or ostentation. He is not pleased. The proper motive
is to give out of love for the Lord Jesus Christ.

B. Giving from the proper motive satisfies the giver. People who give for any
reason other than selflessness can never be satisfied. Those who
think they can buy God never feel they have paid their bills. Those
who parade their giving must work harder to have a bigger show next
time. Jesus honors unselfish giving. The rich as well as the poor can
give honorably. Remember that it is not the size but the spirit of the
gift that counts.

I1l. Jesus honors a sacrifice for the treasury.

A. Sacrificial giving originates with a great desire to give. No one prompted
the woman to put in the mite. The thought of giving began in her
heart. She had a giving spirit before she ever gave a gift. If you study
sacrifice, you will see that one who sacrifices has a genuine desire
to help others. Look at the Lord. He sacrificed his glory in heaven.
Why? He had a deep desire to help others.

B. Sacrificial giving results in personal relinquishment. When the woman
gave to the treasury, her giving was costly. “She of her want did cast
in all that she had, even all of her living” (Mark 12:44). If you do
not give at least the tithe, you can be assured that you are not an
honorable giver.

32



Sunday Evening, January 2|

Conclusion

This message has not been preached to gain a collection or to raise a
budget. It has been prepared and delivered to develop honorable givers.
God will bless those who give honorably. Resolve this day that you are going
to follow the example of the poor widow. Take an interest in the treasury.
Develop the right spirit in giving and then sacrifice to the treasury. God
desires honorable givers.

SUNDAY EVENING, JANUARY 21

Title: Eliezer: The Marks of a Steward

Text: “Then he prayed, ‘O Lorp, God of my master Abraham, give me
success today, and show kindness to my master Abraham’” (Gen. 24:12 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 24:1-67

Introduction

‘We may have difficulty with this story because its setting is so far removed
from our culture. In Abraham’s day, for a man to arrange a marriage for his
son, even through a third party, was the rule not the exception.

Eliezer, Abraham’s steward, was in charge of Abraham’s affairs and was
answerable only to him (see Gen. 15:2-3). In Egypt Joseph became Potiphar’s
steward, and Jesus told a story about “a certain rich man who had a steward,”
who was accused of “wasting his goods” (Luke 16:1). Today the word steward
is used to describe a Christian’s relationship to Christ. As our Master, he has
entrusted to us, as his stewards, a portion of his goods to manage for his
best interests. We are stewards, not owners. Our first concern should be the
success of our Master’s affairs.

In this beautiful story about Abraham’s commission to his steward and
Eliezer’s faithful service, we see illustrated six marks of a steward.

I. Stewards are persons who have been taken into their master’s
confidence and entrusted with his affairs.

Now that Abraham was old (Gen. 24:1) he was more and more dependent
on his steward, Eliezer of Damascus (see Gen. 15:2). Having made Eliezer
promise with an oath that he would not take a wife for Isaac from the
Canaanites, Abraham directed him to go to Mesopotamia, where some of
the descendants of his brother, Nahor, still lived, to seek a wife for Isaac from
among his kinsmen. Eliezer made his preparations immediately and started
on his journey.

Abraham was old and dependent on this trusted servant, but remember,
God is not old, nor is he dependent on us, yet he trusts us and takes us into
his confidence. He has placed a portion of his goods in our hands. He has
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done this because he has faith in us. We have faith in God, or say we do, but
here is a sobering thought: God has faith in us. How tragic if we do not prove
true to trust. What of God’s has he placed in our hands? Everything we are
and have (1 Cor. 4:7).

Il. Stewards are persons who share their master’s faith and methods
of operation.

Eliezer’s story teaches us much about God’s guidance of his servants.
Eliezer was one whom God could guide. Why so? Because he had absorbed
something of his master’s faith; he had imitated his master’s method. He
operated in the same spirit and manner as Abraham. We must do the
same. Christ is our Master. As he had faith in his Father, we are to have
faith in him. We are not to operate in the spirit of the world or use the
world’s methods.

Several years ago a church in a Tennessee town got permission to put
up papier-maché toll gates on the main highway and to make the last five
miles into town a toll road. This was the estimated length of fifty thousand
one--dollar bills pinned end to end, the amount they were trying to raise
for a proposed building. Every dollar given brought those papier-maché toll
gates that much nearer to town. No doubt some of those “hit for a dollar”
wondered if they were being stopped by Jesse James and his gang rather than
by the representatives of a church. Such methods do not show faith in God
and are not done in the spirit of Christ.

I1l. Stewards are persons who combine faith and common sense in
serving their master.

Each step Abraham’s steward took was taken in fellowship with God. When
the servant hesitated, saying, “What if the woman is unwilling to come back
with me to this land?” (Gen. 24:5 NIV), Abraham assured him (v. 7). But this
did not prevent the steward from weighing carefully the steps he should take.
He combined faith and common sense.

Realizing that he had reached the village in Haran where Abraham’s
relatives lived, Eliezer made the ten camels kneel and seated himself at the
village well, knowing that the young ladies of the village would soon appear to
draw water. How would he know who was the right girl? He wanted a chance
to study the disposition and character of the girl chosen to return with him
as Isaac’s wife. Rebecca was the first to appear. She had the desired pedigree,
and she was physically beautiful (Gen. 24:16). Furthermore, she passed the
test Eliezer had set. She offered to water Eliezer’s ten thirsty camels, which
was a sizable task. Whatever may be the final word about Rebecca and her
brother, Laban, Eliezer combined faith and common sense in the right
proportions.

Why shouldn’t we be as careful to combine faith and common sense?

34



Sunday Evening, January 2|

They do not conflict. They go together. They complement one another. They
are allies.

IV. Stewards are persons who are zealous about their master’s
business.

When Eliezer had been taken into his master’s confidence, he entered into
this highly sensitive and delicate matter with as much zeal and enthusiasm as if
it had been his own private concern. He did not delay to begin but organized
his caravan and started out. When he arrived in the city of Nahor, he did
not spend ten days touring. He began his search at once. After he had been
received into Rebecca’s home, he would not eat anything until he had stated
his business (Gen. 24:33). When Rebecca’s mother and brother tried to delay
her departure ten days after it was agreed that she should go, he replied,
“Hinder me not. .. ; send me away that I may go to my master” (v. 56). When
it was left up to Rebecca, she agreed to go immediately.

Oh, that we would be equally as intent on our Master’s business!

V. Stewards are persons who manage to speak of their master, not of
themselves, whenever they have the opportunity.

Count the number of times this worthy man uses the words “my master.” He
makes it clear from first to last that this mission is not his own; it is his master’s.

Some of Jesus’ disciples called him “Rabboni,” the affectionate term for
“my Master.” If only we would make it clear whose we are and whom we serve.
We are Christ’s. The work of Christianity is his. He is our Master. As a boy of
only twelve, Jesus was conscious of his stewardship to the Father. “Didn’t you
know I had to be in my Father’s house?” he asked his amazed parents (Luke
2:49 NIV). So must we all.

V1. Stewards are persons who plead for success in their master’s
name, not their own.

When Eliezer prayed that God would give him good speed in his mis-
sion, he alleged, as his plea, that this would be showing kindness to his
master Abraham (Gen. 24:12). As Abraham’s steward this man was one
with his master. Abraham’s interests and concerns were his own interests
and concerns.

This should be our approach to stewardship as well. Our Master’s interests
and concerns should be our interests and concerns. We should not hesitate
to ask great things of God if we plead the name of Jesus. If we do, we can be
sure he will show kindness to us for Jesus’ sake.

There are two approaches to time and talent, possessions and money:
the owner approach and the stewardship approach. When we take the owner
approach, we are estranged and alienated from God and others. When we
take the stewardship approach, we are united to God and others.
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Conclusion

This account is a beautiful lesson for all who call Jesus Master and Lord.
If he is your Lord, you are his steward. “Itis required in stewards, that a man
be found faithful” (1 Cor. 4:2). God help us to be!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JANUARY 24

Title: The Habit of Loving

Text: “Jesus looked at him and loved him. ‘One thing you lack,” he said. ‘Go,
sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven. Then come, follow me.”” (Mark 10:21 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Mark 10:17-22

Introduction

While many thoughts and lessons can be drawn from this story about
the rich young ruler, let us focus our attention specifically on the fact that
“Jesus looked at him and loved him.” This was one of the great habits Jesus
had as he came face to face with human beings. He saw them as the objects
of God’s great love. He related to them in terms of their being of infinite
worth in God’s sight. He related to them in terms of love with no desire to
exploit or to profit from his relationship with them.

John said concerning Jesus, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among
us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son
from the Father” (John 1:14 RSV). This was John’s way of describing the total
impact of Jesus’ ministry on people. He genuinely loved people. He related to
them as the grace and truth of God. He related to all human beings in terms
of concern for their highest possible good. His habit of relating to people
with love is a habit that his followers need to develop.

I. Jesus loved the Father God supremely (John 14:31).
Jesus said that we must love the Father God supremely (Matt. 22:37).

Il. Jesus declared that we must love our neighbor as ourselves
(Matt. 22:39).

Many people have difficulty loving their neighbors because they do not
love themselves. They experience the pain of self-hatred and feelings of
worthlessness. Genuine love for others is based on a proper love for oneself,
so when we love ourselves, we will be capable of loving our neighbors as
ourselves. We will esteem and affirm others as being of unique value to God
and to the world.

Genuine love has been defined as “a basic attitude of concern for the
satisfaction, security, and development of the one loved.” Jesus related to both
his friends and his enemies with such an attitude of goodwill.
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I11. Converts to Christ are now capable of relating to others in terms
of love.

People can be ugly and repulsive, difficult to love. Yet Jesus commands
us to relate to them with love. He definitely is not talking about an emotional
response based on the attractiveness of those around us.

Paul declared, “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy
Spirit, whom he has given us” (Rom. 5:5 NIV).

Because God firstloved us, it is possible for us to love others (1 John 4:19).

A. We are commanded to love our enemies (Matt. 5:43—45).
B. We are commanded to love our neighbors (Matt. 22:39).
C. Weareto love one another as Jesus loved us (John 13:34). By demonstrating
genuine love within God’s family, we give proof of the genuineness
of our relationship with Jesus Christ (John 13:35).
1. The love of Christ is unmerited.
2. The love of Christ is sacrificial.
3. The love of Christ is appropriate.
4. The love of Christ is forgiving.
5. The love of Christ is affirming.
Jesus commanded his disciples to love one another with a love greater
than their love for themselves (John 15:12-13).

Conclusion

Because of God’s great love for us personally, and because of God’s great
love for others, it is possible for us to develop Jesus’ habit of always relating to
even the most unlovely with an attitude of persistent goodwill. This is the kind
of love that will identify us as true followers of Christ and will bless the world.

SUNDAY MORNING, JANUARY 28

Title: The Hiding Place

Text: “Thou art my hiding place; thou shalt preserve me from trouble; thou
shalt compass me about with songs of deliverance” (Ps. 32:7).

Scripture Reading: Psalms 46:1; 61:1-5; 91:4; Proverbs 18:10; Isaiah 32:1-2

Hymns: “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind,” Whittier
“Take Time to Be Holy,” Longstaff
“Brethren, We Have Met to Worship,” Atkins

Offertory Prayer: Father God, you are so generous to us. You have given to us
your Son as our Savior. You have given to us your Spirit to dwell within us.
You have given us the church as a caring family with whom we can worship
and praise you. Accept our gifts this day, and bless them to the end that
suffering will be relieved and the good news will be preached to the ends of
the earth. In Christ’s name. Amen.
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Introduction

One inspiring story that came out of World War Il is Corrie ten Boom’s
book The Hiding Place. In this book she relates her experiences of torture by
the Germans when they came to Holland. The Ten Boom family hid many
Jewish people in a secret place they had built in their house. The Germans
discovered the hiding place, and Corrie and her family spent many years in
concentration camps. During her persecutions, dangers, and troubles, she
found great solace in the presence and power of God. The Lord became a
hiding place for her.

The psalmists referred to God as a shelter or hiding place. Often David tes-
tified, “Thou art my hiding place.” Various situations in David’s life prompted
this affirmation. He was taught by his parents that God is a hiding place. He
found strength in God when he fought Goliath, the Philistine giant. When
he had to flee from the jealous rage of Saul, he found refuge in God. When
he led the armies of Israel into battle, he knew the Lord to be a hiding place.
Throughout David’s life, he ran to God seeking refuge.

I. All of us need a hiding place.

A. David’s life demonstrated a definite need for a hiding place. Many good
things could be said about David—he was rich, strong, famous, a man
after God’s own heart. A graph of his life would show many ups and
downs. He lived through a mixture of sunlight and shadows, times of
laughing and crying. David needed a hiding place for his diversified
experiences of life.

B. All of us need a hiding place at various times and in sundry situations.
Life brings with it sunshine and shadows, triumphs and troubles.
Our lives are filled with so many activities that we live according
to a clock and calendar. The pressure of daily living drives us to a
hiding place.

Sin and temptation force us to a hiding place. When David was
confronted with the reality of his sin, he ran to a hiding place with
God. He said, “Thou art my hiding place” (Ps. 32:7). We are constantly
assaulted by the satanic solicitor. Temptation is a terror to us. During
times of temptation, we need a hiding place. Our Lord was tempted,
and he resisted. When he resisted, angels came and ministered to
him. He too had a hiding place.

Dangers face us, and we are fearful. Our world lives with the con-
stant reminder that nuclear, biological, or chemical weapons could
be used for a global war. People have built underground shelters
to protect themselves from nuclear fallout. God can be our refuge
during the threatening dangers of life.

Sorrows and sadness teach us the need for a hiding place. During
times of great grief, we especially need a hiding place. David lost his
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son Absalom, whom he loved, in death. During the time of his stress,
he went to God, for he needed a hiding place.

I1. All of us can have a hiding place.

A. David identified his hiding place. David’s hiding place was not in his
royal standing, his knowledge, his possessions, or his friends. He
identified God as his hiding place. “For thou hast been a shelter for
me, and a strong tower from the enemy” (Ps. 61:3).

B. God is an amazing hiding place. Only God is adequate for whatever
life may bring. Through the years people have found God to be a
trustworthy hiding place. David hid himself with the Lord centuries
ago. Corrie ten Boom found a hiding place in God in the twentieth
century.

People have always found that God is greater and stronger than
the dangers of life. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present
help in trouble” (Ps. 46:1). Places of refuge are sufficient only if they
are stronger than the storms. You would not want to hide in a place
that could be destroyed by a storm. God is sufficient. No trials or
troubles are stronger than him. “The name of the LORD is a strong
tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe” (Prov. 18:10).

I11. All of us can benefit from a hiding place.

A. David testified that the secret of his life was his relationship with the Lord. A
close examination of the writings of David will disclose references
to numerous testimonies about God as the strength of his life, the
guide of his life, and his close companion.

B. Going to God for a hiding place will bring many benefits to our lives.

1. First, we will enjoy the blessed presence of God. Someone greater
than ourselves walks with us throughout the pilgrimage of life.
His Word is a great comfort as we face a variety of life situations.

2. A second benefit of going to God for refuge is that we enjoy his
protection. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help
in trouble” (Ps. 46:1). Of course God does not insulate his people
against trouble, but he protects them during the trouble.

3. A third great benefit of going to God for a hiding place is that we
gain God’s perspective. Times of private and corporate worship
give a new outlook on life.

Conclusion

Have you prepared for the storms of life? Or are storms battering your
life right now? You can find refuge in God. He never turns away those who
repent of their sins and open their lives to him. When you make this decision,
you can say, “I have found a hiding place in Jesus my Lord.”
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SUNDAY EVENING, JANUARY 28

Title: Moses: A Very Great Man

Text: “Moses himself was highly regarded in Egypt by Pharaoh’s officials and
by the people” (Ex. 11:3 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 11:1-8; Acts 7:20-41

Introduction

On any list of the world’s ten greatest men, Moses would have to be
included. Like some Colossus that will never fade from view, Moses is
enshrined in the memory of the Jewish people.

Several years ago a seminary professor from America was a guest for the
Passover meal in the home of a Jewish family in Israel. At a certain point
during the meal, a knock was heard (actually the father knocking on the
underside of the table). “Son,” said the father to the family’s youngest member,
“go and see if Moses is knocking at our door.” As the boy went, the father
whispered to the professor, “He has been looking forward to this moment for
three years.” The little boy returned to his place, disappointment written all
over his face, to say, “No, Father, Moses is not there.” “Very well,” the father
replied, “maybe next year in Jerusalem.” Jews have carried out this tradition
for centuries.

The entire book of Exodus is in reality our text, for Moses looms like a
giant out of its pages. From Exodus and other Bible references, we learn that
the life of Moses was made up of three chapters of approximately forty years
each. Let us note these.

I. We see Moses as a prince in Pharaoh’s household.

The account of Moses living in Pharaoh’s household can be found in
Exodus 2:1-15. Moses’ lineage is carefully given. Of the tribe of Levi, his
father’s name was Amram and his mother’s Jochebed. He had an older sister
named Miriam and an older brother—nothing remarkable.

But the times were remarkable. Things were dark for God’s people in
Egypt. Their servitude was crushing, their burdens unbearable, their slavery
bitter. But worst of all a decree had gone out from Pharaoh that all baby boys
were to be drowned in the river. Though the people didn’t know it, the birth
of a son to Amram and Jochebed was their hope.

Surely no ruler in history ever had a bigger joke played on him than
Pharaoh when his own daughter rescued a castaway Hebrew baby and adopted
him as her son. The future deliverer of Israel was reared in Pharaoh’s house-
hold and trained and educated at state expense.

Except for a chance reference here and there, what happened during
these forty years is left to the imagination. That Moses knew the secret of
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his Hebrew birth, his parents’ religion, his people’s afflictions, and their
hopes for deliverance from bondage, there can be no doubt. That his own
people knew his personal history and resented this Hebrew who was passing
himself off as an Egyptian prince can be reasonably inferred. Referring
to Moses’ efforts to mediate between two fighting Hebrews, Stephen tells
us, “He supposed that his brethren understood that God by his hand was
giving them deliverance; but they understood not” (Acts 7:25). Of course
they didn’t understand! They envied and resented this pampered adopted
son of Pharaoh’s daughter. They would receive no help from one they
considered a traitor.

But with his rash act of slaying one of Pharaoh’s taskmasters, the die was
cast, and he fled to the land of Midian for his life. Stephen tells us that “he
was well-nigh forty years old” when this took place (Acts 7:23), marking the
end of the first chapter of his life.

Il. We see Moses as a shepherd in the land of Midian.

We read about Moses’ experience as a shepherd in Midian in Exodus
2:16-4:26. Imagine an Egyptian prince becoming a sheepherder in what to
the Hebrews was a despised land, Midian. Two things are significant during
this period.

A. A place of refuge for Moses. Moses’ innate sense of justice and his flair
for getting involved cost him his place in Pharaoh’s court, but it
helped him find a job, a wife, and a home in Midian. He came to
the aid of Jethro’s daughters who were being victimized by Midianite
shepherds. He was invited into their home to “eat bread” (2:20) and
became Jethro’s shepherd and son-in-law. No doubt this handsome
young Hebrew in his royal robes, and with the gracious manner of
the Egyptian court, was quite attractive to Jethro’s seven daughters,
especially to Zipporah, whom he married.

Someone might ask: “Was God’s hand in this? Was this not a
terrible waste, a man ‘instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians;
and mighty in his words and works’ [Acts 7:22], serving as a shep-
herd?” No! This was God’s way of preparing Moses.

B. A time of preparation for Moses.

1. Moses needed about forty years for his hot head to cool off. He
was not “meek, above all the men that were upon the face of the
earth” (Num. 12:3) when he killed the Egyptian (Ex. 2:11-15).
He learned meekness in the wilderness.

2. Moses need to meditate on the God of his fathers and on the
religion of the Hebrews he had learned at his mother’s knee. That
took time. A shepherd has time. Moses had forty years.

3. Moses learned to be familiar with his territory. Here he would
later lead upward of two million people. At the end of forty
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years, he knew every spring, level place, hill, and valley in the
whole area.

After twenty-four years at Northampton, a prestigious pulpit,
Jonathan Edwards, whose preaching helped to spark the Great
Awakening in America, was dismissed by his congregation. He
was in the prime of life with a large family to support. But being
a humble man, he accepted the only position open to him, to be
pastor-missionary on the frontier, in a small place called Stock-
bridge. One might think, “What a waste!” Edwards’s greatest
works in theology and philosophy were written and published
during this exile. And this led to his election to the leadership
of what later became Princeton University.

Moses’ time in Midian ended as abruptly as it began. There
was the spectacle of the bush that burned and was not consumed,
his reluctance to accept God’s urgent call, God’s equipping him
with signs and wonders, and his farewell to his father-in-law. This
brings us to the last chapter in his life.

I1l. We see Moses as God’s leader in Egypt and in the wilderness.

Exodus 4:27-40:38 gives the account of Moses leading the Israelites.
Moses was 80 years old when he stood before Pharaoh (Ex. 7:7), and he was
120 when he died (Deut. 34:7). Look at the main features of this period.

A. The contest with Pharaoh. The ten plagues, which followed Pharaoh’s
initial response of increasing the Israelites’ burdens, were not only
to break down Pharaoh’s resistance, but were also humiliating blows
to Egypt’s gods. They also served to bolster the faith of Moses and
the Hebrews.

B. The plague of death, the institution of the Passover, and the beginning of the
Exodus. When the angel of death struck the firstborn of the Egyptians,
Moses had his people ready: They requested gifts from the Egyptians,
sprinkled the blood of the Passover lamb on the doorframes of their
homes, ate the Passover meal in haste, and departed in the night.

When Pharaoh pursued the Israelites, they were crossing the
Red Sea on dry ground, but the water came crashing down on the
Egyptians and killed them when they tried to follow. Miriam and
Moses sang victory songs on the other side.

C. The trials of the march. The pattern seemed to be this: When there
was a problem, the people would complain and blame Moses; Moses
would take the problem to God; and God would provide deliverance.
The Israelites experienced bitter water, hunger on the march, terrible
thirst at Rephidim, and a God-given victory over the Amalekites.

D. The giving of the law at Sinai. After centuries of slavery in an idola-
trous nation, the people were poorly prepared for receiving the law,
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but with them, as with us, God had to make a start. The covenant,
including the Ten Commandments, was solemnly ratified.

The golden calf. During Moses’” absence on the mount for forty days, the
people demanded of Aaron, “Come, make us gods who will go before
us” (Ex. 32:1 NIV). Out of the gold they provided, Aaron fashioned
a molten calf and proclaimed a “feast to Jehovah” on the morrow.
Moses returned in the midst of the orgy that followed, burned the
idol, sprinkled the ashes in their drinking water, and purged the
camp of the offenders.

Moses’ return to the mountain and the building of the tabernacle. Moses
interceded for the people, and God heard his prayer and provided
him with new tablets of the law because he had broken those first
given. The people gave willingly of their treasure for the building of
the tabernacle as God had instructed Moses.

The failure at Kadesh-Barnea. The people shouted down the urging of
Caleb and Joshua, the two faithful spies, in response to the negative
report of the land given by the ten. As a result, the Israelites were
condemned to wander in the wilderness until that generation had
passed on.

The sin of Moses and Aaron. When the new generation was ready to
enter the land, the question was, “Would they be any better than their
fathers?” They were not. They grumbled because of thirst. Follow-
ing a proud speech in which Moses failed to give God credit for the
miracle, Moses struck the rock and water gushed out. For this he was
denied the privilege of leading the people into the Promised Land.

Conclusion

We can learn several lessons from Moses’ life.

1.

2.

3.
4.

God uses as his leaders not perfect people but the best available to
him. He can make ordinary people great.

God can overrule an act of folly and in the long run make it turn
out for good.

God’s ultimate plan for his people will not be defeated.

No matter how exalted their position, before God all people are
accountable for their sin.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JANUARY 31

Title: The Habit of Serving

Text: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and
to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Mark 10:35-45
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Introduction

G. D. Boardman has said, “Sow an act, and you reap a habit; sow a habit,
and you reap a character; sow a character, and you reap a destiny.”

Many gracious habits characterized Jesus’ life, causing him to be admired
through the centuries. In the new-birth experience, we receive the nature
of God that imparts to us the capability of sincerely imitating the traits,
characteristics, and habits of Jesus Christ. If we would truly be recognized as
followers of Christ and be effective as his servants, we must be characterized
by the habits he so perfectly exhibited.

While Jesus was a teacher come from God, he was also a servant of God
and a servant to those around him. If we would truly be his followers, we must
identify with him in the role of a servant.

Christ repudiated the pagan pattern for greatness in his temptation
experience (Matt. 4:3-10). He affirmed that the purpose for life is some-
thing other than the satisfaction of human appetites, the craving of human
applause, and the accumulation of property.

People are on a perpetual search for happiness that they believe can
be found through power, prominence, pleasure, success, or security. People
seek significance by education, diligence, shrewdness, social connections,
appointments, or investments. Some seek happiness through deceit and
theft. Jesus defined life totally in terms of an opportunity and responsibility
to serve.

I. Christ came into the world to serve God.

In his healing of the paralytic who was brought to him, our Lord responded
to human need in such a way that the people were filled with amazement
and glorified God (Luke 5:26). In all that Jesus did to minister to the needs
of people, he brought glory to God as his servant.

Il. Jesus ministered to the needs of people.

In Peter’s statement to the household of Cornelius, he said regarding
Jesus, “He went about doing good” (Acts 10:38 RSV). The life of Jesus was a
life of continual gracious and unselfish service to people.

A. He ministered to their physical needs.
B. He ministered to their spiritual needs.
C. He ministered to their emotional needs.

I11. Jesus encourages us to have the habit of serving (John 12:26).
A. By his example he would encourage us to be servants.
B. By his teachings he would encourage us to be servants.
C. His call to discipleship is an invitation to assume the role of a servant.
D. By the blessings he bestows upon us, he calls us to assume the roles of servants.
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Conclusion

In his description of the final judgment, Jesus reveals that service ren-
dered to the needy is in reality a service rendered to him (Matt. 25:31-40).

We need to follow the example of people who have had the habit of
serving God and others.

The key to true greatness is found through having Jesus’ habit of serving.
The last sentence on the tomb of General Chinese Gordon in St. Paul’s
Cathedral in London is composed of these words concerning him: “Who at
all times and everywhere gave his strength to the weak, his substance to the
poor, his sympathy to the suffering, and his heart to God.” May our Lord help
us to be imitators of Christ and General Chinese Gordon.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

FEBRUARY

B Sunday Mornings

As followers of Christ, we need to look to him and listen to him. Jesus
spoke powerfully to his contemporaries and to us through his parables.
“Responding to the Parables of Our Lord” is the suggested theme for
the Sunday morning messages.

B Sunday Evenings

Continue with the series of biographical sermons using the theme
“The Lives and Lessons of Men of the Bible.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue and complete the series “Make Good Habits, and Your
Good Habits Will Make You Good.”

SUNDAY MORNING, FEBRUARY 4

Title: Go Out Quickly

Text: “Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the
poor and maimed and blind and lame” (Luke 14:21 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 14:15-23

Hymns: “We Have Heard the Joyful Sound,” Kirkpatrick
“He Included Me,” Sewell
“Softly and Tenderly,” Thompson

Offertory Prayer: Holy Father, we come bringing tithes and offerings that
they might be used in ministries of mercy in this community and to the
ends of the earth. Bless us as we seek to give with generous hearts, and
remind us always that you are the source of every good and perfect gift. In
Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

The Bible opens with a picture of God as the life-giving Spirit whose breath
causes a pile of dust to become a living human being. In the Psalms God is
pictured as a good and great shepherd who ministers to his sheep. In the New
Testament we find God described as the compassionate Father who loves and
wants to relate to his children. In Jesus’ parable of the marriage feast, he
describes the Father God in terms of his being a generous and gracious host
who has prepared a great banquet for those who will respond to his invitation.
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Letus lift a phrase from the instructions of the householder to his servants
and use it as an appropriate text and title for today’s message. The host said
to his servants, “Go out quickly . . .” The years are slipping away, and time
is running out for many of us and also for many around us. What we would
do for our God and for our neighbors and friends needs to be done quickly.

I. We need to go out quickly because God’s banquet is ready.
Did you ever arrive home to hear your mother or your wife say, “Dinner will
be ready in thirty minutes” or “Dinner will be ready when the rolls are done”?
The banquet that God has prepared is always ready for those who are
willing to respond to him by faith and faithfulness.

A. God is ready to do business with you today.

B. The Savior lives as the conqueror of death in order that he might become your
savior, friend, and teacher today.

C. The Holy Spirit is present to do God’s work in your heart and life today.

D. The angels in heaven are ready to rejoice over decisions that are made by
those who need to become believers in and disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ.

I1. We need to go out quickly because of the swift passing of opportunity.

Time does not stand still. Yesterday is gone. Tomorrow has not arrived.
Today is all we have. We must seize our opportunities quickly.

A. Opportunity does not wait for us to extend this invitation on behalf of God.
1. The night will come when no one can work (John 9:4).
2. The night will come when no one can respond.
B. No invitation is extended for a response to be made tomorrow.
1. The prophet said, “Come now” (Isa. 1:18).
2. The apostle said, “Behold now” (2 Cor. 6:2).

The psalmist prayed and encourages us to pray that we might number
our days and that we might give our hearts to the ways of wisdom.

I1l. We need to go out quickly because of the helplessness of
outsiders.

Many church members don’t seem to recognize the spiritual helplessness
and hopelessness of those who do not know God.

A. They exist in the grip of spiritual death (Rom. 6:23; Eph. 2:1).

B. They are in the grip of the enemy of God and the enemy of their own souls
(2 Cor. 4:3—4). The God of this world, that old serpent, the Devil, has
placed spiritual blindfolds on their minds lest the light of the glorious
gospel of Christ should shine in so that they could be saved.

C. They live in a state of nonbelief and noncommitment.

D. They will vemain in this sad condition if they are never invited and persuaded
to respond to God’s gracious invitation to the banquet that has been prepared.
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We live in a world of unsaved people who are helpless and hope-
less apart from the witness and the testimony and the help of those
who already know God through faith in Jesus Christ. This means that
itis urgent that we be about our Father’s business.

IV. We need to go out quickly because of the command of Christ.

A. Christ gave many helpful suggestions concerning how we should face life.

B. Christ gave many gracious invitations to which we should respond.

C. Christ gave one supreme command with reference to the needs of the world. It
is contained in what we call the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19-20).

Our Lord would have each of his disciples go out quickly into

their individual worlds and share the good news of the blessings they
have experienced through faith. He would encourage us to invite
those who are hungry for the bread of life and the water of life to
come to the feast that has been prepared.

V. We need to go out quickly because of the compassion of the
Father God.

Our great God is not a cold-hearted creator who is unmoved by the needs
of this world.

A. God so loved us that he gave his Son Jesus Christ. We need to recognize
what all that involves.
B. God so loved us that he saved us in order that he might use us to save others.
We are not free to loaf or shirk or procrastinate. We must recognize
the urgency involved in our being what our Lord would have us to be.
We need to go out quickly and do what God wants us to do. We
need to go out quickly because of the needs of those around us.

Conclusion

Today let us go out quickly and say to those around us that a feast has been
prepared. God offers the blessing of acceptance. God offers the blessing of
forgiveness that is full and free. God offers the blessing of spiritual renewal
and restoration. God offers peace and joy and hope and help and heaven.
Everyone is invited to come to the banquet.

SUNDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 4

Title: David: Preparing for Great Encounters

Text: “Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised
Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the
living God” (1 Sam. 17:36 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Samuel 17:17-54
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Introduction

Many years ago two young men were having their mid-morning refresh-
ment break at a soda fountain. One paid for the drinks with a dollar bill and
received twenty cents change, which he immediately dropped into his pocket.
A minute later the clerk put two dimes on the counter, saying, “I believe I
forgot your change.” The young man who had been treated started to speak,
but his friend stopped him with a knowing wink and put the two dimes into
his pocket. His partner, however, could not forget the incident. “Twenty cents
isn’t much money,” he reasoned, “but it’s the principle of the thing.”

Years passed and these two men, now mature, found themselves working
for the same company in a big city. The one who had been treated was the
executive vice presidentin charge of personnel, and the one who had received
his change twice was a lesser official. The time came when the company was
to open a factory and branch office in another city, and the choice for a
general manager lay between the man who had filched the two dimes years
before and another company official. It was the responsibility of the executive
vice president to make the choice. His mind went back to the soda-fountain
incident, and he reasoned like this: “If, for no reason, my friend would steal
twenty cents from a drugstore, what would he do if he were placed in a
position of trust with thousands of dollars of the company’s money in his
hands?” The other man got the job. Having lost a minor skirmish in the battle
with dishonesty, the vice president’s friend didn’t even get a chance to fight
the major battle. The point is that our little battles prepare us for the great
encounters that will certainly come.

When we read of David’s slaughter of Goliath, we are apt to forget that
he had won some lesser battles before he fought the giant. He had trusted
God for help and strength in the smaller battles, and when he came to the
supreme test, he already knew how to trust God. Let us look at some of the
battles David had won before he removed Goliath’s head, for we fight these
battles every day.

I. David had won the battle with temper.

No one can get under a boy’s skin like a big brother, and Eliab, David’s
oldest brother, was jealous after sensing what David was eager to do. He worked
his little brother over good (1 Sam. 17:28).

This is not just another exciting, romantic tale, though it has all the
elements of one in that the valiant youth, as a reward for his exploit of slaying
the giant, wins the hand of the king’s daughter. In the format of such a story,
what would be Eliab’s part? Itis that of the ugly, elder stepsister in Cinderella.
Eliab was embarrassed, jealous, and resentful; if his tongue had been a javelin
and directed at Goliath instead of his brother, he could have killed him
himself at one hundred yards.

David, however, controlled his temper and did not reply in kind. He had
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bigger fish to fry than to waste time and energy fighting with his big brother.
Most of us do.

Nothing will disturb the accuracy of the eye or the steadiness of the hand
like the passion of an uncontrolled temper. David won this lesser battle with
temper before he took on the giant. So must we all.

Il. David had won the battle with fear.

When David expressed his hot indignation at Goliath’s insulting challenge
(1 Sam. 17:26), he meant it. He was indignant because he felt that God’s honor
was being dragged in the dust. His words, repeated to several, that he was
not afraid to fight this giant, came to the ears of King Saul, who sent for him.
Saul was amazed when he saw the one who had been talking so much—he
was just a boy, still in his youth. But it was David who took the initiative in this
interview. “Let no one lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant
will go and fight him” (v. 32 NIV). As David saw it, something had to be
done to remove this reproach, this insult, to God’s forces. He didn’t see any
volunteers lining up, so he said, “I'll go. I'll fight him.”

There was no panic on David’s part, no wasted excitement, no shouting
to keep his spirits up. He was not afraid. He was going as God’s representative
to defend God’s honor.

How wasteful, how harmful is the emotion of fear. Few foes are so ruinous
and destructive. Fear disarms us and makes us easy prey before our enemies.
Fear paralyzes us and keeps us from doing what we know we ought to do. If
we can conquer fear in the lesser combats, we can fight the giants unafraid.

I11. David had won the battle with unbelief.

Amazed by David’s courage, Saul was still not willing for such an uneven
contest to take place (1 Sam. 17:33). But David enumerated some of his expe-
riences in the rich history of God’s providential dealings with him (vv. 34-37).
He had known God’s power when he faced the lion and the bear, and now
his faith that God would give the victory was unclouded and serene. “God
helped me against these murderous wild beasts,” David reasoned, “and he
will help me against this enemy of his people.”

Faith does not spring up full grown in the night like some toadstool. It
grows by exercise and practice. It must be cultivated. Though David was but
a youth, his faith was full grown.

To David this was not primarily a contest between himself and Goliath,
but between God and Goliath—*he has defied the armies of the living God”
(v. 36 NIV). For David this contest had definite religious significance; and
going as God’s servant, it never occurred to him that he could lose. His speech
to Goliath was really something (vv. 45—-47). But this was more than big talk.
This was preaching the power of faith in God to all who would hear. This was
the actual basis of the contest and no doubt the reason why it is preserved in
such detail in the sacred record.
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We need faith! We need faith not in programs, not in slogans, not in
material things, butin God. Until we can win the battle with unbelief, we are
not ready to fight any giants.

IV. David had won the battle with pride.

Saul finally agreed for David to go, but he couldn’t believe that David and
God could kill a giant with such crude weapons (1 Sam. 17:38-39). Yet Saul’s
equipment was not the answer. It takes only a thimbleful of imagination to
see how amusing and absurd this picture must have been. Imagine the coat
of mail bumping David’s knees and the brass helmet down over his eyes.
But there is something deadly and dangerous in it also, the temptation of
pride—the king’s armor! “Hey, big brother, Eliab, look at your kid brother
now—the king’s armor! Now what do you think?”

But not David! He wasn’t tempted to wear the poorly fitting armor at all.
“I cannot go in these. I am not worthy, and besides, they don’t fit and I don’t
know how to use them.” He took off the armor.

God does not wage war as people do. He has his own methods, his own
weapons, his own way, and his own time. We must humble ourselves to fight
his way with his weapons. Pride is deadly and self-destructive. It is deceptive,
and it can and will defeat us. Pride is trust in self, which is the exact opposite
of trust in God. Until we can win the battle with pride, we are not ready to
fight any giants.

Conclusion

Is this record relevant in our lives? Are temper and fear and unbelief and
pride interfering with our trust in God? God help us in this struggle with
these enemies that we may be prepared for the great encounters to come.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 7

Title: The Habit of Giving

Text: “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down,
shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with
the measure you use, it will be measured to you” (Luke 6:38 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 6:19-21

Introduction

Jesus had the habit of being a giver at all times. If we would truly be his
disciples, we must see life as an opportunity to give.

Giving is not instinctive. In fact, we are naturally acquisitive. Giving
is a habit that must be learned either by observing the actions of givers or
by receiving instructions from those who have discovered that the highest
possible happiness comes not to the receiver, but to the giver.
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Frank B. Gilberth has stated, “We’re worn into grooves by Time—Dby
our habits. In the end, these grooves are going to show whether we’ve been
second-rate or champions, each in his way in dispatching the affairs of every
day. By choosing our habits, we determine the grooves into which Time will
wear us; and these are grooves that enrich our lives and make for ease of mind,
peace, happiness—achievement” (7he Forbes Scrapbook of Thought on the Business
of Life [New York: Forbes, n.d.], 80). How different life would be if we had the
habit of facing each situation with the question “What can I give?” rather than
“What can I get?” Jesus saw life as an opportunity to give rather than to receive.

l. Jesus saw God as the great Giver (cf. John 3:16).

Nowhere in all of the Scriptures is God pictured as a “getter.” Instead,
God is the great Giver. Because God is by his very nature a giver, it follows
that he loves in a special way those who develop the grace of giving (2 Cor.
8:7). God is not enriched by the gifts of people, nor is he threatened with
poverty by the stinginess of people. The very nature of God’s love is shown
in that he is a giver. If we would be true sons and daughters of God, we must
let his disposition lead us to become givers.

Il. Christ was a great giver.

John describes the Savior as being “full of grace” (John 1:14). Everything
Jesus did was done without a price tag being attached to it. He was moved with
the sufficiency of God to meet the spiritual needs of a bankrupt humanity. He
was not looking for profit or gain. He was moved to be a giver for the good it
could do and because of the joy it could bring to his own heart (Acts 20:35).

Jesus declared, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35)
because giving does bring more happiness, excitement, fulfillment, and satis-
faction than does the accumulating, hoarding, and keeping of material things.

I11. Jesus encouraged his disciples to be generous givers.

“Freely you have received, freely give” (Matt. 10:8 NIV). Jesus encouraged
his disciples to go out as distributors of God’s gifts to those to whom they
would have the privilege of ministering.

Itis tragic that many of us think the only gifts we have are monetary. Other
gifts can enrich the hearts and lives of others far greater than a gift of money.

A. We can give the gift of ourselves to those around us in a way that is helpful
to them.

We can give the gift of affirmation to others.

We can give the gift of encouragement to others.

We can give the gift of forgiveness to those who have mistreated us.

We can give the gift of appreciation to others.

We can give the gift of friendship to those who feel alienated and who have
experienced embarrassment.

mEO 0w
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G. We can give the gift of kindness, which is a language that even the blind can
see and the deaf can hear.
H. We can give the gift of our Christian testimony to the world around us.

Conclusion

We can become an artesian well of God’s love if we will accept the philo-
sophy of life that “it is more blessed to give than to receive.” Jesus had the
habit of giving. This is a habit you and I can develop as well.

Make good habits, and your habits will make you good.

SUNDAY MORNING, FEBRUARY 11

Title: How Can We Compel People to Come to the Banquet?

Text: “The master said to the servant, ‘Go out to the highways and hedges, and
compel people to come in, that my house may be filled’” (Luke 14:23 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 14:15-24

Hymns: “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” Luther
“Footsteps of Jesus,” Everett
“People to People,” Reynolds

Offertory Prayer: Holy Father, you are the giver of every good and perfect
gift. Today we come desiring to bring ourselves to you. Accept our gifts as
tokens of this desire to be useful to you and helpful to others. We pray in
Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

Our text provides an appropriate theme for the church as the body of
Christ and as the servant of Christ in the world. It also provides an appropriate
theme for the Sunday school, which is charged with the responsibility of
reaching out and enrolling people in Bible study so they can learn about God
as he is revealed through Jesus Christ. Until people come to know something
about God, there is little likelihood that they will trust Jesus Christ as Savior.

Our text serves as an appropriate theme for you individually as a follower
of Christ. To you is given the privilege of inviting people to participate in
God’s wonderful banquet.

l. If we are to compel people to come to God’s banquet, we must
recognize the nature of God’s invitation.
A. God’s invitation is the most extensive invitation that has ever been extended.
We are to go out not only to the highways and hedges but to the utter-
most parts of the earth with the good news of God’s love.
B. God’s invitation is the most inclusive invitation that has ever been extended.
Everyone is included. Everyone can respond.
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C. God’s invitation is the most intensive invitation ever extended. Throughout
the Bible we are invited to come to God that we might enjoy all of
the blessings he has prepared for us. God in all of his fullness, the
angelic hosts, and the whole Christian world would like to see each
individual respond to this gracious invitation.

D. God’s invitation is the most expensive invitation that has ever been extended.
When an invitation is extended, there is always expense involved. You
may invite someone to have a soft drink with you. Some expense is
involved. When God extends his invitation, we need to remember
that the banquet has been prepared at the cost of the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ on the cross. It is to the great redemptive banquet of
God that we are to invite people.

1. If we are to compel people to come to Christ, we must recognize
and accept our helplessness.
A. We cannot coerce a person to come to God.
B. We cannot trick others into coming to God.
C. We must not overpersuade others into making an insincere commitment to
God. While we are to try to persuade people (2 Cor. 5:11), we must
never violate their individual freedom. Jesus never coerced people to
come to God in the sense of violating their autonomy and freedom.

I11. If we are to compel people to come to Christ, we must recognize
and respond to our potential.
A. Ours is the privilege of being spokespeople for God. We are to be witnesses
for Jesus Christ.
B. Ouwrs is the responsibility of inviting others to come to Jesus Christ. This is
not optional for those who are true followers of Christ.
C. Ours can be the joy of conveying God’s invitation to needy people.
D. It is the birthright of Christians to be able to help others become Christians.

IV. We can be used of God to help other people be saved.

Many people do not recognize that theirs can be the joy and the privilege
of helping someone experience the miracle of the new birth and come to
know God in the forgiveness of their sin. If you are to be useful, several things
can be helpful to you.

A. Let Jesus Christ really live out his life in you. Seek to be genuinely Chris-
tian, not only in conduct, but also in spirit and attitude.

B. Decide that you will really live to help people come to know Jesus Christ and
the best things in life.

C. Cultivate and develop some meaningful friendships with those who do not
belong to the church. Guard against the peril of becoming isolated
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from the unsaved world by knowing and associating only with those
of your congregation.

D. Report to those around you what God has done and is doing in your life. In
a natural, conversational way, do not hesitate to give testimony con-
cerning the joy you have experienced in your faith.

E. Recognize the deep needs of those who do not know Jesus as Savior. We don’t
often consider the great needs and fears nonbelievers have, needs
that can be met only through faith in Jesus Christ. We can help them
by sharing God’s love and God’s Word and by praying for them. Yet
only the Holy Spirit can compel them to come to God and be saved
(John 16:8).

1. Your unsaved friend is afraid to die, yet he knows that death is
inevitable.

2. Your unsaved friend feels insufficient and in many instances
feels like a victim of luck or chance. She is not in total control
of her life.

3. Your unsaved friend may be crowding his life with possessions,
but he is constantly reminded that they decay and that they have
not brought him permanent happiness.

4. Your unsaved friend is afraid of being homeless, not just now but
hereafter. An attic fire could destroy her home. War could break
out. An economic recession could produce a serious depression.
A fatal illness could strike without warning.

Outsiders who don’t know Jesus Christ don’t know how to deal with
these fears and uncertainties.

Conclusion

If you would invite people to come to Jesus Christ, you can do so by a life
that serves as an example of what Christ can do when a person trusts him
sincerely and obeys him joyfully. You can invite your friends to come to know
Jesus Christ with the tears of your genuine concern (Ps. 126:6). Until you have
real concern in your heart, you are not going to be very effective in extending
the invitation. Invite others to come to Jesus by reporting how God helps you
with your day-to-day problems. Invite them by pointing them to Jesus Christ.
Invite them to your Sunday school class or church worship service. Tell them
how you came to know Jesus Christ as Savior. Trust the Holy Spirit to compel
them with the gentle love of God to come to the banquet.

SUNDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 11

Title: Elijah: The Education of a Prophet

Text: “After the earthquake came a fire, but the LOrD was not in the
fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. When Elijah heard it, he
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pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of
the cave. Then a voice said to him, “‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’”
(1 Kings 19:12-13 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Kings 19:1-18

Introduction

Like a meteor that lights up the whole horizon for a moment then sinks
beyond the rim of the sky and is gone, Elijah the Tishbite flashed across the
darkest pages of Hebrew history. Elijah entered Israel’s history like a tempest
and went out in a whirlwind. So great was his fame, so dramatic his person
during his own lifetime, that the idea persisted that he was caught up into
the air by the Spirit of God and carried to and fro at will (1 Kings 18:9-15).

Elijah served God well. He was God’s surgical knife, lancing the festering
sore of Israel’s idolatry. Elijah was the rod in God’s hand, chastening Israel
for its disobedience. Elijah was God’s mouthpiece, pronouncing judgment of
drought on the land. Elijah was God’s priest, offering a sacrifice for the sins
of the people that brought down fire from heaven. At the mere mention of
his name, we think of earthquake, storm, and fire; the scourge of evil kings
and the prophet of doom.

But there was another side to Elijah’s character and career. God used
Elijah to anoint prophets and kings, among them the great prophet Elisha,
who was to take up his mantle. God used Eljjah to organize schools of prophets
who lived on after him. He also used Elijah to call princes and kings back
to God. He was the most colorful, amazing, and important man alive in his
generation.

How did he come by all this? Only through a long and severe period
of schooling in what we might call “God’s school of faith.” By means of one
experience after another, God taught his prophet. In the small fragments of
Elijah’s career given in the Scriptures, we find the outline for the education
of this prophet. Let us note this closely, for every prophet and child of God
needs these lessons.

l. Elijah learned the lesson of provision.

Faithful as God’s spokesman, Elijah had pronounced God’s judgment
of drought (1 Kings 17:1), but how was he supposed to eat? In essence God
said, “I’ll feed you. Drink the water of the brook, and I'll send ravens to feed
you” (17:4). But the brook was drying up. Elijah had to depend on God to
provide. He had to! Elijah’s part was to be faithful because God had said he
would provide.

Even though Elijah saw the brook drying up every day, he determined
to remain until God would send him on. And God provided for his prophet.
When Elijah moved on to Zarephath, he was not deterred by the scant amount
of flour left in the widow’s jar nor by the little oil remaining in her jug. He
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knew they would not fail. He had already learned his lesson that God would
provide, and he taught this lesson in turn to the widow at Zarephath.

Oh, that we could learn this lesson! Abraham learned it (Gen. 22:8). Paul
learned it (Phil. 4:19). Our forefathers in a hostile wilderness learned it. But
some never learn this lesson. Why? They lack Elijah’s faith.

I1. Elijah learned the lesson of patience.

In the widow’s home Elijah was secure but secluded, away from what
to him was the scene of action, Israel. His appearance in Ahab’s court had
been a dangerous mission. He had said, “Listen, Ahab, God will judge his
people. So Baal is the god of fertility and good crops, is he? I am a prophet
of Jehovah. And he challenges Baal to war.” Elijah had warned Ahab, “There
will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word” (1 Kings
17:1 NIV). That was dangerous, blood-tingling business, and no doubt Elijah
had loved every minute of it.

But now he was cut out of the action, cooling his heels, day after day, week
after week, month after month for three whole years, while he longed to be in
Israel “preaching every Sunday.” Imagine this restless, energetic thunderbolt
of a man cooling his heels in idleness for three years. But God had to teach
Elijah patience, and this was the only way he could do it.

Some people receive praise when they should be blamed and credit when
no credit is due on this matter of patience. They have no energy for God’s
work, no concern about it, no zeal for Jehovah. When things at church don’t
go right, they take it in stride—not because they have learned God’s lesson
of patience, but because they don’t care whether God’s work goes on or not.

But God has this lesson for us—patience, the grace to wait until God is
ready. God is saying to us, as he said to Elijah, “You obey me! Do what I ask
you to do! Then wait for my time!” During those three years when Elijah was
idle, God was busy. With one hand he held back the rain and with the other
he hurled his sunshine on the land until the nation was broken and contrite.

I11. Elijah learned the lesson of power.

On Mount Carmel Elijah learned the lesson of the power of God in answer
to prayer. The test by fire was for Elijah a venture of faith. He was willing to
risk everything on God’s willingness to answer, and God did answer. Elijah
prayed. The fire fell (18:36-38). He prayed again. The rain came in torrents
(vv. 41-45). Elijah had faith to believe that fire would descend and rain would
fall, and his faith was vindicated by the power of God.

That power is still available. God will still answer by fire—the consuming
fire of his Holy Spirit—when his people have the faith to stake everything
on the answer. Elijah was not a celestial being, nor was he a creature from
another world. James tells us, “Elijah was a man just like us” (5:17 NIV).
The only question is, “Are we people of faith like Elijah? Are we willing to
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pray for God’s power to fall, believing so strongly that it will that we stake
our very lives on the result? I fear not. We have not learned what God’s
power can do because we do not have such faith, and therefore we have
not prayed in faith.

IV. Elijah learned the lesson of preservation.

One person in Israel who was not impressed by either Elijah’s prayers
or God’s answers of fire and rain was Jezebel. Her threat could hardly be
misunderstood (1 Kings 19:2). Had Elijah stayed close to God, he might
have accepted the challenge and dared this lioness in her den, but he didn’t.
Instead, he got up and ran for his life.

But God was patient with Elijah, knowing that he was just a man and that
temptations often follow triumphs. God provided food and drink for Elijah’s
journey of forty days and assured him that his life was not in danger and that
he would be preserved.

What Christian worker has not learned that bad days follow good, and
that the greatest times of weakness often follow the greatest thrills of power?
How could we go on if God did not preserve us in times of weakness and
defeat?

V. Elijah learned the lesson of God’s presence.

Elijah had run away from Jezebel but not from God. A voice asked, “What
are you doing here, Elijah?” (19:9 NIV). Elijah laid all the cards on the table
(v. 10), for there was no pointin trying to hide his feelings from God. When
God told him, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the
Lorp,” (v. 11 NIV), he was shown an awesome display of power (vv. 11-12). But
God’s essential presence was not in them. Elijah was familiar with earthquakes,
storms, and fires, but this “gentle whisper” was a new experience, the real
presence of God.

There are times when God does feed us by ravens and answer by fire, but
at other times he must lock us in a cave for a time in order for us to hear his
still small voice and learn the wonder of his presence.

Conclusion

Do you want to go to God’s school of faith? These lessons are for us as
his servants, his children. Enroll today!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 14

Title: The Habit of Forgiving

Text: “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly
Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your
Father will not forgive your sins” (Matt. 6:14-15 NIV).
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Scripture Reading: Matthew 18:21-35

Introduction

On all occasions Jesus maintained the habit of being forgiving toward
those who mistreated him. This was supremely demonstrated by his words
from the cross in which he offered forgiveness and prayed for the forgiveness
of those who were crucifying him. This prayer for forgiveness was not the
impulse of the moment; it was the expression of a permanent principle by
which Jesus lived. If you and I would be true followers of Jesus, we must adopt
his fundamental attitudes and then engage in the same kinds of activities in
which he participated.

I. Jesus taught that we should seek forgiveness and also grant
forgiveness (Matt. 6:8).

It is significant that in the Lord’s Prayer Jesus taught his disciples to be
forgiving in the same breath in which he taught them to pray for forgiveness.

Our Lord taught that if we would experience forgiveness, we must be
forgiving. Forgiving others is not a price we pay in order to receive forgiveness;
it is a condition we must meet in order to obtain forgiveness. There is a
difference between paying a price and meeting a condition.

I1. Jesus taught that we must be forgiving (Matt. 18:21-22).

In Jesus’ day it was common practice to grant forgiveness three times.
When Peter inquired about forgiving seven times, he was being very gen-
erous. Jesus shocked his disciples by telling them that they must not place
restrictions on forgiveness: “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven
times” (v. 22 NIV).

Behind our Lord’s command to practice unlimited forgiveness is his
divine desire to deliver us from self-destructive attitudes and actions. He
recognized that to harbor hate in the heart is to create an acid that will
destroy our capacity to be loving and helpful.

Our Lord recognized that all of us will experience mistreatment and
injustice in one form or another. In his own experience, he developed the
habit of always practicing forgiveness rather than responding with hate,
bitterness, and hostility. He never resorted to retaliation. Retaliation of evil
for evil will destroy our homes, our families, and our fellowship.

The apostle Paul says that Satan seeks to prevent us from practicing
forgiveness so that he might gain an advantage over us (2 Cor. 2:10-11).
The most expensive luxury anyone can have is a grudge against a Christian
brother or sister.

Conclusion

A forgiving spirit prevents the Devil from establishing a beachhead in
our minds and thought processes.
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A forgiving spirit delivers us from becoming involved in a vicious cycle
of self-destructiveness.

A forgiving spirit prevents the acid of hate from collecting in our hearts.

A forgiving spirit brings healing to broken hearts and injured spirits.

A forgiving spirit permits us to reveal God’s love as we have experienced
it through Jesus Christ.

A forgiving spirit enables us to experience God’s continuing miracle of
forgiveness.

Let each of us develop the habit of being forgiving rather than being
vindictive and retaliatory toward those who mistreat us.

SUNDAY MORNING, FEBRUARY 18

Title: The Penalty of Being Useless

Text: “And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Lo, these three years I have come
seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down; why should it use
up the ground?’” (Luke 13:7 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 13:1-9

Hymns: “Saved, Saved!” Scholfield
“One World, One Lord, One Witness,” Reynolds
“Make Me a Channel of Blessing,” Smyth

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we thank you for another week in which to
work and for another day in which to worship. We come to your house in
the faith that you will meet us and speak to us the words we need to hear in
our innermost beings. We come bringing tithes and offerings to express our
gratitude for your blessings on us during the past week. We bring these gifts
that your work might go forward during the coming week. Bless these tithes
and offerings to the advancement of your kingdom in the hearts and lives
of people. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

In using parables Jesus speaks in a pointed and powerful way about God,
people, life, privileges, opportunities, and responsibilities. His parables also
contain warnings and point out the various perils we face.

In the parable of the barren fig tree, our Lord speaks about the penalty of
being useless and fruitless. There is both a national and a personal application
in this parable (Matt. 21:43). Jesus was speaking to the nation of Israel in
declaring that Israel had one more opportunity to bear fruit to the glory of
God. Israel was rejecting God’s Messiah and God’s purpose for them as a
nation. Forty years later the nation of Israel was to disappear as a national
entity and remain so for nearly nineteen hundred years.

60



Sunday Morning, February |8

Jesus spoke to his nation and he speaks to us in a powerful way through
this parable of the unfruitful fig tree.

l. Jesus speaks of God’s absolute ownership.
The parable is talking about God and the nation of Israel (cf. Isa. 5:1-7).

A. God had been and continues to be repudiated as our creator. Both the people
of ancient Israel and modern civilization have, for all practical pur-
poses, repudiated God as creator.

B. God had been and continues to be repudiated as owner. Israel did not see
God as owner with a clear title and all of the rights that accrue to
ownership. Many people today do not see the God and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ as the owner of the earth and all of those who
dwell in it (Ps. 24:1).

C. God had been and continues to be repudiated as sustainer. For all practical
purposes, contemporary people believe that everything happens
because of natural means. They do not see God as the great engineer
behind this fabulous universe. By repudiating God as creator, owner,
and sustainer, people have made practical atheists of themselves.

I1. Jesus speaks of God’s right to expect an appropriate return.

When you rent an apartment, house, or business building, you acknowl-
edge who the owner is in that you always expect to pay a rental fee to that
person. Both Israel and people today have repudiated the rights of the divine
owner to receive an appropriate return on his investment.

God does not expect impossibilities from his people. God does not expect
fig trees to produce grapefruit. God does not expect grapevines to produce
watermelons. God does not expect cornstalks to produce cotton fiber. The
fruit of the fig tree is figs. The fruit of a redeemed human being is conduct
worthy of the family of God. Furthermore, the fruit of a Christian is another
Christian. The fruit of a child of God is another child of God. Jesus was
encouraging his nation and he would encourage us to recognize that the
Father God is both pleased and glorified when we bring forth much fruit to
his honor and glory (John 15:8).

I11. Jesus speaks of a limitation of divine patience.

“Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I
find none. Cut it down; why should it use up the ground?” (Luke 13:7 RSV).

A. God is not in the business of encouraging parasites who use up space that
could be occupied by productive plants.

B. God wants to replace parasites with those who will be productive. The national
application in this parable is that God’s patience with a nation can
be exhausted. The personal application is that God’s patience with a
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rebellious, unfruitful individual who has been blessed with his favor
can reach the point of exhaustion.

IV. Jesus speaks of the gospel of a second chance.

“‘Sir, the man replied, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig
around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it
down’” (Luke 13:8-9 NIV).

When we look back and evaluate our performance, we must admit that
there have been periods of time when we have not been very productive as
fig trees in the vineyard of God. We have not brought forth fruit pleasing to
God. While some opportunities may be past and impossible to recall, we can
rejoice that we do have the present. Let each of us decide that we will respond
to the working of God’s Spirit within our hearts and cooperate with the Father
God that we might be productive rather than barren plants.

A. Let us decide not only to read God’s Word but to heed it.

B. Let us see prayer as something more than a fire escape or a parachute. Let us
determine to listen that we might receive instructions, correction,
and commissions to do what God wants us to do.

C. Let each of us recognize that the church is more than a place. Let us see it
as the body of Christ in the world today through which he carries
on his work in the world. Let each of us rejoice that in and through
the church we can serve our Lord.

D. Let us not neglect or ignore the Holy Spirit. Instead, let us respond to
him positively as he creates within us a hunger for fellowship with
God and as he lays on us the blessing of a burden of compassionate
concern for those around us.

E. Let us seize every opportunity for self-improvement through study and training.
Then we will become more competent in the church as choir mem-
bers, Sunday school teachers, and outreach ministers who carry the
good news of God’s love to people in the community.

Conclusion

Where do you stand with reference to this parable of the barren fig tree?
Does this parable make you tremble? If you have not been born again, you
have not brought forth any fruit to the glory of God. You breathe God’s air at
no cost. You are alive because of a pump in your chest that God constructed.
You are blessed with an astounding computer between your ears that God
engineered and with which you think. You live off the food produced in God’s
garden. It is time you recognize him as creator, owner, and sustainer and
respond to his love by receiving Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. If you have
received Jesus as Lord and Savior, and for some reason or another you have
been asleep and inactive, it is time to awake from your stupor and become
productive for God.
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SUNDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 18

Title: Jeroboam: Easy Religion

Text: “After seeking advice, the king made two golden calves. He said to the
people, ‘Itis too much for you to go up to Jerusalem. Here are your gods,
O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt’” (1 Kings 12:28 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Kings 12:21-33

Introduction

In response to the demands of the northern ten tribes for relief from
the burdens imposed by his father, Solomon, Rehoboam threatened to be
a tougher king than his father, and the kingdom of Israel split into two
kingdoms. Jeroboam, a former officer of Solomon’s who had been in exile
in Egypt, became king of the northern ten tribes.

Jeroboam had a problem: How could he wean the people away from loyalty
to the house of David so long as the most devout went up to Jerusalem to the
great feasts in the temple? This he considered to be a dangerous situation
and a personal threat (1 Kings 12:27). But Jeroboam also had a solution.
Concealing his real motives beneath a cloak of concern for the welfare of his
people, he said, “Itis too much for you to go up to Jerusalem” (v. 28). In other
words, “This is too hard on you. You have carried this burden long enough.”
To cut them off completely from their ancestral roots, he devised the clever
strategy of making religion easy. He betrayed Jehovah for the sake of a secure
throne and undisputed control, spiritual as well as secular, over his people.

This strategy is popular today. A large portion of the American people
are professedly religious, but their religion is neither deep, vital, nor real.
Selfishly motivated, unwisely conceived, dangerous in the extreme, Jeroboam’s
substitute easy religion had tragic consequences (1 Kings 12:30). This is still
true today. There are four things to note about this theme.

I. The characteristics of easy religion.

A. Easy religion is not of the Lord. After Jeroboam had sized up the
facts in the religious situation, we are told that he sought advice
(1 Kings 12:28). But the advice he sought was not from the Lord.
This was in flat violation of the second commandment enjoining the
worship of God without the use of images (Ex. 20:4).

B. Easy religion is hypocritical. “Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought
you up out of Egypt” (1 Kings 12:28 NIV). Jeroboam was voicing
the right words, but he was praising the wrong gods. Throughout
all their history, Israel’s prophets and psalmists reminded them of
God’s redemption of his people from Egyptian bondage. For his own
advantage, Jeroboam was deliberately hypocritical.
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Easy religion can and does make do with substandard preachers. The hard
fact is that much religion comes from substandard preachers. “Jer-
oboam . . . appointed priests from all sorts of people, even though
they were not Levites” (v. 31 NIV). Until this time, the sons of Levi
had dwelled in all the land; but after this move, the Levites, the God-
designated spiritual leaders, left northern Israel in a mass exodus—a
great loss.

. Easy religion often makes religion a side issue. Jeroboam’s phony feast did

nothing for the lives of the people. It was an imitation. The give-away
phrase is this: “like the festival held in Judah” (v. 32 NIV). His feast
was irrelevant. One layman asked another how the members liked the
new pastor. He replied, “Our new pastor can answer more questions
nobody is asking than any minister we ever had.”

causes of easy religion.

. Easy religion is self-motivated, not God-motivated. Jeroboam’s real concern

was for the perpetuity of his throne and the safety of his own life
(vv. 26-27). Not a thought did he have in his mind nor a feeling in
his heart for the real spiritual welfare of his people. His sole motive
was to secure his own position and to save his own hide.

To demand a religion we can command is to be self-deceived, for
when we get it, we have nothing. A British historian tells of an English
nobleman of a hundred years ago who was incensed by the preach-
ing he had been hearing. “Things have come to a pretty pass,” he
said, “when religion is allowed to interfere with a man’s private life.”

. Easy religion appeals to the carnal man. It praises people; it does not

judge them. Isaiah’s contemporaries demanded, “Give us no more
visions of what is right! Tell us pleasant things, prophesy illusions.
Leave this way, get off this path, and stop confronting us with the
Holy One of Israel!” (30:10-11 NIV). They were saying, “Give us a
comfortable religion with more emphasis on the joy of living and less
on the judgment of the Lord.” William James once said, “Religion is
either an acute fever or a dull formalism. There is no in-between.”

. Easy religion, by its very nature, is undemanding. To some, religious

affiliation is the American sign of belonging. Popular religion has
become a secularized substitute for sacrificial commitment to historic
Christian faith. Itis not costly. It gives way to the “cult of convenience.”
It fears to pay the price of ridicule. Many have an unconscious fear
that to go too far in religion makes a man strange, a fool, a freak.
Easy religion is the path of least resistance.

I11. The cost of easy religion.

A.

Lasy religion stifles growth and leads to degeneration. If we have only a
flabby, passive religion that demands nothing of us, our soul’s growth

64



Sunday Evening, February |8

will be stifled. When we do only the things we find convenient, when
we never put ourselves out to do anything above and beyond the call
of duty, we find ourselves shrinking and shriveling into nothing. If
our religion is real, it grows. Religion is not looking at a map; it is
living in the land.

B. Easy religion is self-deceptive. Every year at church budget-planning time
someone will rise to say, “We can do whatever we want to do in this
church.” Tagree! And the way to do it is with more tithers, more people
giving liberally. But this is not what they mean. Their solution is to cut
the percentage to missions in order to do some other things at home.
This is the wrong solution and is self-deceptive. This is easy religion.

C. Easy religion is dangerous. Of the golden calves at Bethel and Dan the
writer of 1 Kings said, “And this thing became a sin; the people went
even as far as Dan to worship the one there” (12:30 NIV). Easy reli-
gion led to idolatry. It always does. Easy religion progressively builds
a wall between our souls and God.

D. Easy religion can cost a nation its very life. “And this thing became a sin”
(1 Kings 12:30). Indeed it did! It was a sin from which Israel never
recovered. There is a sad benediction over most of the kings in the
dismal list of Israel’s wicked kings. Even of Pekahiah, the seventeenth
in the list, we read, “Pekahiah did evil in the eyes of the Lorp. He did
not turn away from the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had
caused Israel to commit” (2 Kings 15:24 NIV). In round numbers that
had been two hundred years later. There was a general process of
degeneration, and the firstlink in the chain was Jeroboam. No nation
has ever survived the loss of its religious faith. Israel was no exception.

IV. The cure for easy religion.

A. Easy religion is cured by conversion. Unless a person has been born again,
he or she may go through all manner of religious forms, but the real
thing is not there. More than anything we need the example of truly
transformed lives. Religion, like great music, is not in need of defense
but rendition. The Wesleyan revivals saved England in the latter part
of the eighteenth century. How? Thousands were converted.

B. Easy religion is cured by cultivation. A man was asked what church he
attended. He replied that he did not go to any church regularly, but
he named one church he stayed away from the most. Unfortunately,
that denomination does not have a monopoly on these “stay-awayers.”
All of us need cultivation.

C. Easy religion is cured by commitment. The test of true religion is the
depth of our commitment to Christ. David and Peter were not perfect
men. They blundered and fell, and Satan clapped his hands in glee
over them more than once. Yet they were deeply committed men.
This is the test.
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Conclusion

Years ago a Methodist bishop got off a train in a small town in the Deep
South. Seeing a friendly looking man on the deserted station platform, he
asked, “Does anyone around here enjoy religion?” The old man replied, “Yes,
sir, them that has it does.” Are you enjoying your religion?

WEDNESDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 21

Title: The Habit of Seeing the Good

Text: “Jesus looked at him and said, ‘You are Simon son of John. You will be
called Cephas’ (which, when translated, is Peter)” (John 1:42 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 1:35—42

Introduction

Dr. Ralph W. Sockman has said, “Habit must play a larger part in our
religious life. We worship when we feel like it; we pray when we feel like it;
we read the Bible when we feel like it. Leaving our religious exercises to
the promptings of impulse, we become creatures of impulse rather than
soldiers of Christ. An army made up of creatures of impulse would be only
a mob.” Jesus not only had great inward attitudes, but he had great habits
that expressed themselves in outward conduct. As followers of Christ, we
need to identify his inward attitudes and adopt his methods of relating to
others. Jesus had the habit of always seeing the potential for good in the
people around him.

I. Jesus saw the potential for good in Simon (John 1:42).

Jesus saw this impulsive, unstable man as one who could become as solid
as arock. Jesus, while knowing that Peter had the potential to deny him three
times, could also see the potential for this man’s standing like Gibraltar on
the Day of Pentecost to proclaim the meaning and significance of what God
was doing through the gift of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus had the habit of seeing good in others.

1. Jesus saw the potential for good in Matthew the tax collector
(Matt. 9:9).

Tax collectors were not very popular among the Jewish people of Jesus’
day. They were the despised representatives of a foreign government, which was
guilty of tyranny and oppressive taxation. As Jesus passed by, he saw Matthew
and invited him to become one of his followers. Matthew had the capacity to
become the writer of the first gospel known as the Gospel of Matthew.

Jesus had the habit of seeing the good in others.
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lll. Jesus saw the potential for good in the woman of Samaria
(John 4:1-39).

If ever there was a hopeless case to come across Jesus’ path, this woman
of Samaria might appear as such. She had experienced the heartbreak and
tragedy of rejection and the shame of having five failed marriages. She was
worthless in the eyes of others. She was now living with a man outside wedlock
and was considered by all a good-for-nothing outcast. It is impossible for us
to imagine the despair that must have filled her heart and life.

The woman at the well couldn’t possibly realize the fullness of what was
beginning to take place when she came to the well at noon to draw water.
Jesus saw her, and he loved her. Wisely he requested a favor of her to open up
conversation. Then he offered her the gift of living water with the end result
that she became a powerful witness for God. The Scriptures tell us, “Many
of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s
testimony” (John 4:39 NIV).

Jesus had the habit of always seeing the good in others.

Conclusion

Most of us, if we are honest with ourselves and with God, will have to
admit that we often see the potential for bad in others. We are hypercritical
and notice others’ flaws. We observe their deficiencies and their lacks. To
the degree that this is our pattern, we find ourselves in contradiction to the
character and conduct of our Savior. Let’s change our ways and develop our
Savior’s habit of always looking for good in others.

Make good habits, and your habits will make you good.

SUNDAY MORNING, FEBRUARY 25

Title: Well Done, Good and Faithful Servant

Text: “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!” (Matt. 25:23 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 25:14-30

Hymns: “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” Hastings
“Love Divine, All Loves Excelling,” Zundel
“Love Is the Theme,” Fisher

Offertory Prayer: Precious Father, for your gift of life and love, we thank you.
For this day that you have made, we thank you. For the privilege of working
and earning and saving and giving, we thank you. As we come today
bringing our tithes and offerings, accept these gifts and bless them to your
glory and to the good of a needy people. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Introduction

Jesus used parables to present to us powerful pictures about God, humans,
and life. By means of these stories, he communicated life-changing truths
to his disciples and to those who are willing to listen and learn today. The
parable of the talents, or the parable of the three servants, is a parable that
emphasizes the importance of faithfulness.

By means of this parable our Lord let us know that in the final analysis
our lives will be judged not on the basis of our fame but on the basis of our
fidelity. We will be rewarded not on the basis of our genius but on the basis
of our goodness. This parable should confront each of us in a very personal
way and disturb us to the depths of our being. It should encourage us to do
our best and challenge each of us to become a better person.

We are the children of God by grace through faith. At the same time,
we are servants of God with the privilege of helping God and others. This
pointed parable calls our attention to the possibility that we can blow our
opportunity for God and for ourselves. And we can waste our opportunity
to minister significantly to others. This parable should impart to each of us
a healthy fear of the real peril of our experiencing a colossal failure.

Talents were measures of money. Today’s English Version translates the
sums spoken of in the parable as $5,000, $2,000, and $1,000. These talents
represent the means God has entrusted to his people for carrying on his
kingdom work in the world today. They are the gifts that Paul enumerates
as being distributed by the Holy Spirit in Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12-14,
and Ephesians 4. It could be said that these talents are the gospel itself, the
truths Christ preached, the training we have received, the energy available
to us, the education and skills we have acquired, along with Christian expe-
rience, health, wealth, time, opportunities, and effectiveness in preaching
and teaching. God has entrusted to us all of the gifts and endowments of the
Holy Spirit. From the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit has been bestowing
on God’s servants the talents and gifts needed for doing God’s work in the
world today.

I. Notice that the talents were entrusted to ‘“each according to his
ability”” (Matt. 25:15 NIV).

This parable does not emphasize equality. It emphasizes the importance
of faithfulness.

A. We are unequal in our natural gifts.

B. We are unequal in the opportunities that are open to us as individuals.
C. We are unequal in the advantages that we might have over others.

D. We are unequal in human endowments.

Yet each of us has an equal opportunity and charge to become a good and
faithful servant of God. This parable points out that we will be judged and
rewarded on the basis of our faithfulness in using what has been entrusted to us.
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I1. Let each of us beware of the possibility of becoming a twin brother
or sister of the one-talent servant.

A. This man failed to trust in the good character of his Lord.

From the dawn of human history, Satan’s strategy has been to
question the goodness of God. In the Garden of Eden, he dropped
the hint that God was not really good, that he was restricting Adam
and Eve from entering into what they had the right to experience.

1. The sin of no faith has been the undoing sin of God’s people
throughout the ages.

2. The sin of little faith causes us to refrain from attempting to do
the big things God wants us to do.

B. This man was not a bad man. He is not described as cruel and merciless.
He is not described as a wasteful person or as a slave to his passions.

C. This man counted his one talent as being of no real importance. Evidently he
assumed that his one talent was not needed. He failed to appreciate
that every talent is precious in God’s sight.

D. This man lacked the faith and courage to take a risk. He decided to be
cautious and play it safe. He is like those who never “go for broke” in
order to succeed in a business enterprise.

1. We must trust God to fulfill his promises if we are to do some-
thing significant.

2. We must expose ourselves to the peril of embarrassment and loss

if we are to do anything worthwhile. What if Abraham had played
it safe and had refused to risk leaving his home and going to a
far country for God? Moses wanted to play it safe and tried every
excuse possible to avoid responding to God’s call. Finally, he took
the risk and became a great deliverer. And we can be grateful
that Jesus did not play it safe. If Paul and the other apostles had
played it safe and had never risked failure, we probably never
would have known about the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Many people are tempted to think that their talentis so small
that it does not matter, and therefore they neglect to respond to
their opportunities. When we do this we become a twin brother
or sister of the one-talent man.

I1l. The good news in this powerful parable.

A. Each of us has been given talents by our King. The Holy Spirit distributes
spiritual gifts to each believer according to the needs of the church.
No one is left empty-handed. Each one has been given a gift.

B. We can double our capital (talents) by faithfulness. We can have twice as
much of the same things as were first entrusted to us if we are reliable
and trustworthy in using what God has already placed in our hands.

We can improve our own usefulness and fruitfulness. Someone
has said, “One note is a sound. Add other notes and you have a song.”
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One color, no matter how beautiful, is monotonous. Add other colors,
and you have a cathedral window. Such is the reward to those who
add to the gifts God has given them through faithfulness.

C. We can receive the Lord’s approval and praise. We receive God’s accept-
ance when we receive Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. He accepts
us and forgives us. We can have his approval and his praise if we are
faithful in the use of the gifts he bestows upon us. All of us would
like to hear him say, “Well done.”

D. We can enter into the joy of the Lord. All of us want to enter into the joy of
our Lord in the hereafter. This parable teaches us that it is possible
for us to enter into the joy of our Lord in the here and now. Ours can
be the joy of doing good. Ours can be the joy of showing God’s love to
others. Ours can be the joy of seeing people come to know Jesus Christ
as Savior. Ours can be the joy of becoming what God wants us to be.

Conclusion

Let us beware of thinking of ourselves as one-talent people. We need to
recognize that the little person with a great gospel is mightier than a great
person with no gospel.

If we neglect to use our opportunities and gifts, we will lose them. If
we bury our gifts, we reveal that we do not have the character that makes it
possible for us to be compatible or comfortable with God.

Let us use what God has given to us that we might bring glory to him and
that he might be glorified in us.

SUNDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 25

Title: Ahab: Five Chapters in a Story

Text: “But Naboth replied, “The Lorp forbid that I should give you the
inheritance of my fathers” (1 Kings 21:3 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Kings 21:1-26

Introduction

Today we will look at the story of Ahab, king of Israel, and of Naboth,
owner of a vineyard next to the king’s summer palace in Jezreel. It is among
the strangest, most powerful, most terrible stories in the Bible. It is a story
of contrasts. On one side we see innocence, courage, integrity, and the fear
of God; and on the other side we see covetousness, avarice, cruelty, perjury,
death, and terrible retribution.

Ahab is one of the best-known characters in the Old Testament, where
more pages are devoted to him than to any other worker of iniquity. His
contrast with his adversary, the great prophet Elijah, makes him stand out
all the more clearly. Ahab seems to have had some amount of character and
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the fear of God in him, but he was under the influence of that Phoenician
tigress, his pagan wife, Jezebel, the murderer of prophets.

Samaria was the capital of Israel, but Jezreel was the king’s summer palace,
a hideaway resort. Surrounded by all the pleasures and luxuries of royalty,
Ahab seemingly lacked nothing. But not so! He wanted one more thing. This
introduces the plot of the story.

I. The first chapter we may call Covetousness.

Next to Ahab’s palace was a small but well-kept vineyard. Ahab looked
over that vineyard carefully. The more he looked the more he coveted that
vineyard that he might convert it into a herb garden.

As king, Ahab was the lord and master and, in a sense, the owner of a
whole kingdom. He had palaces, servants, silver and gold, horses, chariots,
and storehouses. Yet he coveted that one small vineyard. An old myth tells of
Briareus, a fifty-headed giant who had a hundred hands. If the covetous man
had one hundred eyes with which to see and one hundred hands with which
to take, that would not be enough. The more he had, the more he wanted;
the more he got, the less satisfied he was.

Ahab proceeded at once to try to buy the vineyard outright or to trade
a larger and better vineyard for it. So fiercely did he covet that vineyard he
would have given a fabulous price. But the vineyard was not for sale, and to
have his covetous desire thwarted made Ahab sick. He pouted in bed and
wouldn’t eat. His covetousness resulted in a tale of intrigue that involved
slander, perjury, and the murder of an innocent and godly man.

Il. The second chapter we may call Integrity.

When Ahab made his offer to trade for his vineyard or to buy it outright,
Naboth responded, “The Lorp forbid that I should give you the inheritance
of my fathers” (1 Kings 21:3 NIV). For a man to sell his patrimony (land
inherited from his father) was, in the estimation of the devout Hebrew, as
serious a sin as if a man denied his own parentage.

Not all of the Jews were as scrupulous in this matter as Naboth. He was
a God-fearing man of integrity. He felt it would be an irreligious act, a sin
against God, for him to sell his inheritance to the king. Naboth’s character
stands out in magnificent proportions and in unforgettable colors. Here was a
man across whose brow was written, “Not for sale.” Naboth was not flattered by
the interview with the king nor by the invitation to the royal palace. Principle
meant more to him than worldly honor. Nor was he influenced by money.
He could have asked any price for his vineyard and the covetous Ahab would
have paid it.

Here was a man who was not intimidated by the king. A royal request
amounted to a royal command. Naboth knew that to refuse was dangerous.
Yet he stood his ground and died a martyr to conscience. He preferred death
to compromising his conscience.
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I1l. The third chapter we may call Intrigue.

Since Ahab could not have the vineyard by fair means, his wife, Jezebel,
decided to secure it by foul means (1 Kings 21:7-10). Does any literature
contain such a record of court intrigue, a plot to murder an innocent man,
more terrible than this? The weak-kneed elders and nobles of the city carried
out her orders to the letter.

By himself Ahab probably would not have thought of stealing or confis-
cating the vineyard, still less of murdering Naboth in order to get possession
of'it. The resolution of the wicked queen stirred up her husband to complicity
in a crime he would have been afraid to commit had he not had Jezebel. But
he had her! She was there and she went into action. She planned the whole
diabolical scheme and saw that it was carried out.

IV. The fourth chapter we may call Murder.

What the weak Ahab could neither devise nor do, his fierce consort
carefully planned and craftily executed. The charge of the false witnesses
was, “Naboth has cursed both God and the king” (1 Kings 21:13 NIV). This
was cruelty and hypocrisy unsurpassed. This Phoenician idolatress, Jezebel,
had no regard for God or for the religion of Israel, yet she committed this
crime under the guise of religion. The town elders knew that this was a
crime and a sin against God, an outrage in Israel; yet for fear of Jezebel,
they went along.

According to custom, the witnesses cast the first stones. Then all the
mob joined them. Soon all that was left of Naboth was a bloody pulp. The
perjured witnesses, the cowardly elders and nobles, and the fickle crowd
dispersed and went back to their homes. As darkness came on, Naboth’s
corpse was left alone in the vineyard, and the scavenger dogs came and
licked up his blood.

What a story of horror and foul play and false witnesses this is, of covet-
ousness and murder. But the story doesn’t end here.

V. The fifth chapter we may call Retribution.

The story of Ahab and Naboth is not only a story of loyalty to conscience
and faith in God, of intrigue and murder, but also of swift and terrible
retribution.

At the queen’s urging, Ahab went at once to possess the vineyard. But
once there he was confronted by God’s prophet Elijah. Ahab cried out,
“So you have found me, my enemy!” Elijah replied, “I have found you . . .
because you have sold yourself to do evil in the eyes of the Lorp (1 Kings
21:20 NIV). Then Elijah detailed the terrible judgment that would fall
upon Ahab and Jezebel and all of their descendants (vv. 21-24). This shook
up Ahab, and he tore his clothes and put on sackcloth; he “went around
meekly” (v. 27) and humbled himself before God. But his humility and
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apparent repentance proved to be short-lived. Notice how the pronounced
judgment was carried out.

A. What about Ahab? Three years later, in spite of the warning given by
the prophet Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-23, 28), Ahab went to battle
against the Syrians at Ramoth Gilead. He was mortally wounded
and died that evening. As they washed the blood from the chariot,
the dogs came and licked his blood as the prophet Elijah had said
they would.

B. What about Jezebel? She continued for a time as the queen mother
while her son Jehoram reigned over Israel. Jehu, former bodyguard of
Ahab, was now one of Israel’s top generals. One of Elisha’s assistants
anointed Jehu king. All of his fellow generals pledged their loyalty,
and he set out immediately for Jezreel to carry out his commission
to wipe out the house of Ahab. On the way to Jezreel, he slew Jeho-
ram, king of Israel, and his nephew, Ahaziah, grandson of Ahab and
king of Judah. Thundering into Jezreel, he called upon the terrified
servants to throw Jezebel out of the top-story window. They did so,
and Jehu ran over her body with his horses and chariot. When he
sent servants later on to bury her, all they could find were her skull,
her feet, and the palms of her hands. As Elijah had said, ‘Dogs will
devour Jezebel by the wall of Jezreel” (1 Kings 21:23 NIV).

Then followed the systematic elimination of all of Ahab’s descend-
ants and the murder of all of the followers of Baal.

Conclusion

This story comes to a tremendous climax. This was mysterious, terrible,
divine retribution. It teaches us in unmistakable terms that the way of the
transgressor is hard and that “the Judge of all the earth” will do right (Gen.
18:25).

WEDNESDAY EVENING, FEBRUARY 28

Title: The Habit of Witnessing

Text: “I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other
towns also, because that is why I was sent” (Luke 4:43 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 4:40-44

Introduction

Jesus was literally the good news about God for people, in his person as
well as in his performance. Everything Jesus said and did was a means of com-
municating his personal testimony about the nature and character of God.
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I. Jesus wants us to be witnesses for him (Acts 1:8).

Il. The Holy Spirit will bless our personal testimony with great power
(Acts 4:33).

I11. Jesus has commanded us to give our personal testimony
(Matt. 28:19-20).

The imperative in the Great Commission is in the verb translated “make
disciples.” There is no way we can do this without using our personal testimony
regarding faith in Jesus Christ. All of us who know Jesus Christ as Savior can
give a testimony of what has happened in our life.

In the business community, the testimony of a satisfied customer is highly
prized. Often the testimony of an expertis required. Many times the testimony
of casual observers can be very helpful as well. Jesus wants us to give our
personal testimony of what God means to us.

Conclusion

Without our personal testimony, the world will not know what Jesus Christ
means to us. Without the personal witness of believers today, the Holy Spirit
cannot show to the world what Jesus Christ can do in their lives if they put
their trust in him. Without our personal witness, others cannot receive the
gift of faith and come to know Jesus Christ as Savior.

Our Lord had the habit of being a good witness for God by the life he
lived, by the deeds he performed, and by the words he spoke. All of us who
are true followers of Jesus need to develop this habit of giving the consistent
testimony of a satisfied customer. Let us give our witness personally, boldly,
humbly, expectantly, and joyfully.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

MARCH

B Sunday Mornings

We should be busy sharing the good news of salvation along the way
every day. And the plan of salvation should be explained every Lord’s Day
in our worship services. This month, as we approach Easter, the Sunday
morning messages emphasize who Jesus Christ is and what he has done
for us. The theme is “That All Might Believe through Him.”

B Sunday Evenings

Continue and complete the series of biographical messages using
the theme “The Lives and Lessons of Men of the Bible.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Begin a series of studies based on Paul’s letters to the church at
Thessalonica. The suggested theme is “Let the Apostle Paul Speak to
Your Needs.” This series will continue through May.

SUNDAY MORNING, MARCH 3

Title: Put Aside Your Excuses

Text: “Jesus replied: ‘A certain man was preparing a great banquet and
invited many guests’” (Luke 14:16 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 14:16-24

Hymns: “I Am Coming to the Cross,” Fischer
“I Am Resolved,” Fillmore
“Pass Me Not, O Gentle Savior,” Doane

Offertory Prayer: Dear God, we thank you that you are consistent in your
love toward us. Your love is sweet, and it never fails. Because of your love,
you have offered your Son as an atoning sacrifice. He became poor that we
might become rich. In this offering we have an opportunity to give you a
portion of our possessions that your deep love may be shared with others.
Work in our hearts to lead us away from excuses that would hinder our
fulfillment of this opportunity. In Christ’s name. Amen.

Introduction

The parable we will be studying today from Luke 14 highlights excuse
making. The three who sent their regrets had probably told themselves these
excuses so many times that they finally deemed them to be valid reasons.
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People can tell themselves a lie so often that at last they will accept it as the
truth; however, a lie is always a lie, and an excuse is always an excuse.

The invitation from God is spiritual. Excuses are usually based on the
material. There is nothing wrong with buying land, working, or getting mar-
ried, but it is wrong to place these things above the invitation of God.

The excuses of the people in Jesus’ parable were foolish in the light of so
gracious an invitation. Yet they are no more foolish than the excuses given
in our day. Think of these excuses.

I. Excuse number one: “I’m too busy.”

In Luke 14 the three men who made their excuses were preoccupied.
They were busy with land, oxen, and marriage. Which is most important
in the long run: land, John Deere tractors, and romantic love—or eternal
salvation? Let’s put it this way: Suppose you owned two businesses. One was
worth one thousand dollars and the other was worth one million dollars. It
would not be reasonable for you to give all of your time to the one-thousand-
dollar business and none of your time to the million-dollar business. When
you compare heaven and the world, this world is the one-thousand-dollar
business. It is not right for you to spend all your time with the world and be
too busy to give any time to heaven. Beware that you don’t sell your life for
cut glass when God is offering you rare jewels.

Il. Excuse number two: “l don’t understand enough.”

The master who gave this banquet did not expect those who were invited
to know everything about it. He did not expect them to understand all about
the food that was being served or about the entertainment. However, he did
expect them to come to the banquet.

Pascal, the French philosopher and mathematician, pointed out that the
supreme function of reason is to show humans that some things are beyond
reason. With all our knowledge, there are still some things that even the
most brilliant person cannot understand. God does not expect anyone to
understand all the mysteries of his kingdom. However, he does expect us to
come to Jesus Christ and confess him as Savior.

If people understand enough to realize that sin has separated them
from God and that God sent Christ to bridge the sin gap, they understand
enough to be saved.

1. Excuse number three: “The great number of denominations is
confusing.”

As long as people are people, there will be differences of opinion. As
long as there are differences of opinion, there will be differences of denomi-
nation. The Bible does not forbid different denominations, although it doesn’t
promote them either. It does forbid rejection of Jesus Christ. God is not so
concerned about what denomination you join as he is about whether or not
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you join yourself to Jesus Christ. John 3:36 says, “Whoever believes in the Son
has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath
remains on him” (NIV).

IV. Excuse number four: “People at church don’t suit me.”

A. Some claim that church members are unfriendly and cliquish. It may be
said, in all honesty, that when individuals become Christians and
relate themselves to some local church, the people may not run up
to them, shake their hand, pat them on the back, or greet them with
a holy kiss. However, they should not be so concerned about being
accepted by Christians. What they should be concerned about is
being accepted by Christ.

B. Some make the excuse that people go to church only to parade their new clothes.
When a Christian man gets a new suit, certainly he wears it to church.
He also wears it to dinner on the town, to work, and to other places.
The clothes we wear will not justify us before God. The master who
sent out the invitations for the banquet put no stipulations on what
kind of clothes were to be worn. Neither does God care whether we
come to him in a tuxedo or a T-shirt. It is not the clothes we wear
that count; it is who is on the inside.

C. Some argue that there are hypocrites in the church. There are also hypo-
crites in other areas of life. Some bankers are hypocrites. Does that
mean that when you need money you will not go to the bank to get
a loan? Of course not.

Some in the medical profession are hypocrites. We call them
quack doctors. Does that mean you won’t take your children to a
doctor when they get sick? Of course not.

The fact that there are hypocrites in the church does not give
people a reason to refuse to come to Jesus Christ and accept him as
personal Savior.

V. Excuse number five: “I’m a pretty good person; God will probably
accept me as | am.”

It is not by works that a person is made acceptable to God,; itis by faith in
Jesus Christ. All must turn from their sins and come to him in faith to be saved.

V1. Excuse number six: “I’m too wicked.”

Thank God for your conviction concerning the power, penalty, and effect
of sin. You should have the same kind of conviction about the power of God
to forgive your sin. John writes to Christians in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness.” When those who are lost confess their sins, God is ready
to forgive them too.
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VIl. Excuse number seven: “I’m too timid.”

Some people are more timid than others. Those who are timid need to
heed the warning of Revelation 21:8. Note that the timid person, as indicated
by the word fearful, is placed alongside people guilty of horrible sins. People
should not allow their timidity to keep them from accepting Christ as their
personal Savior.

VIII. Excuse number eight: “I’m not ready.”

Itis apparent that those who refused the master’s invitation to the banquet
took thatinvitation too lightly. However, the master considered their response
very important. Luke 14:24 indicates that those who rejected the invitation
never would have another opportunity to come to that banquet.

To say no to Jesus is a dangerous thing.

A. It is dangerous because of God’s impending wrath that hangs over the lost.

B. It is dangerous because one’s heart may be hardened. Each time a person
says no to Christ, it becomes easier to say no the next time. Hebrews
3:7-8 says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts . . .
(NIV).

C. To say no to Jesus is dangerous because of accidents and death. How far
away is death? It could be just one breath away, one heartbeat away,
one malignant cell away, one car accident away. Proverbs 27:1 says,
“Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may
bring forth” (NIV).

Conclusion
Now is the time of salvation.

SUNDAY EVENING, MARCH 3

Title: Gehazi: The Unmasking of a Wicked Heart

Text: “Then he went in and stood before his master Elisha.
“‘Where have you been, Gehazir’ Elisha asked.

““Your servant didn’t go anywhere,” Gehazi answered.

“But Elisha said to him, ‘Was not my spirit with you when the man got down
from his chariot to meet you?’” (2 Kings 5:25-26 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Kings 5:1-27

Introduction

The salient points of the story of Naaman, captain of the host of Syria,
are clear. Upon the witness of a little Jewish slave girl, he had come all the
way to Israel seeking a cure for his leprosy. He went first to the king of Israel,
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and then, by invitation, to the prophet Elisha. Elisha’s simple directions were,
“Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored
and you will be cleansed” (2 Kings 5:10 NIV). Infuriated at first, Naaman,
at the urging of his subordinates, complied and was healed. He returned in
deep gratitude to the prophet and urged him to receive a gift. Elisha refused
and sent him away in peace.

Up to this point the story is letter perfect. But this is inspired writing,
not fiction, and it comes to a tragic end. Gehazi was the servant of Elisha.
He had been a witness to both appearances of the Syrian general before his
master’s house and of his master’s dealings with him. His view of things did not
agree with his master’s. His avaricious soul recoiled at his master’s refusal of
compensation for the miracle. So he went out on his own and came to tragedy.

We can note four things in the development of the theme.

I. The growth of wickedness in Gehazi’s heart.

Gehazi’s character did not suddenly collapse. The process of dissolution
had been going on for some time; this act of betrayal was simply the last straw.

When the Shunammite woman came to Elisha in great distress after her
little son died, Gehazi was sent on ahead to greet her with the questions, “Are
you all right? Is your husband all right? Is your child all right” (4:26 NIV). The
purity of her own heart recognized the treachery of Gehazi’s, and she would
not unburden her grief to him. Gehazi was sent to lay Elisha’s staff on the body
of the dead child, but he had to report, “The boy has not awakened” (v. 31
NIV). One must first repent, because God does not respond to a wicked heart.

The skill with which Gehazi planned and carried out his fleecing of the
grateful-hearted Naaman showed that he was practiced in treachery and
skilled in falsehood. This act of wickedness, like Judas’s betrayal of his Master,
was just the last straw before the wickedness of his heart was unmasked.

Il. The proof of the wickedness of Gehazi’s heart.

Gehazi’s life was a living contradiction. The exterior of his life gave the
lie to what he really was inside. Outward appearances and inward reality did
not agree. Outwardly he was the servant of Elisha the prophet; inwardly he
was the servant of the Devil. Outwardly he was one with his master, his helper
and constant companion; inwardly he was far from his master in spirit, ideals,
aims, and character. Outwardly he appeared to be concerned with spiritual
things, the helper of a prophet; inwardly he was covetous, greedy, worldly,
and without interest in spiritual things.

A. Gehazi’s wickedness is demonstrated by his attitudes.

1. His attitude toward one of another race. His words, “My master
was too easy on Naaman, this Aramean, by not accepting from
him what he brought” (2 Kings 5:20 NIV), reveal his double
standard, one for his own countrymen and another for Naaman
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because he was an Aramean. He felt there was no harm in fleec-

ing an Aramean.

2. His attitude toward his master’s honor. He did not hesitate to
drag his master’s name in the dust and put him on the same basis
as the false prophets in Israel if, by doing so, he could attain his
own ends. His master’s honor meant nothing to him.

3. His attitude toward simple honesty, the truth. He lied to him-
self: “As surely as the LorbD lives” (2 Kings 5:20 NIV). He lied to
Naaman: “My master sent me to say . ..” (v. 22 NIV). He lied to
Elisha: “Your servant didn’t go anywhere” (v. 25 NIV).

B. Gehazi’s wickedness is demonstrated by his motives.

Elisha sternly asked, “Is this the time to take money, or to accept
clothes, olive groves, vineyards, flocks, herds, or menservants and
maidservants?” (2 Kings 5:26 NIV). This is what Gehazi intended to
do with his ill-gotten wealth.

Here is a stern lesson for us. There are many Gehazis walking about
masking a wicked heart beneath a respectable exterior. We should never
judge by outward appearances only.

I1l. The unmasking of the wickedness of Gehazi’s heart.

The respectable exterior was ripped off, and the doom of leprosy on the
outside would henceforth proclaim the wickedness on the inside. Gehazi had
provoked God too far, and his wicked, sinful heart was laid bare. Treachery
had outdone itself. Covetousness had defeated its own selfish ends. In a sense
Gehazi had committed spiritual suicide (see James 1:15). Why was Gehazi’s
wicked heart laid bare?

A. The honor and peace of a nation was at stake. Recall Elisha’s words to the
fearful king when Naaman made his appearance at court, “Why have
you torn your robes? Have the man come to me and he will know
that there is a prophet in Israel” (2 Kings 5:8 NIV). There had been
intermittent but deadly war between Israel and Aram for some time,
and by his act of mercy and generosity, Elisha had hoped to strike a
blow for peace. Gehazi had betrayed all that.

B. The honor of the prophetic office was at stake. There were false prophets
both in Israel and in Aram who performed for a price. Elisha was in
no way like them. Gehazi’s great sin was that he did this in his mas-
ter’s name and held him up to open shame before a man he would
have taught to honor a true prophet of God.

C. The honor of God was at stake. Elisha had required an act of faith so
that the grace of God could be released upon Naaman. Naaman rec-
ognized that his healing had been an act of the God of Israel. Elisha
had refused any gift in the name of God (2 Kings 5:16). Yet Gehazi’s
act jeopardized all this. Naaman could have returned to Aram with
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the impression that the gift of God could indeed be purchased with
money (see Acts 8:20).

The moral is clear. We can provoke God too far. We can hold his honor
and that of his true servants up to open shame, and he will strike us down
openly. The wicked may get by with it for a time, but sooner or later the wicked
heart will be unmasked.

IV. The judgment on the wickedness of Gehazi’s heart.

God’s judgment followed close on the unmasking of Gehazi’s heart.
What terrible words are these: “Naaman’s leprosy will cling to you and to
your descendants forever” (2 Kings 5:27 NIV). Elisha was saying, “You want
Naaman’s riches regardless of the cost in sin and betrayal and lies? Then
take his leprosy also. Let this disease without reveal the rottenness within.”

When our wickedness catches up with us, God’s judgment sometimes
takes an ironic turn. In the end, Joseph’s brothers did bow down before him.
Haman was hanged on his own gallows. Gehazi reaped a living death as the
leprosy of the man he had despised and cheated clung to him, advertising his
sin. The worst thing that could happen to some would be this: to be forced
to wear their hearts on their sleeves.

Who can miss the moral here? Our sins will catch up with us. They will
track us down and find us out. The secrets of our hearts will one day be
laid bare.

Conclusion

Who will be able to stand? Only those whose hearts are cleansed by the
blood of the Lamb. Jeremiah said, “The heart is deceitful above all things,
and it is exceedingly corrupt” (17:9 ASV). In his first epistle, John assures us,
“The blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin” (1:7).

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MARCH 6

Title: The Church at Thessalonica

Text: “Paul, Silas and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in
God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you”
(1 Thess. 1:1 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10

Introduction

First Thessalonians is one of the earliest letters written by Paul, possibly
the first. Although brief, it is an important revelation from the Lord. The
book of Acts provides background material in understanding Paul’s relation-
ship to the church. Paul went to Thessalonica from Philippi; and his brief
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stay, probably no longer than a few months, was marked with much success.
Some unconverted Jews in the city became jealous and tried to seize Paul and
Silas (Acts 17), so they fled the city for Berea and then Athens where similar
incidents occurred.

While in Corinth Paul received a report about Thessalonica from Timothy.
Some in the church were confused about the Lord’s return and had quit
working. Divisions had erupted in the fellowship. Paul wrote to strengthen
the young congregation and reestablish his relationship. The letter is also
a challenge to remain faithful during persecution. The first verse is in the
form of a traditional greeting, but the words are carefully chosen and full of
truth about the church.

I. The church’s position in the world.

A. The church gathered: “the church of the Thessalonians.” The word church
is the Greek word ekklesia, which means a “called-out assembly.” The
church exists for a special purpose; it consists of believers who have
been called out of sin and into holiness (1 Peter 2:9). The call came
because of the Father’s love and was brought to us by the Lord Jesus
Christ. In worship the church celebrates the gift of life and prepares
for ministry in the world.

B. The church scattered: “the church of the Thessalonians.” The redeemed
are called from sin to live for Christ in a particular place. The
Thessalonian Christians faced a tremendous challenge. Their city
was a cosmopolitan commercial crossroads. Pagan religions and
materialism abounded. It was possible for them to fulfill the Great
Commission in their own city, because people of many nations trav-
eled through Thessalonica.

Every church of the Lord has been called to serve and witness.
We are “in the world but not of the world.” What about the church in
our community? Are we obedient where we are? Tal Bonham wrote
of two kinds of churches: “uttermost only and Jerusalem only . . . A
church cannot justify a low profile in local evangelism by claiming
to be a ‘great mission church’ on the basis of money given .. . A New
Testament church has the world on its heart—beginning at its own
front door.”

I1. The power of the church.

The church is a divine body, and the power to accomplish its mission rests
in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ. This implies an experiential
encounter with Christ, who builds the church with people who acknowl-
edge his lordship. Paul affirmed that he could “do everything through him
who gives me strength” (Phil. 4:13 NIV). The degree we are “in Christ” will
determine our impact on the world. Our zeal in witnessing, our coping with
persecution, our relationships with people, and our victory in temptation are
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all derived from abiding in Christ. The success of the Thessalonian church
was because they were “in the Lord.”

Ill. The person the church exalts.

The church exists to exalt “the Lord Jesus Christ.” He is the cornerstone;
the church is the body of Christ. Paul identifies Jesus with three words:

A. Lord. Thisis the Greek equivalent to the Old Testament name “Jeho-
vah.” Jesus is God! As Lord he is to have first place in our lives. He is
Lord of the church and Lord of each life.

B. Jesus. The angel said to Joseph, “You are to give him the name Jesus,
because he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21 NIV).
Jesus is our Savior—forever adequate for the sin problem.

C. Christ. He is the Messiah, the fulfillment of Israel’s hope. Jesus is
God’s Anointed One. Peter confessed him as the Christ, but Jesus
clarified the meaning of messiahship when he talked about the cross
(Matt. 16:13-27).

Conclusion

What we decide about Jesus is the most crucial decision we make. When a
church loses the distinctive message of “the Lord Jesus Christ,” it has lost what
the world needs most and cannot expect the Lord’s power to bless its efforts.

SUNDAY MORNING, MARCH 10

Title: The Blessing of Believing

Text: “There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He
came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all
men might believe” (John 1:6-7 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 1:43-51

Hymns: “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” Robinson
“’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus,” Stead
“Have Faith in God,” McKinney

Offertory Prayer: Thank you, Father God, for giving us the gift of faith that
we might see and respond to Jesus Christ affirmatively. Thank you for your
graciousness and faithfulness that cause our faith in you to grow. We come
today with tithes and offerings, eager that they might be used to help others
come to have faith in Jesus Christ. Bless these gifts to that end we pray. In
his name. Amen.

Introduction

The apostle John declares that the controlling motive that guided him in
his writing of the fourth gospel was the desire that people might “believe that
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Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in
his name” (20:31 NIV). And he describes the purpose behind the ministry
of John the Baptist: “so that through him all men might believe” (1:7 NIV).

The writer of the book of Hebrews declares that faith is essential if we
are to find ourselves pleasing to God and experience the rich reward that
comes only from him (11:6). To believe in Jesus means that we accept him to
be all that God claims for him and intended him to be. To really believe in
Jesus is to be open to him and responsive to his instructions and commands.
Itis to agree with him and cooperate with him in his work in the world. Rich
blessings come to those who truly believe in Jesus.

I. Through believing in Jesus we become the children of God.

A. Most of Jesus’ contemporaries robbed themselves of the privilege of becoming
true sons and daughters of God (John 1:11). Those who did recognize
and respond to him affirmatively as Savior enjoyed the privilege of
becoming God’s children (v. 12).

B. We become the children of God through faith (Gal. 3:26; John 3:14-16). The
faith that makes a full commitment to Jesus Christ is that which brings
us into a child’s relationship to the Father God. Baptism, church
membership, and a life of spiritual growth and ministry grow out of
and result from this basic relationship that is established through
believing in Jesus Christ as the Son of God.

Il. Through believing in Jesus we avoid the death that sin brings
(Rom. 6:23).

God spoke words of warning at the dawn of human history regarding
the penalty of eating the forbidden fruit: “You are free to eat from any tree
in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:16—17 NIV). Adam
and Eve did sin and die spiritually. They cut themselves off from the life of
God and from fellowship with him. From that day until this, the human race
has lived under the sentence of spiritual death until a new birth takes place
that imparts the gift of eternal life (John 3:16; 5:24). Through believing in
Jesus as the one whom God has sent to be our Savior, we regain the life of
God that was lost because of sin.

lll. Through believing in Jesus we receive the removal of the
condemnation of sin (Rom. 3:17-18).

God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked. The consequences that
sin has brought on the human race break God’s heart. The Bible is a record
of God’s redemptive activity in making provisions that make possible the
removal of condemnation for sin and the restoration of life and the fellowship
that was lost in the Garden of Eden.

John declares that God did not send Jesus into the world to condemn the

84



Sunday Morning, March 10

world but that through him it might be saved (John 3:17). He also affirms
that those who put faith in Jesus as Savior experience the removal of con-
demnation, and this means they receive the blessing of acceptance into God’s
family (v. 18).

These great verses of Scripture declare that God is for us rather than
against us. God is far more eager to be gracious and forgiving than he is to
be just and judgmental.

Many people have negative feelings about God, but when they analyze
these feelings, they often discover that they are only the results of their own
guilty consciences. God is more eager to accept us than he is to reject us.
Through Jesus Christ we can experience the joy of his acceptance.

IV. Through believing in Jesus we are granted God’s full self-disclosure
(Rom. I:51).

John’s gospel opens with the declaration that Jesus Christ is the living
Word of God who came to earth to be God’s language, speaking to us of his
love, his nature, and his purpose for us. The writer of the book of Hebrews
declares that Jesus Christ is God’s final revelation of himself to humankind
(1:1-3). In John 1:51 Jesus makes an amazing claim in terms that we can
understand today. He claims to be the stairway by which God comes down
to us and by which we can ascend to be with God.

To appropriately understand what Jesus was saying, we need to be familiar
with Jacob’s great dream at Bethel in which he saw a ladder set up on the earth
with the top of it reaching to heaven. He saw the angels of God ascending
and descending, and the Lord standing above it. The God of Abraham and
of Isaac revealed himself to Jacob in the loneliness of that night experience.
God appeared to him with promises and encouragement. Jacob recognized
that experience as being “the house of God and the very gateway of heaven”
(Gen. 28:10-17). It is one thing to experience the presence of God in the starry
skies above or in the beauty of nature around us. It is another thing to come
to know God personally through faith in and faithfulness to Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

We need to believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God. We need to believe
in him because of who he is, because of what he accomplished, and because of
what he can do in our lives today. It is through believing in him as the Christ
of God that we experience the peace of God (Rom. 5:1). We experience these
great blessings of believing not because of human connections nor because
of the accumulation of vast amounts of knowledge. We receive these blessings
not because of the money we might possess or the successes we might achieve.
We receive these great blessings through believing in Jesus Christ as the Son
of God who came to be our Savior. Through believing in Jesus we find the
way to the Father (John 14:6). Believe in him today for the good of your own
heart and life and for the good of those around you.
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SUNDAY EVENING, MARCH 10

Title: Ezekiel: Individual Responsibility

Text: “Yet, O house of Israel, you say, “The way of the LoRrD is not just.” But I
will judge each of you according to his own ways” (Ezek. 33:20 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 33:1-20

Introduction

Having served as a priest in the temple in Jerusalem, and not being fitted
by either training or experience for any other work, Ezekiel found himself
somewhat out of place among the captives in Babylon. What could he do?
Surely there was something better than to surrender to the situation. He sat
down by the river among his fellow captives with his thoughts. Here, as God
had found Moses in the wilderness of Midian, he found his sorrowing servant
Ezekiel. And God gave Ezekiel a new revelation.

God cares for his people as individuals. He has no pleasure in the death
of the wicked but longs for them to repent so that he can forgive and restore
them. With this new message, which would give hope to his people, Ezekiel
went out to minister. This erstwhile priest entered into that select circle of
God’s noblemen called the prophets.

Ezekiel’s prophecy can be divided into two parts: chapters 1-32, pre-
dicting the overthrow of Jerusalem, and chapters 33—48, predicting Israel’s
restoration to its own land. During the first period, his message seems to
have been little heeded by the people, but during the latter, he seems to have
had great influence.

Our Scripture lesson, forming a transition between the two parts, deals
with Ezekiel’s outstanding contribution, the doctrine of individual responsi-
bility, from three points of view. We want to look at each of these, and then,
in closing, at the dangers of this doctrine in the context of our own times.

I. The prophet’s responsibility for individuals (33:1-9).

A missionary to the Gbeapo people in Liberia was seeking a word in their
language for prophet. She could not use their words for either “soothsayer”
or “diviner” because they were not exact equivalents and because these
people looked upon them as fakes and charlatans. But she noticed that
morning and evening the official representative of the village chief went
down its streets delivering messages from the chief and announcing events
to come. So she decided to use the term “God’s town crier.” And such is a
prophet.

The figure Ezekiel uses, that of a watchman on the wall, is very similar. A
prophetis to warn people in times of danger. In verses 1-6 the illustration is
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given; in verses 7-9 it is applied to them as individuals. Ezekiel took his task
seriously. God had called him to this task (vv. 1-2, 7) and had defined his
duties specifically. He was to watch for the enemy and to blow the trumpet
when the enemy came. He was not responsible for the people’s response. No
words in the Bible are more solemn than Ezekiel’s application of this figure
of the watchman to himself (vv. 7-9).

In a very real sense, all of God’s people are prophets, for every Christian
has received the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:9). To every Christian God says, “I have
made you a watchperson.” We must give the warning from him.

Il. God’s concern for individuals (33:10-11).

Some knowledge of Israel’s theological beliefs and of their secular history
will help us understand these verses. The Israelites believed in group morality;
that is, they believed that the group was responsible and that God would
deal with them as a nation and not as individuals. As a corollary to this, they
believed they would suffer in a moral sense for their fathers’ sins. Thus, when
Jerusalem fell, their attitude was, “Our offenses and sins weigh us down, and
we are wasting away because of them. How then can we live?” (v. 10 NIV).

One of Ezekiel’s great contributions was to teach the Israelites the doc-
trine of individual responsibility. His message was this: As individuals there
is hope, if, as individuals, you repent.

A. God is concerned that individuals know their own sinfulness (v. 10). Unless
people are convicted of their own sins, they will die in them. These
people were conscious of their sins to the point of despair, saying,
“How then can we live?”

B. God is concerned that individuals know that God yearns to restore and not
destroy (v. 11). The prophet is to convey the most tender solicitations
for their best welfare. He pledges the integrity of God on this: “As
surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LorDp” (NIV).

C. God is concerned that individuals know that restoration is possible. “I take
no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn
from their ways and live” (v. 11 NIV). This is a foretaste of what Jesus
later clearly taught. As a Father, God knows and loves each individ-
ual soul. A father does not love his family in general; he loves each
child in particular. “God so loved the world” (John 3:16) is but one
side of the coin. The other side is this: “There is joy in the presence
of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth” (Luke 15:10).
Restoration is possible for every person.

D. God is concerned that individuals turn from their evil ways and live. “Why
will you die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 33:11 NIV). Every word of
this question is dramatically emphatic. That question sings its way
through the New Testament and all of Christian history.
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lll. The individual’s responsibility for his or her own destiny (33:12-20).

Every individual is ultimately responsible for his or her own destiny. This
is the Bible’s full and final answer to those who would subordinate the person
to the group, the individual to society. Every person must either accept or
reject God’s offer of pardon and salvation. Each soul is free and accountable;
therefore, repentance is necessary for every individual.

Centuries before Ezekiel made this doctrine of personal accountability
so clear, Moses hinted at it and warned against any individual’s attempting
to hide his or her wickedness behind the group (see Deut. 29:18-19). Moses
was warning that it is folly to suppose that identification with Israel and
participation in the formalities of religion would protect individuals from
their sin.

Historically, we can see the timeliness of this doctrine, for the old idea
of national repentance was impossible. The nation was no more.

The prophet’s concern for individuals, God’s concern for individuals, and
the individual’s responsibility for his or her own destiny—all of this is clearly
set forth and expanded in the New Testament. It is the priceless heritage of
the Christian. But how does this doctrine fare in the context of today?

IV. Some dangers to the doctrine of individual responsibility.

At the minimum there are two dangers to the doctrine of individual
responsibility in our time.

A. Thereis a danger that we can so emphasize individualism that we forget our
responsibility to God and to others. Sgren Kierkegaard tells of a peasant
who came to the capital city to sell his firewood. So much did he have
to sell and such a price did he receive that he was able to buy his first
pair of shoes and a pair of long stockings with enough left over for
a round of drinks. He drank to the point of drunkenness. Trying to
find his way home, he fell asleep in the middle of the highway. When
a wagon came along, the driver, not wishing to get down, shouted,
“Getup, or I'll drive over your legs.” Aroused at last, the still drunken
peasant, not recognizing his own legs because of his new shoes and
stockings, shouted back, “Drive on! Those are not my legs!” In this
story we can see the danger of an overemphasis on individualism.

B. There is a danger that this doctrine of individual responsibility may perish
Jrom the earth, that it may vanish from people’s minds. What are some of
the threats?

1. The rise of anti-God political philosophies poses a grave threat.
Denying outright the very existence of God, they hardly promote
the belief of people’s accountability to him. Certain nations com-
mitted to these views were defeated in war, but these views live on.

2. The increasing trend toward mass generalization poses another
grave threat. Modern industrialization with its emphasis on mass
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production has tended to crush our interest in the individual.
We think of crowds, groups, and classes.

3. The tremendous social pressures toward mass conformity pose
another threat. They leave no room for individual responsibility
and run counter to people’s desire to be individuals.

4. The growing trend away from personal evangelism in favor of
clever schemes of social redemption also threatens the doctrine
of individual responsibility. Highly commendable but often
misplaced efforts at social reform miss the boat because they
short-circuit the one thing—individual conversion—that can
bring about true reform.

5. The wholesale neglect of personal religion is the greatest threat
of all. When people neglect salvation, they forget that they were
created in God’s image, that they have the capacity for fellow-
ship with their Creator, and that they are accountable to him.

Conclusion

This then is the doctrine the great prophet Ezekiel taught. This our Lord
died to make possible. This the apostle Paul also declares: “So then, each
of us will give an account of himself to God” (Rom. 14:12 NIV). There is no
more certain fact in all the world.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MARCH 13

Title: Grace and Peace
Text: “Grace and peace to you” (1 Thess. 1:1 NIV).
Scripture Reading: 1 Corinthians 15:9-10; 1 Thessalonians 1:1

Introduction

Paul’s greeting to the Thessalonian Christians included two words tra-
ditionally used by Greeks and Hebrews when they greeted each other. Paul’s
use is much deeper, for these two words describe the entire work of Christ.
The greeting goes to individuals and to the whole church. Peace flows from
grace; where grace is at work, peace will be present.

I. Grace for individuals.

Many ideas are embodied in the word grace. It is used for prayer at
the table as well as to describe personalities. In the New Testament, grace
primarily means the gift of God’s undeserved favor.

A. Grace that saves. In our sin God graciously seeks us and forgives us.
Salvation is the work of God’s grace from the beginning to the end
(Rom. 3:23-24). Paul told the Ephesians, “Itis by grace you have been
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saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of
God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9 NIV). If
someone asked Paul what he meant by grace, he would probably say,
“That which encountered me on the Damascus road.”

Saving grace brings peace. “Therefore, since we have been justi-
fied through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ” (Rom. 5:1 NIV). There is no more enmity brought on by sin.

B. Grace that sustains. James Moffatt said, “Grace is more than pardon;
it is power which makes a man efficient for all the challenges . . . of
life.” It was God’s grace that enabled Paul, the zealous Pharisee, to
love Gentiles. Grace enabled him to cope with his “thorn in the flesh.”
Paul affirmed, “By the grace of God I am whatI am, and his grace to
me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—
yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me” (1 Cor. 15:10 NIV).

Sustaining grace brings peace. We are admonished to commit
our problems in prayer to the grace of God. The result will be “the
peace of God, which passeth all understanding” (Phil. 4:7).

Il. Grace for the church.

A. A church where grace is manifest. Paul desired the Thessalonian church
to be a fellowship where God’s grace could work in a mighty way, a
place where people would be saved. Such a church possesses the
deepest peace and the strongest unity. Petty problems are quickly
overlooked when sinners are being saved. A contagious spirit of enthu-
siasm prevails in a church where grace is at work.

B. A chwrch sustained by grace. The Thessalonian Christians were facing
persecution. God’s grace is sufficient. Jesus promised, “I will build
my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt.
16:18). His grace at work in the church is more powerful than the
forces of evil outside.

Conclusion

Grace and peace to you! These were not just words passing through
the apostle’s lips. They describe his deepest longing and the desire he also
expressed to the Colossians, Philippians, Ephesians, Galatians, Corinthians,
and Romans. He yearned for grace and peace to rest on Philemon, Titus, and
Timothy. These gifts are still available to each Christian and every church.

SUNDAY MORNING, MARCH 17

Title: Why Did God Send His Son into the World?

Text: “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world,
but to save the world through him” (John 3:17 NIV).
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Scripture Reading: John 3:14-21

Hymns: “Have Faith in God,” McKinney
“’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus,” Stead
“Whosoever Will,” Bliss

Offertory Prayer: Father in heaven, we thank you for the privilege of being
able to come to your house to join with others in prayer and praise and
proclamation of the Good News. We thank you that we can unite our
offerings that the good news of your love can be shared not only in this
community, but to the ends of the earth. Bless these tithes and offerings to
that end. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

John, the beloved apostle, specifically reveals to us the controlling motive
that guided him in the selection of both events and the words of our Lord as
he wrote his gospel (John 20:30-31). He was seeking to encourage and assist
people in believing that Jesus is the Christ and that through believing they
can receive the gift of eternal life. John’s motive was evangelistic.

Aseminary student was given an assignment to talk with successful people
about the essentials for success. A professor of psychology at a Christian
college gave him a good suggestion. She said, “Make the plan of salvation
very simple and repeat it often.” John the apostle makes the plan of salvation
easily understood, and he repeats it often throughout his gospel.

Our text speaks of God’s primary purpose for sending his Son Jesus
Christinto the world. John makes two complementary statements. First, God
did not send his Son into the world to condemn it. Second, he sent his Son
so the world might be saved through him.

I. God sent his Son into the world to reveal his all-inclusive love.

A. Some thought that God loved only the chosen people of Israel. They believed
that all others were under the condemnation of God. Jesus came to
reveal that both Jews and Gentiles were included in God’s love. It
was necessary that Jesus use some restraint in revealing how broad
the love of God was lest he alienate people who had narrow views of
God’s love. It remained for the apostles, particularly Peter and Paul,
to be used to show that God’s love also extended to other people.

B. Some people thought that God loved only the very successful who kept the
law perfectly. The Pharisees, the prominent and influential religious
leaders of that day, were in this group. They had a narrow concept of
God’s love and believed that all who fell below the standard of perfect
obedience to the law were outside God’s concern.

C. John tells us that God did not send Jesus Christ into the world to criticize,
condemn, or cut off. Instead, God sent his Son that the world might be
saved through him.
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Il. God sent his Son into the world to save people from perishing.

A. Christ came to save us from ignorance of the true nature of God. He came
to reveal that God is love, that God is merciful, and that God is
gracious. He came to reveal that the holy God comes to us with
the offer of forgiveness and cleansing. By his coming Jesus revealed
human nature as God meant for it to be, and he revealed life as a
qualitative experience spent in service to God and others as God
meant for it to be.

B. Christ came into the world to save us from the stupidity of the self-destructiveness
of sin. The prodigal son is a classic illustration of those who neglect
or refuse to believe that God is good and that the best place for us is
in the Father’s house and in his will. Sin is a form of moral insanity.
It is a road that leads to self-destruction in every area.

C. Christ came not only to save us from the consequences of our past sin, but
also to save us from the power of sin in the present and the presence of sin in
the future.

D. Christ came into the world to save people from perishing in both the present and
the future. Jesus speaks of a place called hell more than any other New
Testament person. He came that we might be saved from this terrible
fate. He does not want us to die and spend eternity away from God.
Thus, he came that we might find the way to the Father (John 14:6).
By deciding to become children of God, we avoid spending eternity
in the place prepared for the Devil and his angels (Matt. 25:41).

I11. God sent his Son into the world to provide a simple way of
salvation.

“. .. that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life”
(John 3:16 NIV). We will not find the way to God through obedience to a law
or through outstanding efforts to achieve our highest and best. We will find
it only through faith in Jesus Christ.

A. To experience salvation we must believe with all our hearts that Jesus Christ
is God’s Son. Jesus is more than just one of the children of God. He
is the unique and only begotten Son of God. He is the only one of
his kind. He came on a mission from heaven to earth as the eternal
God in a human body.

B. To experience salvation we must believe with all owr hearts that God is as Jesus
declared him to be. We need to respond to the revelation of the Father
God in and through Jesus Christ. As we believe that God relates to us
as a loving Father, we find that we can commit ourselves to him with
joy and confidence. Only as we relate to him in a faith relationship
can we experience the lifting power of his great love for us.

C. To experience salvation we must believe with all our hearts that God will do
Jfor us what he has promised to do. The New Testament contains many
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promises from God to his people. We need to recognize and claim
these promises.

The men and women of God through the ages who have experienced
inward joy and who have achieved significantly in service to others have been
those who believed that God was always faithful and reliable.

Conclusion

Charles Haddon Spurgeon said that there are at least three essential
elements in the faith that saves—knowledge, mental assent, and trust.

1. You need to know something significant about God in order to
be able to really believe in him. To get this information about
God, we need to study God’s Word. The faith that saves is based
on information we have about God that comes to us through the
Scriptures.

2. The second element of this faith that saves is mental assent. There
must be a willingness in the mind to give consent and assent to the
truth about God, humankind, and life as it is revealed in the New
Testament.

3. The final element in this saving faith is trust. This means to have
a commitment to and dependence on God. It means to place
confidence in God, making a leap of faith and pinning your hopes
on Jesus Christ as the one who came to be your Savior.

The faith that saves is a decision made by an individual in response to
Jesus Christ. John wrote his gospel to help you have that kind of trustin Jesus.
“For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to
save the world through him” (3:17 NIV).

SUNDAY EVENING, MARCH 17

Title: Barnabas: The Layman

Text: “He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great
number of people were brought to the Lord” (Acts 11:24 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Acts 9:26-30; 11:19-26

Introduction

Devoted, disciplined, and trained laypeople who will follow Christ’s
called servants in God’s work are the key to conquest in the kingdom.
Churches all over the world recognize this and sponsor training schools
and conferences for laypeople. Behind all of these programs is the reali-
zation that the tasks confronting the modern church are too great to be
undertaken by religious professionals alone. If preachers are the heavy
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artillery, laypeople are the infantry; and heavy artillery never won a battle
without infantry support to do hand-to-hand combat with the enemy. To be
effective, every church must have a great group of active laypeople taking
Christ into all areas of life.

When the book of Acts was written, the distinction between clergy and
laity had not clearly appeared, but there was a clear distinction between the
apostles and disciples. Every believer was a disciple, but only the Twelve were
considered apostles. Barnabas was not an apostle in this technical sense, but
he fulfilled the role of a layman in so many ways that we may designate him
as “Barnabas—the Layman.” Notice five things suggested by our text and its
context.

I. Barnabas had the moral quality that made him effective.

The last part of our text is explained by the first. “A great number of
people were brought to the Lord.” This wonderful result is explained by the
fact that Barnabas “was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith” (11:24
NIV). Goodness is the most desirable quality anyone can have. Goodness in
a person’s life cannot be explained by his economic condition, his educa-
tional attainments, his profession, or his physical surroundings. Where does
goodness come from?

A. Goodness is begotten out of a consciousness of having been forgiven. One
of the most famous letters in the archives in Washington, D.C., is a
letter taken from the body of a deserter whom President Lincoln had
pardoned and sent back to his regiment. Written across the face of
thatletter are the words, “Taken from the body of R. McIntyre at the
Battle of Five Forks, Virginia, 1865.” That was the last cavalry action
of the war. McIntyre fought to the end.

Anyone who knows the experience of having been forgiven
understands the motives that could so remake a pardoned deserter.
The consciousness of being pardoned sinners is a tremendous motive
for moral excellence among Christians. It was for Barnabas.

B. Goodness is learned from the example of others who are genuinely good. This
is well demonstrated in the experience of the apostles who, in spite of
conspicuous limitations in other ways, became good men chiefly as a
result of their association with Christ. Goodness can be contagious
at long range. Our Lord’s life may have an effect on us today much
as it did on Peter, James, John, and others of long ago.

Il. Barnabas had the Spirit-given grace that enabled him to be a
generous contributor to his church.

A. Barnabas gave liberally of his material possessions. At the time when
many members of the Jerusalem church were in need, Barnabas, like
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many others, “sold a field he owned and brought the money and put
it at the apostles’ feet” (Acts 4:37 NIV). The generosity of Barnabas
flowed from the activity of the Holy Spirit. He was “full of the Holy
Spirit and faith” (11:24 NIV). Most of the financial problems of the
modern church may be traced to a neglect of the Holy Spirit. Where
he is in control, people give liberally.

B. Barnabas gave liberally of his time. The investigative trip to Antioch
took time. Barnabas willingly gave it. His preaching in Antioch, his
journey to Tarsus to seek Saul, his part in helping solve the Judaiz-
ing controversy—all these took time. No church can go forward in
Christ’s work without many laypersons giving willingly of their time.

C. Barnabas gave willingly of himself. He gave not only money and time,
but also his energy, influence, and insight. Barnabas’s mind, heart,
and will—his all—were on the altar in the service of the Lord.

I11. Barnabas had spiritual insight that enabled him to see leadership
qualities in others.

Spiritual insight is one facet of faith. You cannot see the potentialities in
other people unless you have faith in God and faith in other people. Barnabas
did see potential in people because he was a man of faith.

A. Barnabas saw great potential in Paul. He stood up for Paul before the
Jerusalem church when all others were suspicious of him. He so
trusted Paul that he staked his good name in Jerusalem and all his
influence with the apostles on the genuineness of Paul’s conversion
(see 9:26-28).

B. Barnabas saw great potential in John Mark. It was probably at Barnabas’s
suggestion that Mark went with Barnabas and Paul as their helper
on the first mission tour, because Mark was Barnabas’s cousin (Col.
4:10). When Mark deserted them at Perga in Pamphylia, Paul found
this difficult to overlook and refused to take him on the second
mission tour. Barnabas and Paul went separate ways in their work
because of this, but later events proved Barnabas right and Paul
wrong. Paul later used Mark as a helper (Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11). Mark
is the author of the gospel that bears his name. Barnabas’s faith in
him was vindicated.

IV. Barnabas had the spiritual quality of loyalty that gave him
stability.

In the contention with Paul over John Mark, Barnabas revealed a virtue
scarcely mentioned in the New Testament—that of loyalty. The absence of
loyalty makes traitors; its presence, heroes. Churches have always needed loyal
laypersons like Barnabas, but never more than today.

95



Wednesday Evening, March 20

V. Barnabas had the gracious humility of spirit that enabled him to
play a support role.

Many people cannot play a support role because they do not have the
humility of spirit. They must be “lead mule” or they won’t pull. We have at
least two illustrations of Barnabas’s humility of spirit.

A. Barnabas sought Paul’s help in the work at Antioch (Acts 11:25). Think
about what that meant for Barnabas. It meant, for one thing, the
admission of the fact that he was over his head in the work at Anti-
och. It takes true humility to admit such a thing. Few can. It meant,
moreover, that he would no longer be the leader at Antioch. Paul
would be. Barnabas knew this. To have the heart to discover a more
talented person than yourself and then to have the grace to enlist
him at the cost of demoting yourself to second place takes grace.
Barnabas had such grace.

B. Barnabas played a supporting role to Paul on the first mission tour. In their call
to mission, the Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul” (13:2
NIV). In Acts 13:7 Luke writes about the proconsul, Sergius Paulus,
who “sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear the word
of God” (NIV). But in verse 13 Luke writes of “Paul and his compan-
ions” (NIV). Barnabas knew this would be the case before they ever
set foot in a boat to begin the journey. This takes humility of spirit.

Conclusion

Great preachers are needed in the work of the kingdom. But no preacher
can accomplish much without great laypersons supporting his or her lead-
ership. Peter, John, and Paul occupy center stage in the New Testament, and
rightly so; but Barnabas deserves an important place on stage too. “He was a
good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MARCH 20

Title: “I Hope So” or “I Know”?

Text: “For we know, brethren beloved by God, that he has chosen you”
(1 Thess. 1:4 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 1:2-10

Introduction

Ask the question, “Are you sure you have eternal life?” and the answer is
likely to be one of three responses: “No”; “I hope so, but no one can know for
certain”; or “Yes, I'm sure!” Paul was confident of the Thessalonians’ salvation
and said, “We know . . . that he has chosen you.” Then he gives three ways
they could be assured of their salvation.
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I. Source of salvation.

A. Beloved by God. “See what love the Father has given us, that we should
be called children of God; and so we are” (1 John 3:1 RSV). Imagine
ayoung man giving his fiancée a diamond ring with the stipulations,
“If you happen to lose that ring, it’s all over.” Genuine love is complete
and unreserved, “for better or for worse.” Marital love is an earthly
pattern of God’s love. Our salvation is secure because it rests on
the eternal love of God. The Roman Christians were reminded that
nothing “shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is
in Christ Jesus our Lord” (8:39).

B. Grounded in the Word, communicated by the Holy Spirit. “Our gospel came
to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and
with full conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5 RSV). H. A. Ironside said, “Faith
rests on the naked Word of God; that Word believed gives full assur-
ance.” The Holy Spirit uses the Word of God to convict us of sin,
judgment, and the righteousness of Christ.

We can be sure of our salvation because the source is the love of
God communicated by the Holy Spirit through the Bible, leaving us
with the assurance we have done what the Word requires.

Il. Response to salvation.

Paul had confidence in the Thessalonians’ relationship with God because
they had “received the word” (1 Thess. 1:6). Two elements are involved in the
response.

A. Repentance. “You turned to God from idols” (1 Thess. 1:9 RSV).
Repentance means to turn and go in the opposite direction. Thes-
salonica was located fifty miles from Mount Olympus, considered to
be the home of the gods. The Thessalonians had renounced dead
idols for the living Lord. Authentic conversion is a change of loyalty
and lifestyle.

B. Faith. Repentance turns us away from sin, and faith turns us to God.
Faith is the individual’s response to God’s love. “To all who received
him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children
of God” (John 1:12 RSV).

I11. Results of salvation.

Jesus said, “Ye shall know them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:16). Paul noticed
the results evident in the lives of the Thessalonian believers.

A. Example. They followed good examples (1 Thess. 1:6) and became
an example for others (v. 7). Practice backed up their profession.

B. Witness. “The word of the Lord sounded forth from you” (1 Thess. 1:8
RSV). The phrase intimates a trumpet blast or roll of thunder—bold,
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excited, confident witnesses. How different this is from the mild,
timed, and tepid witness given by some believers.

C. Anticipation. “To wait for his Son from heaven” (1 Thess. 1:10 RSV).
No dread or fear fell over the Thessalonian believers as they faced
the future with uncertainty because of persecution. A song expresses
the Christian’s confidence: “Many things about tomorrow I don’t
seem to understand, but I know who holds tomorrow and I know He
holds my hand.”

Conclusion

Five days before Pulitzer Prize writer William Saroyan died, he wrote,
“Everybody has got to die, but I have always believed an exception would be
made in my case. Now what?” The confident Christian knows what is beyond
death.

SUNDAY MORNING, MARCH 24

Title: The Weeping King
Text: “As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and

said, ‘If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you
peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes’” (Luke 19:41-42 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 19:28—-44

Hymns: “Crown Him with Many Crowns,” Bridges
“Great Redeemer, We Adore Thee,” Harris
“I Will Sing the Wondrous Story,” Rowley

Offertory Prayer: Father, you have given us the power to attain wealth, and
we rejoice in the fruit of our labors. Today we come bringing a portion of
the income you have blessed us with, and we dedicate it to your service.
Accept these gifts and use them for the advancement of your kingdom in
this community and to the ends of the earth. Amen.

Introduction

One of the first references to Jesus Christ was the magi’s query, “Where
is he that is born king of the Jews?” The last reference to Jesus was written on
a crude sign over his head on the cross: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the
Jews.” And in between these references are many more that speak of Jesus’
role as a king. In his temptation experience, Jesus was offered the kingdoms
of this world on the Devil’s terms, but he rejected kingship on that basis. In
the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus described the nature of his kingdom and
the characteristics of the citizens of his kingdom. Throughout his ministry,
Jesus demonstrated kingly authority over the demonic, over disease, and
over death. There were times when his disciples wanted to make him a king.
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They were thinking of him as a nationalistic and political king who would
reestablish the sovereignty of the nation of Israel as a political force in the
world. Jesus also rejected that kind of kingship.

In his triumphal entry into Jerusalem at the beginning of Passion Week,
our Lord boldly and compassionately offered himself as the King of love
and grace. The triumphal entry, which is recorded in all four of the Gospels
(Matt. 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11; Luke 19:29-44; John 12:12-19), was Jesus’ bold
declaration of his messiahship and his claim to be the Christ of God. He
came into Jerusalem not to assert his sovereign rights to the throne of David’s
political kingdom, but to declare his kingship in the hearts of those who would
trust and follow him. William Barclay has described this most beautifully
and significantly:

He came lowly and riding upon a donkey. We must be careful to see
the real meaning of that. In western lands the donkey is a despised
beast; but in eastern lands, the donkey could be a noble animal.
Often a king came riding upon a donkey; but when he came upon
a donkey, it was the sign that he came in peace. The horse was the
mount of war! The donkey was the mount of peace. So when Jesus
claimed to be king, He claimed to be the king of peace. He showed
that He came, not to destroy, but to love; not to condemn, but to help;
not in the might of arms, but in the strength of love. (The Gospel of
Matthew, vol. 2 [Philadelphia: Westminster], 267.)

Luke describes one experience in connection with the triumphal entry
that is not recorded by the other apostles. “As [Jesus] approached Jerusalem
and saw the city, he wept over it and said, ‘If you, even you, had only known on
this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes’”
(19:41-42 NIV). Here we see the King weeping over the city. The King was not
weeping for himself. These were not tears of self-pity, remorse, or personal
failure. They were the tears of a King suffering for his people.

I. The King was weeping because of his perfect knowledge.

Jesus’ heart was filled with compassion for his people. He was experienc-
ing the pain of a shallow acceptance that did not deceive him into believing
that the people were willing to accept a King of love, grace, mercy, and
righteousness. He had a perfect knowledge of the situation in the past, present,
and future; and this knowledge caused his heart to break with compassionate
concern.

Il. The King was weeping because of the blindness and deafness of the
people.

Throughout his earthly ministry, Jesus restored sight to the blind and
hearing to the deaf on many occasions. He did that to help the people see
the need for really using their eyes for seeing and their ears for hearing.
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Jesus sought to minister to a group of people whose minds were filled with
conceit and complacency. They had a feeling of spiritual superiority when
they considered those around them. They were preoccupied with their own
ways and goals and were unwilling to open up their minds to new truth about
God as Jesus was trying to communicate it. They were spiritually and morally
blind and deaf and would not permit themselves to see and hear. This caused
the King to weep on their behalf.

I11. The King was weeping because the city was passing up its
opportunity forever.

Once opportunity comes to us, if it is not recognized and seized, we miss
it and it is gone forever. Jesus knew that his people would never know what
they were missing because of their unwillingness to believe and respond
to him as the Messiah of love. He wept because they were passing up their
unique opportunity.

IV. The King was weeping because the city was on a collision course
with disaster.

Jesus could foresee that the nation was veering toward political disaster.
He describes this in Matthew 24, in which he foretells the destruction of the
temple and the calamity that would befall the city. His predictions became
reality by AD 70, when the Roman general Titus captured and destroyed
the city.

V. The tears of a weeping King give us insight into his character.

Jesus came to reveal God’s nature and character to people. He came
to reveal that God is not cold, distant, removed, and unconcerned. He
came to reveal that God loves people and wants to save them from their
self-destructiveness.

A. Paul describes the compassion of this King who, though he existed in the form
of God, did not hold on to the prerogatives of that position, but instead poured
himself out into the form of @ man so that he might come and rescue humans
Jrom sin (Phil. 2:5-8).

B. This God-appointed King submitted to the humiliation and pain of crucifixion
so that he might reveal God’s concern for his people (Matt. 27:32—44). The
tears of the King reveal the heartbreak of God.

V1. The tears of the weeping King reveal the divine helplessness.
A. The King was omnipotent in creation.
B. The King is omnipotent in keeping the machinery of the universe in perfect
coordination.
C. The King has no omnipotence in hwman hearts until he is invited to come in
and take the place of authority.
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Conclusion

It is easy for us to be critical of those who rejected the claims of the King
during his earthly ministry. Before we condemn them, however, we need to
inquire as to whether we have rejected or ignored the claims of him who
conquered death and the grave and who will someday come back as the King
of Glory.

When we look at the world and see how few have even heard the good
news of Christ, we must admit that we have either rejected or ignored the
King’s command to carry the good news to the ends of the earth.

As Jesus’ disciples, we need to recognize that we have robbed ourselves
of the promise of his companionship when we have neglected to recognize
his authoritative command to evangelize the world (Matt. 28:19-20).

Jesus was born to be our King. We need to make him the Lord of our lives.
We need to let him be the Lord of love in our homes. We need to let him be
Lord in our vocations. We need to let him be Lord in our decision-making
processes.

Jesus would have us do the will of God in the present even as it is done by
the angels in heaven. Let us crown him King in our hearts today.

SUNDAY EVENING, MARCH 24

Title: Paul: Marks of a Well-Adjusted Personality

Text: “I can do everything through him who gives me strength
(Phil. 4:13 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Philippians 3:3—4:20

Introduction

Can it be that in this personality-adjustment business we have started
at the wrong place and proceeded in the wrong direction? Introducing the
chapter of Romans in which he describes salvation as reconciliation, Paul
says, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (5:1 NIV). That is the starting
point: “peace with God.” People can never adjust to life—to their vocation;
to others; to their past, present, or future—until through Christ they have
been remade into a new creature (2 Cor. 5:17).

This was true of Paul. Before he met Christ on the Damascus road, he was,
according to his own testimony, a maladjusted man. Out of that experience,
and as a result of the growth stemming from it, he became one of the greatest
men in history.

Our passage is rich in autobiographical insights into Paul’s mind and
heart. Following are five marks of a well-adjusted personality as illustrated
in his life and experience.
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I. Those with a well-adjusted personality have the right attitude
toward their worldly status (Phil. 3:3-8).

There are two ways in which people may have an elevated worldly status:
by right of inheritance and by virtue of their own attainments. Paul had both.

A. As to his heritage, Paul names four things (3:5 NIV):

1.

“Circumcised on the eighth day.” Paul was no proselyte but an
Israelite by birth, having by heredity and the sign of the covenant
his part in the covenant promises.

“Of the people of Israel.” Paul’s parents were not proselytes but
were themselves Hebrews by birth.

“Of the tribe of Benjamin.” This was the tribe that gave Israel
its first king and that remained true to the Davidic throne when
the other tribes broke away from Judah.

“A Hebrew of Hebrews.” Although living at Tarsus, Paul’s par-
ents adhered to the Hebrew language and customs. Paul was no
Hellenist by upbringing, but a Hebrew. This was an impressive
pedigree.

B. As to his personal attainments, Paul names three things (3:5—6 NIV):

1.

2.

3.

“In regard to the law, a Pharisee.” By his own choice he had
embraced the party that took the strictest view of the law.

“As for zeal, persecuting the church.” Paul was not merely a Phar-
isee, but a zealous Pharisee, a relentless persecutor of all heretics.
“As for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” As far as the obser-
vance of all formal rules, precepts, and practices of the law
were concerned, Paul measured up to all requirements. As far
as worldly status was concerned, Paul could outboast almost
anybody (v. 4).

C. As to his attitude toward his worldly status, Paul's scale of value had under-
gone a radical revision (vv. 7-8). Something had happened when he
became a Christian to revise all of his former standards. The new
power in Paul’s life was utterly devastating to his old views. Hence-
forth his new attitude toward worldly status was this: “Whatever was
to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ” (v. 7 NIV). His
motive? “That I may gain Christ” (v. 8 NIV).

Il. Those with a well-adjusted personality have continuing aspirations
for their own developing Christian life (Phil. 3:8-16).

A. They aspire to righteousness (vv. §-9). Christians have two kinds of
righteousness: the good works of their own life for which they were
created in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:10) and the righteousness of God
imputed to them by faith (2 Cor. 5:21) on the basis of the atoning
work of Christ. The former gives them their standing as Christians
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before the world; the latter gives them their right standing before
God. The latter is in Paul’s mind here.

B. They aspire to fuller Christian knowledge (Phil. 3:10—11). The resurrection
of Christ is mentioned first here. It was the victorious Christ who
met Paul on the Damascus road; and when Paul met him, Christ’s
sufferings began to have meaning for him. This is the knowledge
that Christians desire, that the great facts of Christ’s life may be
reenacted in their own.

C. They aspire to Christian maturity (vv. 12—15). As we seek to make pro-
gress as Christians, Paul gives us three simple rules.

1.

3.

Concentration. “One thing I do,” Paul said (v. 13). He was saying,
“I have one purpose, one thought, one goal.” Here is our weak-
ness. We give the Lord, among other things, a little time, a little
place, a little effort, a little thought.

Direction. “Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what
is ahead, I press on toward the goal” (vv. 13—14 NIV). The direc-
tion is forward, and forward only.

Perseverance (v. 14). “I'm not already there,” Paul is saying. “The
goal is still a long way off, but I'm pressing on.”

D. They aspire to stability (v. 16). In times when spiritual endurance is
demanded and when many weaken, there still remain a few Christians
who stand fast. These God can use.

I1l. Those with a well-adjusted personality have high hopes for the
church (Phil. 3:17-4:7).

A. They have high hopes for the chwrch here and now.

1.

2.

They hope they may have a Christlike walk. Walking is a favorite
figure of Paul’s as he enjoins a worthy Christian life (see Eph. 4:1).
They hope they may have unbroken fellowship (Phil. 4:2-3).
Reading between the lines, we discover that Euodia and Syntyche
were apparently at odds. Paul says, “Help these women.” The
touchstone is “the mind of Christ” (2:1-5).

They hope they may be joyous and gentle witnesses for Christ
(4:4-5). In Philippians the theme of joy comes to the surface five
times (1:18; 2:2, 17; 3:1; 4:4). People charged with the ministry
of reconciliation must not allow an overbearing spirit to cripple
their efforts.

They hope they may be a praying church (4:6). Four things are
necessary for effective prayer: freedom from anxiety, an attitude
of worship, a spirit of thanksgiving, and specific requests.

They hope they may have inward peace (4:7). This is a peace
independent of circumstances that springs from our union with
Christ. This is a gift of Christ (see John 14:27).
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B. Paul has high hopes for the church hereafter (Phil. 3:20-21).

1. The nature of the church prefigures what shall be. Paul says,
“Our citizenship is in heaven” (v. 20 NIV). As a Roman colony,
the big events for Philippi were the visits of the emperor. A church
is a colony of heaven on earth, and one day its King will come.

2. The nature of the resurrection body is a pledge of Christ’s final
triumph when every knee shall bow and every tongue confess
him (see 2:10-11; 3:21).

IV. Those with a well-adjusted personality have a disciplined mind
(Phil. 4:8-9).

We are in large measure the fruit of our thoughts; therefore, what we
think is most important (Prov. 23:7). The first law of the mind is that we
can concentrate on only one thing at a time. Paul is saying, “The true, the
honorable, the just, the pure, the lovely, the well reported—think on these
things” (see Phil. 4:8).

But this takes discipline. If we ask him, God will garrison our minds as
well as our hearts, but he will not close the door on the guests we welcome.

V. Those with a well-adjusted personality have the right philosophy
toward material things (Phil. 4:10-20).

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is in reality a “bread and butter” letter,
and here in this last section, Paul gets around to thanking them. Here is the
Christian philosophy toward material things.

A. This right philosophy includes gratitude for material things (v. 10). The
failure to be grateful for gifts of material things will make material
things our master.

B. Thus right philosophy includes contentment in our material circumstances,
whether much or little (vv. 11-13). By using the Stoic’s word for “content,”
Paul disclaims mere self-sufficiency (see 2 Cor. 3:5). He elaborates
his manly independence of material circumstances and says that
he has been initiated into the happy secret of independence (Phil.
4:12) that he longs to share with others. In verse 13 Paul is saying, “I
am a match for all circumstances through the one whose inflow of
power enables me.”

C. This right philosophy includes fellowship in the use of material things
(vv. 14-16). Not only does Paul commend the Philippians’ last gift
to him as their fellowship with his affliction, he also cites their past
record as further proof of the fellowship they enjoyed with him in
the matter of giving and receiving.

D. This right philosophy discerns the sacramental nature of giving (vv. 17-20).
The highest scriptural appeal for giving is the fruit that increases to
the account of the giver.
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Conclusion

All of the marks of a well-adjusted personality stem from a most important
prerequisite: a saving experience with Jesus Christ whereby a person becomes
anew creature. Before Paul met Jesus, he was a learned, zealous, sincere man;
but his life was being consumed by the inner fires of tension and discontent.
After he met Jesus, he was at peace with God, at peace about the past, alert
to the opportunities of the present, and unafraid of the future. Through
Christ, all this can be yours as well.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MARCH 27

Title: How to Win Friends and Influence People—for Christ!

Text: “So, being affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to share with
you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you had
become very dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:8 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 2:1-20

Introduction

Dale Carnegie offered a popular self-improvement course designed
to build self-esteem and strengthen relationships called How to Win
Friends and Influence People. Likewise, the Bible is a book on developing
and maintaining friendships—influencing people for Christ’s sake. First
Thessalonians 2 is a good demonstration of these biblical principles. Paul
had great success in Thessalonica, partly attributable to the way he related
to people. The key to Paul’s approach is found in verse 8: “You had become
very dear to us.” “Very dear” is from the Greek word agape—God’s love.
This chapter describes the vital nature of love that Henry Drummond said
was “the greatest thing in the world.” Four qualities of love are found in
the chapter.

I. Authentic (vv. 3-5).

In Paul’s day roaming philosophers, sorcerers, and other peddlers used
tricks to impress their audiences. Paul approached them with honesty and
an absence of deception, deceit, and manipulation. He was honest, direct,
and decisive.

Il. Gentle (v. 7).

The image is a mother breast-feeding her child—a picture of tenderness
and selflessness. “Love is patient and kind” (1 Cor. 13:4 RSV). Part of the
fruit of the Spiritis gentleness (Gal. 5:23), which involves patience, empathy,

and mercy. This quality is essential to win friends and influence people for
Christ.
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. Firm (vv. 11-12).

Paul shifts his image to that of a father who exhorted, encouraged, and
charged his children to be all they could be. Love is not gullible, nor does
it ignore situations and evil that threaten “a life worthy of God.” The father
Paul has in mind cares for each one of his children and is personally involved
to help each one toward maturity. Love is never effective at long distance.

IV. Current (vv. 13-19).

These verses refer to ways in which Paul sought to keep his love up-to-
date. His love was deepened through daily prayer for the Thessalonians. He
corresponded with them and endeavored to see them face to face (v. 17).
Paul was not too timid to say, “I love you.” Possibly some of the inactive
members in our churches have become that way because love from other
members has not remained current. Outreach for Christ would be more
effective if we expressed his love at times other than during a special evan-
gelistic event.

Conclusion

“How is your love life?” is an important question for the Christian. Is
your life characterized by a love for people that is authentic, gentle, firm, and
current? We cannot expect to win friends and influence people for Christ
without love.

SUNDAY MORNING, MARCH 31

Title: Guess Who Came to Church This Morning

Text: “Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on
turning I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands
one like a son of man” (Rev. 1:12 RSV).

“For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst
of them” (Matt. 18:20 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Revelation 1:9-20

Hymns: “Hallelujah! Christ Is Risen,” Wordsworth
“Christ the Lord Is Risen Today,” Wesley
“He Lives,” Ackley

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we come to the church of the living Lord
today that we might bow in worship before him. We come bringing tithes
and offerings that we might dedicate ourselves to you in your service.
Accept these gifts and use them to spread the good new of Jesus’ death on
the cross for our sins and his victorious resurrection from the dead that we
might have eternal life. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Introduction

This is Easter Sunday. Guess who came to church this morning! As you
look around, you see many familiar faces. They are here every Lord’s Day. You
can also see the faces of friends who have moved away but who have returned
for this special time of the year. In our joy of greeting and welcoming guests,
we need to be cautious lest we overlook the presence of our special Guest
this morning.

This is Easter Sunday. This is the one day out of the year in which we
celebrate in a special way the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.
It is altogether proper that many people come to the house of prayer and
worship on this day. It is most appropriate that we should have many guests
with us today. If a person could attend church on only one Sunday out of
the year, we would not be surprised if he or she chose Easter Sunday for that
significant experience.

Easter tells us that Christ’s death on the cross was not a disaster. Easter
tells us that love is stronger than hate and that in God’s heart life is stronger
than death. Today we recognize that Easter is what gave to us a living Christ,
who is to be with us in our hearts all of the time; and he is to be with us in
a special way when we come together for worship. He made that promise to
his disciples when he said, “For where two or three are gathered in my name,
there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20 RSV).

As the years stretched into decades following the resurrection of our
Lord, some people became disillusioned and even depressed; this happened
particularly as they experienced persecution and great suffering because of
their loyalty to the lordship of Jesus Christ. The book of Revelation was given
to John, the beloved apostle, while he was in exile on the Isle of Patmos. He
records, “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day” (1:10 RSV), and there came to
the eye of his soul a vision of the living Christ: “in the midst of the lampstands
one like a son of man” (1:13 RSV). The word translated “in the midst” is the
same word found in Matthew 18:20. Today we need to recognize and respond
to the promise of this living Lord to meet with his people when they come
together for prayer, praise, proclamation, and the purification that comes
through confession.

Have you experienced the presence of this living Lord in this service
today? He is here. May you have ears to hear and eyes to see the spiritual
reality of his presence.

I. Our Lord is alive from the dead.

Jesus Christis not merely a historical figure to whose great deeds we look
back with admiration. He is alive, and we call him Master. He is alive and
has authority over death and the grave. We speak of him as one who was, but
he is also the one who is. His residence on the earth was only one part of his
existence. His life did not begin in Bethlehem, nor did it conclude when he
died on the cross. He is essentially the Living One.
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John saw our Lord “in the midst” of the churches. In the person of the
Holy Spirit, he came to abide with us and within us. He is not removed by
an immeasurable space from where we are living and laboring. He is in the
midst of us, quite near to us; he is accessible every hour. He can observe our
every action. In the fullest sense, he is with us.

John saw Jesus in the midst of the churches as the ruling Lord. He is
described in terms that emphasize his sovereignty. During his earthly ministry
he exercised authority over disease, the demonic, death, and natural events.
Today we need to recognize the sovereignty of our Lord who manifested
himself as love, and we should become the channels for that love to reach
others.

Il. Our living Lord came to church today.

As we read the seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor that John
wrote after his vision of the Lord, we can discover the purpose Christ has
for coming to church today.

A. Christ came to church to commend us. Christ wants to commend you in
every area in which you are seeking to do good. He wants to affirm
you and encourage you. He sees and knows about your faithfulness
and endurance, your generosity, kindness, and helpfulness.

B. Christ came to church to correct us. He wants to correct us, not condemn
us. “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world,
but to save the world through him” (John 3:17 NIV). All of us need
to make adjustments in our attitudes, ambitions, and actions. Jesus
wants to help us do so.

C. Christ came to church to cleanse us. From time to time, Jesus not only
offered forgiveness, but granted forgiveness to those who came mak-
ing confession. Every time we come to God’s house, we need to do
some heart searching and put forth a sincere effort to confess and
turn from our every sin. Jesus is more eager that we experience the
joy of cleansing than we realize.

D. Christ came to church to complain. Though he came to complain, he is
not a complainer. He complains if we fail to be our best. He com-
plains if we disobey God or mistreat others. He has a right to exercise
authority in our lives, and he wants to use us for the glory of God.

E. Christ came to church to comfort us. Some of us are greatly discouraged
today. Some of us are lonely. Some of us are experiencing the pain
of grief. Jesus Christ will comfort us today if we will listen to him.

F. Christ came to church to commission us. He has work for us to do, min-
istries for us to fulfill. A needy world needs to know about the love
that took our Savior to the cross and the power that raised him from
the dead.
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Conclusion

Yes, Christ came to church today. If you have not yet trusted him as
Lord and Savior, he is here to come into your heart and bring you the gifts
of forgiveness and new life. If you have already trusted Christ as Savior, he
is here not only to minister to you, but to use you in ministering to others.

This living Christ who has been with us today will go with us when we
leave. Recognize him, respond to him, and let him be to you all he is able to be.

SUNDAY EVENING, MARCH 31

Title: Demas: The Quitter

Text: “Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to
Thessalonica” (2 Tim. 4:10 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Tim. 4:9-18

Introduction

Paul’s second Roman imprisonment was quite a contrast to his first. This
time he was not in his own hired house, but in the dreaded Mamertine prison,
amiserable dungeon reserved for the condemned, with the sentence of death
hanging over his head. The prisoner there never knew when his sentence
would be carried out—such was Roman “justice.”

Paul’s greatest need was for human fellowship. He was tired and old and
sick, but above all he was lonely. Time was running out, and he knew it. This
made Demas’s desertion all the more painful. Demas, Crescens, and Titus had
all gone away. Demas, in contrast to those “who . . . longed for his appearing
(4:8 NIV), loved instead “this world,” so he deserted Paul to enter secular
pursuits in Thessalonica. It is unjustified reading between the lines to say
that Demas fell from grace, or that he was a traitor, or that he was apostate.
He was just a quitter. When the pressure became too great, he deserted.

We ought to read of Demas’s experience with sympathy and compassion,
for too often our own picture is in this frame.

I. There are times when we ought to quit.

A. When we realize we are going in the wrong direction, we ought to quit. The
Prodigal Son in Jesus’ story did this (Luke 15:17-18). An unknown
poet has said:

The man who once most wisely said,
“Be sure you're right, then go ahead,”
Might well have added this, to wit,
“Be sure you're right before you quit.”
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B. When we realize that our actions and profession do not tally with our con-
victions, we ought to quit. After three years as a seminary student in
a denominational college, a student appeared before the ministers’
group and said, “I believe in a God-called ministry, but I do not now
believe God has called me. This being true, I cannot continue as a
ministerial student.” He had deep convictions, and he quit. Now forty
years later he is a successful businessman and a consecrated and use-
ful layperson. There are times when we ought to quit, but we must
be sure about it.

Il. There are times when we think we have ample provocation
to quit.

A. Sometimes we are treated unjustly and feel like giving in to our feelings and
quitting. It is difficult to be impressed with the religion of those who
withdraw their support from their church to indulge a personal pique
at someone. They quit with a vengeance that grieves the Lord and
delights the Devil.

B. Sometimes we feel too tived to go on, so we decide to quit. Motivation is so
important! A speaker who had been on the “Death March” off Bataan
Peninsula in April 1942, during the Second World War, said, “You
would be amazed how far you can go after you're so tired you think
you must quit, when you know that if you do, you’ll get a bayonet
through your back or a bullet through your head.”

In a state of exhaustion after his triumph over the prophets of
Baal, Elijah made a decision to give up, but God was patient with him
until he regained his strength. Never make a major decision when
you are physically exhausted or mentally depressed.

C. Sometimes we feel that our efforts are not appreciated, so we decide to quit.
We are prompt to criticize but slow to express appreciation. Many
jobs people do are necessary but altogether thankless. It takes a lot
of butter to keep some people going. You have to “butter them up”
all the time. We neglect those faithful, appreciation-starved work-
horses who keep on going, bruises, saddle sores, and all. Yet if one
of these faithful ones does quit, just a bit of kindness or a word of
appreciation may get him or her going again.

D. Sometimes the one on whom we had reason to depend—on whom we did
depend—Tlets us down and we want to quit. A faithful pastor with fifty
years of experience said, “I have resigned only five times in my
whole ministry, and each time it was to go to another work. But,”
he said, “I must have resigned to my wife forty-seven times on Mon-
day morning.”

Other provocations could be mentioned, and quitters are
plentiful.
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Ill. There have been times when God has used people who were
tempted to quit, but wouldn’t, to bless the world.

A.

Moses suffered as no other leader ever suffered. At one point he got so low
that he asked God, “Did I conceive all these people? Did I give them
birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries
an infant, to the land you promised on oath to their forefathers?”
(Num. 11:12 NIV). He even asked God to kill him if such were the
case, but he did not quit!

Samuel was thoroughly put out when the people demanded a king to reign
over them. But God said to him, “It is not you they have rejected, but
they have rejected me as their king” (1 Sam. 8:7 NIV). And Samuel
did not quit!

Elijah got so low that he wanted to die. He confessed, “I have had enough,
Lorp . .. Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors” (1 Kings
19:4 NIV). He pled with God that he was the only true follower left
and that he was a fugitive (v. 14). But Elijah did not quit!

D. Jeremiah was often tempted to quit. Called the “weeping prophet,” he

suffered more anguish of soul than any other servant of God. He
thought about quitting (Jer. 9:2). He tried to quit, but the “fire
shut up in [his] bones” would not permit it (20:9 NIV). Jeremiah
did not quit!

No doubt Christopher Columbus was tempted to quit. Someone once said
about him, “If Columbus had turned back, no one would have blamed
him; but no one would have remembered him.” But Columbus did
not quit!

There are great lessons to be learned from these people and others like them:

1. The margin between success and failure is often very thin. Try
one more time. Maybe this time you’ll make it. After many fail-
ures with an experiment, the great Edison’s young assistant said,
“Just think, Mr. Edison, all that work and nothing to show for it.”

“Don’t say that,” Edison replied. “Now we know thirty-seven
things that won’t work.” Experiment number thirty-eight did it!

2. Our commission is not to succeed, but to be faithful. Perry F.
‘Webb Sr. once said, “I would rather fail in a cause destined ulti-
mately to win, than to succeed in a cause destined ultimately to
fail.” So would all of God’s great people!

3. God can use dedicated failures, as well as glowing successes, on
the part of those who are true. By every test the world knows Jere-
miah to be an abject failure. He never carried anything through
to victory. But he was true to God; and when God’s Son walked
this earth, people said of him, “This is Jeremiah.” No prophet
was ever more honored.
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Conclusion

Consider these questions in closing: What if you have quit? What do you
do? What can you do?

You can begin again. You can ask God to forgive you, get back into the
harness, and go on. John Mark quit, but the record shows he began again.
Barnabas was right in insisting he be given another chance. Paul was wrong,
as he tacitly admits in 2 Timothy 4:11.

What about Demas? William Barclay has a plausible conjecture. Demas
is the shortened form of Demetrius. John writes in 3 John, “Demetrius is well
spoken of by everyone—and even by the truth itself. We also speak well of
him, and you know that our testimony is true” (v. 12 NIV). It is heartwarm-
ing to think about the possibility that “quitter” was not the final verdict on
Demas’s life.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

APRIL

B Sunday Mornings

Continue and complete the series “That All Might Believe
through Him.”

B Sunday Evenings

A series of messages based on the prophecies of the book of Ezekiel
is suggested for the next six weeks of Sunday evenings. God came to
Ezekiel during very difficult times and gave him a message that was good
for Ezekiel and for the exiles. The suggested theme is “The Prophet’s
Message for Stressful Times.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue the studies based on Paul’s letters to the church at
Thessalonica using the theme “Let the Apostle Paul Speak to Your Needs.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, APRIL 3

Title: How to Handle Trouble
Text: “No man should be moved by these afflictions” (1 Thess. 3:3).
Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 3:1-13

Introduction

Paul’s journey to Thessalonica took him through several cities where
he faced heated opposition. The gospel’s success in Thessalonica brought
persecution against the young church. Paul had his own troubles in Corinth,
the city from which he was writing. This letter calls his friends to renewed
courage. His desire for them is disclosed in verses 3 and 8—“No man should
be moved by these afflictions” and “Stand fast in the Lord.” This chapter
contains some important words on how to handle trouble.

I. Expect trouble.

Because humans have free will, we live in a world where there is the
potential for both good and evil. Thus, we will experience some trouble caused
by sin. “You yourselves know that this is to be our lot,” wrote Paul (v. 3 RSV).
Jesus sent the disciples out “as sheep in the midst of wolves” (Matt. 10:16),
because he knew the way of the cross would bring trouble. Trouble is inherent
in life, and we ought to live with that realistic attitude.
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Il. Refuse Satan an entrance through the door of trouble.

Paul expressed his concern for the Thessalonians “that somehow the
tempter had tempted you and that our labor would be in vain” (v. 5 RSV).
Our adversary will use trouble to make us bitter and angry toward God or to
cause us to withdraw from others. Recall what Jesus said to Peter as he faced
the troubling hours before the cross: “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded
to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that
your faith may not fail; and when you have turned again, strengthen your
brethren” (Luke 22:31-32 RSV).

I1l. Face trouble with prayer.

Paul and the Thessalonians were linked in intercessory prayer. The apostle
was in the habit of “praying earnestly” for his friends, and he in turn was
strengthened by their fervent prayers. The only way trouble should get us
down is down on our knees in prayer. Lloyd Ogilvie said, “Courage is fear
that has said its prayers.” Paul promised the Philippians that the result of
delivering their anxieties to God was the possession of his peace that passes
all understanding (Phil. 4:6-7). If we maintain through prayer our fellowship
with the Lord, we will experience the promise of the psalmist: “Call upon me
in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me” (50:15 RSV).

IV. Reach through trouble to others.

Paul prayed that these persecuted pilgrims would “increase and abound in
love to one another and to all men” (1 Thess. 3:12 RSV). It was impossible for
Paul to wallow in self-pity while he reached out in love to the Thessalonians.
The words of this song challenge us:

Reach out and touch a soul that is weary,
Reach out and touch a stranger in despair,
Reach out and touch the heart that is seeking . . .

Our own troubles become smaller as we minister to others in love.

V. Be patient.

Paul refused to look at his troubles only in the present tense. He looked
to the future and realized God was not finished. The rest of the story would
be told “at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints” (v. 13 RSV). This
was the perspective Paul shared in Romans 8:18-25. He could go through
present sufferings with patience because of the glory that is to come.

A preacher was asked what he regarded as the most comforting verse
in the Bible. He answered, “And it came to pass.” Told that that was just
the beginning of a verse, the preacher replied, “Still, those are the most
comforting words in the Bible to me. It didn’t come to stay—it came to pass.”
Be patient in trouble.
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Conclusion

Out of his own experience Paul has given us these five ways to handle
trouble. As we implement these, may the Lord see us unmoved by trouble
and standing fast in the Lord.

SUNDAY MORNING, APRIL 7

Title: Both Lord and Christ

Text: “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus,
whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Acts 2:32-36

Hymns: “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name,” Perronet
“Christ the Lord Is Risen Today,” Wesley
“Crown Him with Many Crowns,” Bridges

Offertory Prayer: Father in heaven, thank you for the power of the lordship
of our living Lord. Today as we bow before him with our gifts of tithes and
offerings, bless them to the end that others will come to know him in his
love and forgiveness and power. Amen.

Introduction

The resurrection of Jesus Christ was a great shock not only to those who
put him to death, but even to his beloved disciples.

The resurrection revealed that in a mysterious and miraculous way the
purposes of God were at work in the substitutionary death of Jesus Christ on
the cross for our sins.

It was only over a period of time, under the strong leadership of the
Holy Spirit, that the disciples of our Lord came to understand that Christ
was indeed the High Priest of good things to come and that by his death on
the cross he had offered himself as a sacrifice for the sins of a guilty human
race (Heb. 9:11-15). He became the Mediator of the new covenant and thus
made it possible for God to be both just and merciful in dealing with our sins.

By raising Jesus Christ back to life, the eternal God was appointing him
to a position of authoritative lordship as well as recognizing his redemptive
work on the cross. In our text Peter declared on the Day of Pentecost that
“God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (2:36
NIV). There is probably no other word in our religious vocabulary that has
experienced greater robbery of meaning than the word Lord. This is a word
that slips glibly off our tongues as though it were nothing more than a given
name. In reality it is a title that carries with it great authority. If we use it
merely as a given name, we misrepresent its meaning.

We need to understand the meaning of the title Lord in order that we
might respond properly to the Christ who conquered death and the grave.
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Kurios—*“lord”—was the normal word of personal address to one who was
respected. Itis similar to the word sirin English, serrin German, monsieurin
French, and seiiorin Spanish.

l. Kurios was a title recognizing authority.

“Chief executive officer” or “boss” is a title everyone can understand, and
this is the implication of the position to which God appointed Jesus following
his resurrection.

This term kurios was used of one who had the right to command. It would
signify the authority of the captain of a ship or the commanding officer of a
military base. It is comparable to the authority of a chief of police.

Responding to Jesus appropriately requires that we acknowledge him
on more than a sentimental basis. We need to recognize his sovereignty and
his right to be our “boss.” Kurios describes absolute possession or ownership.

God appointed Jesus Christ to be our owner and possessor as his
disciples. This means he has the right to requisition our time, talents,
energies—everything.

Il. Kurios was a term used to describe one who served as a guardian.

In the ancient world, women were denied legal rights. If children or
women were to engage in business, they had to do so through the services of
a guardian, such as a husband, father, or brother or some other relative. By
means of a guardian, the helpless enjoyed a great degree of protection. God
has appointed Jesus Christ to be our protector. He wants to give us strength
to overcome the Evil One. He wants to protect us from death and the grave
and from the possibility of spending eternity away from God.

I1l. Kurios was the regular title given to Roman emperors.

A. By this title the emperor was recognized as the ruler of the empire.

B. By this title the emperor asserted authority. In a world that resents author-
ity and rebels against the establishment, we need to beware lest we
fail to respond properly to the lordship of him who came because
of God’s love for us.

IV. In the Greek translation of the Old Testament, kurios was the
word regularly used in reference to Israel’s God.

God was powerfully declaring the deity of Jesus Christ by raising him back
to life again. This was no mere demonstration of power. This was a divine
authentication of the God-man, Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

The question Saul of Tarsus put to the Voice that interrupted his mad
career of persecution on the road to Damascus would be appropriate for all
of us: “Lord, what will you have me to do?”
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Jesus Christ deserves all the respect we could pay to the finest person we
know. Because of his authority, we need to relate to him in a submissive but
loving relationship. Because he is our owner, we need to acknowledge that
we belong to him in totality. Because he is the one whom God has anointed
to be our guardian, we should be grateful to him.

Because Jesus is the one who serves as the emperor in the realm of
the spiritual, we should give him our loyalty and faithfulness. Because he
is the God-man, we should bow before him in worship as did Thomas and
the other apostles.

SUNDAY EVENING, APRIL 7

Title: Before You Talk, Listen

Text: “Son of man, go now to the house of Israel and speak my words to
them” (Ezek. 3:4 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 2:8-3:21

Introduction

Few people have ever been ushered into God’s service with such a vision
of the Almighty as Ezekiel experienced. While still a young lad, the one
who became a great prophet was carried to Babylon in 597 BC during the
second invasion of Jerusalem. When he became thirty years of age, he had
a vision of God, recorded in chapter 1. The point of the vision was that God
is everywhere, even in Babylon where the people were captive. He stands in
the shadows and keeps watch over his own even when they are in difficult
and dangerous places. What a blessing this must have been to the young man
being called into God’s prophetic ministry.

So overwhelmed was Ezekiel after the vision of divine glory that he fell
on his face. The Spirit of God entered him, however, and set him on his feet.
A voice informed him that he was being sent to the rebellious children of
Israel. Whether they heeded him or not, they would know that a prophet had
been among them. The events that follow point out some basic considerations
for those who feel called into God’s service either full time in a paid posi-
tion such as pastor, evangelist, missionary, or church staff, or for those who
remain laypersons and serve the Lord on a nonpaid basis. The works may
vary somewhat, but the basic attributes needed at the outset remain the same.

I. A “Thus saith the Lord.”

God gave Ezekiel a book that symbolically contained the message he had
for his people. Ezekiel was to absorb it completely. He ate it, “and it tasted as
sweet as honey in [his] mouth” (3:3 NIV).

A commission from man is often disappointing because no power is given
to carry it out. God, on the other hand, never lets his workers go without full
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resources. He is prepared to supply all their needs. Ezekiel, of course, lived
before the Bible as we know it was compiled. Today we have both the Old
Testament for guidance and the New Testament as our complete and final
authority. In addition, we have the Holy Spirit to aid us in interpreting the
message. Although the Scriptures have come through many translations,
we can with confidence accept most of the present versions as containing
the truth of God for our lives. When we go out armed with the sword of the
Spirit, proclaiming it to a lost world, people will be saved. When we hold
high the standards of righteous living for regenerated people, we can with
confidence and assurance know that God will bless our efforts. If someone
asks us what Zedekiah asked Jeremiah during the Jerusalem crisis, “Is there
any word from the Lorp?” (Jer. 37:17 NIV), we can reply that there is and we
have it. The Bible conveys the mind of God, the state of humankind, and the
way of salvation. We can preach it if we have made it a part of our lives. Let us
appropriate and use the resources God has made available to us.

Il. A courage because of selflessness.

What makes people bold? Is it not because, since they are committed to
their ideals and convictions, they have no selfish goals or ambitions? They
are not afraid of rejection, because their pride is not at stake. They wish only
to do what is right as they understand it.

God gave Ezekiel a difficult job. He called Ezekiel to preach to people
who had become disenchanted and therefore rebellious. Their frustration
caused them to vent their problems and discouragements upon God and thus
upon anyone who came in God’s name. Such an assignment is no easy task.
In accepting such a mission, individuals must forfeit all claim to personal
attainment, finding their joy and fulfillment in doing what they feel to be
the will of God for their life.

A missionary to a desolate and disease-ridden country in Africa was once
told, “You will not live three years if you stay here.” He replied quietly, “I died
the day I came.” Courage means dying to self. Paul said, “I die daily” (1 Cor.
15:31). This is true selflessness and, therefore, genuine courage. A person
armed with this spirit can accept the fact that whether the people hear or
not, they will know that a prophet has been in their midst.

I11. An identification with the people.

Before we can meet the spiritual needs of others, we must understand
them. Often when we remain where people are for a while and see their
problems, we react as Ezekiel did—in silence, astonishment, and amazement.

Ezekiel was told to “sit where they sit” before he was sent to preach. Unless
pastors “go in and out” among the people, they don’t know how to preach to
them adequately. One great preacher of another generation was “called on
the carpet” by a committee because his preaching was deemed unsatisfactory.
One man in the church defended him, saying, “I don’t know whether his
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preaching is like it ought to be, but I know one thing. He stayed with me all
night long when my wife was passing through a health crisis. He can preach
any way he wants to. I love him for what he’s meant to me as a pastor.” Of
course, this represents an overreaction from a person who had been helped
greatly. Preaching is certainly important, both in content and the way in which
the message is delivered, but until pastors live with their people and share
their problems, they are not really prepared to preach to them.

IV. Now it’s time to preach.

At last the order came! God had made Ezekiel a watchman over the
house of Israel and commanded him to warn the wicked. Living with the
people does not mean that we soft-pedal our message. Far from it! Pastors
must comfort when it is time to comfort, and they must condemn sin when
itis time to condemn sin. God made it clear that the prophet’s responsibility
is not to be successful, but rather to deliver the message. We are, of course,
to be as winsome as possible and use our personalities in pleasing ways even
when we bring people’s guilt before them. Our ultimate reward, however,
is not whether they respond, but whether we have declared God’s Word
faithfully.

Conclusion

To preach, we must first of all have something to preach. This involves
listening to God. A woman spent a long time giving her new cook instructions.
She said, “In the time it takes me to tell you what to do, I could do it myself!”
The cook replied, “Yes, and in the time it takes me to listen, so could 1.”
Listening does take time, but not as much as some people think. We can
listen faster than we can talk, but most of us enjoy talking more than listening.

Ezekiel listened and became a great prophet. So did Isaiah and Jeremiah.
So will every Christian, whether a preacher or a layperson who wishes to
witness! Let us learn to listen so that we may have the message when it comes
our time to speak!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, APRIL 10

Title: A Sanctified Person
Text: “For this is the will of God, your sanctification” (1 Thess. 4:3 RSV).
Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:1-12

Introduction

In giving me directions to a certain family’s home, a man said, “They
live near that sanctified church.” The phrase indicates how a good biblical
word has come to describe a denominational group that overemphasizes
one aspect of the faith. What is sanctification, which is declared by Paul to
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be God’s will for us? The Greek word is hagiasmos—holy, holiness, set apart,
consecrated, belonging to God.

Holiness produces anxiety for many people. One concept is embodied in
the self-righteous “Holy Joe” type. Holiness is seen also as a certain appearance
in dress or a withdrawal from the world. The biblical concept of holiness is to
become like Christ, distinctively different individuals consecrated to Christ.
The concept of holiness runs throughout the Bible (Ex. 19:5-6; Lev. 19:2;
Deut. 7:6-9; Rom. 12:1; Col. 3:12; 1 Peter 2:9). Paul takes this aspect of God’s
will out of the realm of theology and into specific categories of life.

I. Consecrated personal life (I Thess. 4:3-8).

God’s will is to “abstain from unchastity” (v. 3 RSV). The Christian is set
apart to live a morally pure life. This was a radical message in the morally
decadent first century. Pagan temples in Thessalonica had prostitutes, and
God’s gift of sex was debased and exploited. Paul affirmed the principle
that all sexual misuse of the body violated God’s will. “Shun immorality . . .
Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit . . . ? Glorify
God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:18-20 RSV). This is an extremely relevant word
in our society where sex is considered the key to selling everything from
toothpaste to movies.

Il. Consecrated relationships (I Thess. 4:9-10).

Thessalonica was a selfish and lustful city with many people committed to
getting ahead in business and commercial affairs. “Love of the brethren” was
an uncommon virtue in the city. The presence of the church—a fellowship
of brotherly love—was a testimony to God’s power. Sanctification involves an
ever wider and deeper love for people—“do so more and more” (v. 10 RSV).
Jesus said, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have
love for one another” (John 13:35 RSV).

I1l. Consecrated employment (I Thess. 4:11-12).

Evidently some of the Thessalonian believers misinterpreted Paul’s
teaching on the return of Christ. They quit their jobs, sat down, and waited.
Without any work to do, they became busybodies, loafers, and fanatics. Paul
reminds them of God’s will while waiting for Christ’s return—honorable work.

Holiness is reflected in our work relationships. Honest work will strengthen
our Christian witness (v. 12). A Christian cannot separate witness from work;
we witness by the way we work. Other significant words on work are found in
Ephesians 4:28 and 6:5-9.

Conclusion

Some people try to measure holiness by church attendance or faithfulness
in the devotional life. The sanctified person, however, has made a commitment
to live an entirely consecrated life. Human sexuality, family, church, and work
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relationships are all consecrated to the Lord. Life is lived “to please God,”
who has called us to be holy even as he is holy.

SUNDAY MORNING, APRIL 14

Title: Death Is Defeated

Text: “And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the
judgment: So Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto
them that look for him shall he appear the second time without sin unto
salvation” (Heb. 9:27-28).

Scripture Reading: Hebrews 9:27-28

Hymns: “Low in the Grave He Lay,” Lowry
“On Jordan’s Stormy Banks,” McIntosh
“Amazing Grace,” Newton

Offertory Prayer: O eternal God, you have made everlasting life with you a
possibility through Jesus Christ. By placing our faith in him, death is no
longer a tragedy. It is but a transition into a higher and better existence. As
we think of the multitudes who have never discovered the hope of eternal
life, we become more aware of our opportunity to give without reservation.
Your gift was so generous to us; help us also to be generous as we give to
you. In Jesus Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? is the title of a book written in 1935 and
made into a film in 1970. It is the story of two desperate young people who
are carried relentlessly toward their fate—death. This story leaves viewers a
little bit sympathetic and very sick as they come face to face with hardship
and death. Likewise, Hebrews 9:27-28 talks candidly of death.

I. Death is a reality.

Some time ago a famous evangelist commented, “Death is as much a part
of life as living itself.” Hebrews 9:27 says, “It is appointed unto men once to
die.” No one can live in a physical body forever. Even the patriarchs of the
Bible who lived hundreds of years came to the point of death. How close is
death? It is as close as one malignant cell, one heartbeat, one breath, one
blood clot, one bad decision in an automobile. Death is a reality.

Il. Death is inescapable.

One of Aesop’s fables tells of a wealthy man who sent his servant to the
marketplace in Baghdad. After a brief time, the servant returned as white
as a ghost.

“Well,” said the master, “what’s wrong with you?”
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The servant replied, “Oh, sir, I was down in the marketplace. I felt some-
thing strange behind me. I turned and I saw Death. She beckoned for me to
come to her. Master, master, let me have your swiftest horse that I might ride
to Samaria and escape Death.”

The master gave him permission, and the servant rode as fast as he could
to escape the icy fingers of death.

Later in the day, the master himself went down to the marketplace. There
he too saw Death. “Death,” said he, “why did you frighten my servant by
beckoning him to come to you?”

Death replied, “Sir, my gesture was not one of beckoning; rather, it was
one of surprise. I was surprised to see your servant in Baghdad, for I have an
appointment with him tonight in Samaria.”

In the book of Amos, we are told of a man who was taking a walk. He
turned a corner and faced a ferocious lion. Realizing that his life was in
danger, he climbed a tree. The lion sniffed around the trunk and went on his
way. The man climbed down and started walking again. He crested a hill and
came face to face with a mother bear and her cubs. She began to chase him.
He realized his life was in danger once again and ran as quickly as possible
to his home and slammed the door in the bear’s face. He was safe! To rest
himself, he leaned his hand against the wall. Out of the cranny of the wall a
viper struck his hand. He was dead within minutes.

The book of Hebrews says that death is inescapable. God has ordained
that all people die. No one of any age or status is exempt.

I1l. Death has spiritual dimensions.

Hebrews 9:27 says, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this
the judgment.” The decisions you make in life determine your destiny. The
Bible tells us there are three types of death. All are caused by rebellion and
sin. All represent a kind of separation.

A. Physical death. Genesis 1-3 tells how God created Adam and Eve and
put them in the Garden of Eden. He gave them liberty to eat of all
the fruit of the trees except one. That one tree was placed in the
midst of the garden to test character and develop conscience in the
lives of the first man and woman. Then Satan came along and said
to Eve, “The Lord has said that you can’t eat from any of the trees
in the garden.”

She replied, “No, that’s wrong. We can eat from any of the trees
in the garden except one. The day we eat from that tree we will die.”

“No,” said Satan, “you will not die, for God knows that the day
you eat, you will become like him with the ability to discern between
right and wrong. Look at the fruit. It is beautiful. It is good to eat. It
will make you wise. Take and eat.”
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Eve ate. Adam ate. They did not die on that day, but they were
separated from the garden where the Tree of Life flourished. In
time, Adam and Eve did die. Romans 5:12 says, “Just as sin entered
the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way
death came to all men, because all sinned” (NIV).

B. Spiritual death. Ephesians 2:1 says, “As for you, you were dead in your
transgressions and sins” (NIV). Sin separates us from God. Until we
receive his forgiveness, we are alienated from him. Although we may
be alive physically, we might as well be dead. That is the grim reality
of spiritual death.

C. Eternal death. Those who are spiritually dead and who die physically
without Christ will be condemned to eternal death. Revelation 21:8
says, “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers,
the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters
and all liars—their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur.
This is the second death” (NIV). The second death refers to eternal
separation from God. The worst thing about hell is that separation.
All of this leads to the question, “When you get where you're going,
where will you be?”

IV. Death is defeated by Christ.

In the same way that the cure for a poisonous snake bite is snake venom,
man’s cure for death was the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. Christ’s
resurrection proved that he was the victor over death and that there is life
beyond.

Conclusion

Some time ago a Christian was talking to a Muslim. In his witness the
Christian man said, “We believe that God has revealed himself through the
book that is called the Bible.”

The Muslim replied, “We believe that God has revealed himself through
the book that is called the Koran.”

The Christian said, “We believe that God has revealed himself climacti-
cally through Jesus Christ.”

The Muslim said, “We believe too that God revealed himself through a
man. His name is Mohammed.”

The Christian said, “We believe that Jesus Christ died on the cross for
our sins.”

The Muslim said, “We believe that Mohammed died for the benefit of
his followers.”

The Christian said, “We believe that Jesus Christ rose from the grave on
the third day.”

The Muslim bowed his head for a moment and thought seriously. Then
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he raised his eyes and said, “We do not know what happened to our religious
leader after his death.”

Jesus Christ is the only founder of a world religion who died and rose
from the grave. The resurrected Christ gives victory in the midst of struggle.
He gives hope in the world of darkness. He gives meaning to life. He takes
the sting out of death and gives confidence in the face of death. May each of
us trust Christ and experience the results of his promises.

SUNDAY EVENING, APRIL 14

Title: We Are Responsible for the Lost

Text: “When I say to a wicked man ‘You will surely die,” and you do not warn
him or speak out to dissuade him from his evil ways in order to save his life,
that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his
blood” (Ezek. 3:18 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 3:17-21

Introduction

Returning for a moment to the message of last Sunday, we see that God
compared Ezekiel’s duty to warn the wicked to that of a “watchman unto
the house of Israel.” In the days when alien armies wandered ruthlessly
through the land and came upon both walled and unwalled cities without
warning, the watchman was of supreme importance. Taking his place in a
tower, he saw the enemy coming and immediately sent an urgent message
to the community nearby.

The figure of speech is clear! The watchman’s duty is to warn; the people’s
duty is to heed the warning. So it is with the one who speaks for God. He or
she cannot make a sinner repent but can only warn of the judgment in store
for those who insist on living in rebellion against God.

I. People without the Lord are lost.

Turning for a moment to the New Testament, we can pour its content into
this passage from Ezekiel, giving it a spiritual meaning. Those without Christ
are not only sinners, for all have come short of God’s glory, but are lost and
doomed to an eternity of punishment. Jesus spoke often of hell and told one
story of a man who went there while one whom he knew and mistreated on
earth went to heaven, illustrated by the familiar Jewish symbol of “Abraham’s
bosom.” Jesus spoke of hell as a place where the “worm dieth not, and the fire
is not quenched” (Mark 9:44); John pictured it as a lake of fire.

Il. God commands Christians to care.

The New Testament counterpart to Ezekiel’s figure of speech is that of
the Christian going out to witness about the work of Christ and the necessity
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for people to repent. To do this, we must have the kind of compassion Jesus
had when he looked at the multitudes and saw them as sheep without a shep-
herd. Two specific occasions stand out in the postresurrection days of Jesus
concerning the importance of telling others about the Savior. On a mountain
in Galilee, Jesus told a group (probably the “above five hundred brethren”
mentioned by Paul [1 Cor. 15:6]) that they were to “teach all nations” about
his redemptive work (Matt. 28:19). On a mountain outside Jerusalem, only a
moment before he ascended to heaven, Jesus told his disciples that they were
to be witnesses for him to “the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8). These
two incidents put the responsibility squarely on Christians to warn others
of the fate in store for those who will not receive the message of salvation.
Of course, the job is big. A discouraged person of another century said to
the Duke of Wellington, “Are Christians really obligated to tell the message
of Christ to all the world?” He replied, “What were the marching orders of
your Commander?” The man replied, “Oh, that’s easy. He told us to take the
message to everyone.” The duke responded, “If those are the marching orders
of your Commander, you have no alternative.”

I1l. To fail is a serious thing.

In Ezekiel’s day, the watchman was guilty of blood if he failed to warn the
people of coming danger. The prophet made it clear that if the messenger
fails to warn the wicked, God will require his blood at the watchman’s hand.
This same principle applies in the New Testament. To be indifferent to the
spiritual needs of others and fail to tell them the gospel story is a serious thing.
The New Testament is not clear as to how far God would go in requiring a
lost person’s blood at our hands, but no Christian should want to bear that
responsibility.

A man who had spent many years in sin was converted late in life but fell
terminally ill. He had no doubt of his own salvation, but as death approached,
he was haunted by the fact that he had won few, if any, people to the Lord
since his new birth. He wrote a haunting song:

Must I go, and empty-handed?

Must I meet my Saviour so?

Not one soul with which to greet Him;
Must I empty-handed go?

Not at death I shrink nor falter,

For my Saviour saves me now;

But to meet Him empty-handed,
Thought of that now clouds my brow.

Conclusion

Although the Ezekiel passage does not emphasize rewards except to say
that the faithful watchman “will have saved [him]self” (3:21 NIV), other
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passages speak of great joy that comes to those who are faithful in proclaiming
God’s Word. A later prophet, Daniel, spoke of those who “turn many to
righteousness” shining like “the brightness of the firmament” (Dan. 12:3),
indicating that God approves of those who seek to bring others to Christ.
Jesus spoke of the “peacemakers” who will be called “children of God.”

In a sense, the joy of leading another person to Christ is sufficient reward,
but God holds out other good things for those who make believers of others.
A pastor once had the joy of having as a visitor on a Sunday morning a young
man whom he had led to Christ twenty-seven years earlier but with whom he
had lost touch over the years. The joy of talking with this young man and his
wife and finding they were active Christians was fulfilling.

While emphasizing the seriousness of failing to witness, we should also
stress the delight and joy that come in seeing those we have introduced to
Christ blossoming into full-grown Christians and later returning to bless us.
Let’s be good watchmen, accept our responsibility, and leave the rewards
to God.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, APRIL 17

Title: Whether Awake or Asleep

Text: “For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation
through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us so that whether we wake or
sleep we might live with him” (1 Thess. 5:9-10 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11

Introduction

Paul had been in Thessalonica only a short while. While there he taught
the believers about the triumphant return of Christ, but some questions went
unanswered. People were concerned that their departed loved ones would miss
the glory of the Lord’s return, so Paul wrote to comfort them. His message
contains powerful truth about death and life. Imagine the Thessalonians as
they look in four directions.

I. Looking down.

The Thessalonians stood looking down at the graves of departed loved
ones. They were encouraged not to “grieve as others do who have no hope”
(1 Thess. 4:13 RSV). This passage gives two New Testament views of death.

A. The last enemy. Death entered the world because of sin; and death is
the last enemy to be destroyed. The reality of death’s defeat came
when Jesus died. Paul said, “We believe that Jesus died,” in reference
to his death on the cross (1 Thess. 4:14). “The wages of sin is death”
(Rom. 6:23), and on the cross Jesus paid the consequences of our
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sin. Jesus experienced all the horror of death; and as a result, death
for the Christian becomes the transition into the Lord’s presence.
B. Asleep in Jesus. A common New Testament description of death is
“sleep.” This does not refer to “soul-sleep,” but reflects an absence
of fear in the Christian’s attitude toward death. The grave is the
entrance into eternal life with Jesus Christ. What a contrast between
the ways a Christian and an unbeliever face death. The unbeliever
has “no hope”; the Christian is with Jesus. Paul spoke of death as
being “absent from the body . . . present with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).

Il. Looking up.

Because of Jesus, Paul urges the Thessalonians to turn their eyes from the
grave to the sky. “God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep . . . For
the Lord himself will descend from heaven” (1 Thess. 4:14, 16 RSV). Alexander
Maclaren said, “We are not looking for the undertaker but the uppertaker, for
a cleavage in the sky instead of a hole in the ground.” This hope is declared
“by the word of the Lord” (v. 15), who does not lie.

A. The Lord’s descent. “The Lord himself” will return. The disciples
watched the Lord ascend into glory and were told, “This Jesus, who
was taken up from you into heaven, will come” (Acts 1:11 RSV). The
word for his “coming” is parousia, used in the Greek for the parade
of a returning king. What a great day! Jesus will return to consum-
mate his plan for humankind.

B. The Lord’s victory. Jesus will come “with a cry of command” (1 Thess.
4:16 RSV). This is the word an officer shouts to his troops. Christ
will return as conqueror. We will “meet the Lord in the air” (v. 17),
where Satan has ruled as prince, and Christ will have complete vic-
tory over evil.

l1l. Looking in.

A. Beware of speculation. There is no need to try and calculate the time
of the Lord’s return. Plotting a prophetic calendar is a waste of time,
because the Lord will return suddenly, “like a thief in the night”
(5:2 RSV).

B. Beready. The New Testament usually couples the Lord’s return with
an emphasis on preparation (2 Peter 3:11-12). We are to walk in the
light and be ready whenever the Lord comes. Be ready with faith,
love, and salvation (1 Thess. 5:8). The hope of Christ’s return purifies
the Christian (1 John 3:3).

IV. Looking out.

A. Win the lost. The Lord’s coming is delayed in order that more might
be ready. God’s will is for all to “obtain salvation through our Lord
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Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9 RSV). While we wait, we are to work in the
fields, which are white unto harvest.

B. Encourage the saved (1 Thess. 5:11). This interim between Christ’s ascen-
sion and his return is a time to build up the church. Look out for
others in the fellowship.

Conclusion

Jesus has put a new face on death and has given us abundant life. While
we wait for his victorious return, we will work to win the world.

SUNDAY MORNING, APRIL 21

Title: Is There a God?
Text: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1).
Scripture Reading: Genesis 1:1

Hymns: “To God Be the Glory,” Doane
“Holy, Holy, Holy,” Dykes
“O Worship the King,” Haydn

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, we thank you that you are the great Sovereign
of the universe. You are all-powerful, all-wise, and everywhere present.

We stand in awe before you. Today we are grateful that you are a personal
God who has revealed yourself through Jesus Christ. Through his death
and resurrection you have made it possible for us to come boldly into your
presence.

Thank you that you have included us in the redemptive process. May our
offerings be used to share the truth of Christ with others in our own area
and throughout the world. In Christ’s name. Amen.

Introduction

The Bible begins with one of the most dynamic and controversial
statements ever made: “In the beginning God.” If this statement is untrue,
Christians might as well burn their Bibles and withdraw membership from
churches. Some might say, “I'll believe in God if you can prove he exists.” Is
there anyone who can measure out five yards of love? Can you fill a cup with
justice? Yet who will deny the existence of love and justice?

You may not be able to see, taste, touch, or hear God, but once you meet
him by faith in Christ, you will see the results of that experience.

There are many reasons for believing in God.

I. Design in nature.

In Psalm 8 the psalmist exclaimed, “When I consider thy heavens, the
work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained; what
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is man, that thou art mindful of him?” (vv. 3—4). Romans 1:20 reads, “Since
the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been
made, so that men are without excuse” (NIV).

If I found a watch on a beach and noted that it gave the second of the
minute, the minute of the hour, the hour of the day, and the day of the week,
I would know that behind this watch there had to be a watchmaker.

If someone handed me a copy of the Gettysburg Address and I read it,
I would have to believe that it was the product of a mind such as Abraham
Lincoln’s rather than the product of a monkey in a print shop.

When I'look at our earth, I note that it is just the right size. If it were any
smaller, the atmosphere would be unable to support human life. If it were any
larger, the atmosphere would contain free hydrogen such as on Jupiter and
Saturn. The earth is also exactly the right distance from the sun. If it were
any closer, it would be burned to a crisp. If it were any farther away, it would
freeze as if it were in a giant deep freeze. The tilt of the earth is just right to
ensure the seasons of summer, winter, spring, and fall. The moon is just right
for the earth as it controls the ocean tides. The ocean is just right as it serves
as a giant thermostat for the earth. When I note all of these things, I have to
say that behind this earth and universe there must be a God.

Il. Purpose.

Purpose calls for the existence of God. Listen to atheists of the past and
present. Jean-Paul Sartre suggested that humans are a tragic joke in the
context of a total comic absurdity. Clarence Darrow said that the outstanding
fact that cannot be dodged by thoughtful persons is the futility of life. H. L.
Mencken said that life is not worth living. What could be more logical than
suicide and more preposterous than remaining alive? B. F. Skinner said that
humans are born by chance and die by design. In contrast God’s existence
is evidenced by intelligence behind the universe, purpose running through
the universe, and a logical outcome for the earth’s destiny. Purpose calls for
the existence of God.

I11. Unusable energy.

Unusable energy calls for God’s existence. Although America and the
world have been faced with energy crises at various times, experts agree that
there are billions of gallons of oil under the ground. Add to that the existence
of coal, uranium, and oil shale, and the earth seems to have enough energy
for hundreds of years. But what happens then?

The first law of thermodynamics states that energy is never destroyed
though it changes in form from usable energy to unusable energy. The second
law of thermodynamics states this loss of energy is irreversible. Nature moves
in only one direction. The sun is slowly but surely burning out. The stars are
dying embers. Everywhere in the cosmos heat is turning to cold. Matter is
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dissolving into radiation. Energy is being dissipated into empty space. The
universe is moving toward a maximum entropy or ultimate heat death whereby
all energy will be unusable. The world will be like a cold tomb.

If the world is moving toward an end, it must have had a beginning. If
the universe is running down like a clock, the clock must have been wound
up at a point in time. Nature cannot explain its own existence; therefore,
God is the winder of the clock. He is the first cause of the universe. Genesis
1:1 simply states, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.”

IV. Observation.

Observation calls for the existence of God. Examine the civilization of
humans. From ancient times until now, all peoples who have not been brain-
washed have had a seed thought of God. Egyptians, Babylonians, Assyrians,
Indians—all have believed in some type of god. From where did this idea
come? Is it the result of wishful thinking? Did humans create a universal father
image and turn around and worship the figment of their own imagination?
Is it a matter of whistling in the dark? No. God placed the idea of himself in
the minds of humans. Romans 1:19 reads, “What may be known about God
is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them” (NIV).

V. Mercy.

Mercy calls for the existence of God. Romans 5:5 says, “God has poured
out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us” (NIV).
Christians, because of the love of God within their hearts, have established
educational institutions to educate the minds of humans. Because of this love,
they have established hospitals, homes for delinquent teenagers, orphanages,
and adult care homes. Ask yourself these questions: Have I ever visited a
hospital named the Atheistic Memorial Hospital? Have I ever heard of anyone
who was a member of the Atheistic Alcoholics Anonymous? Mercy calls for
the existence of God.

VI. Revelation.

Revelation reveals the existence of God. One hundred years ago Herbert
Spencer popularized agnosticism. He observed that a bird could never fly
out of space. He concluded by analogy that it was impossible for the finite
to break through to the infinite. He was correct in his observations, but he
was incorrect in his conclusion. He overlooked two things. First, he failed to
foresee a time when astronauts would break out of the atmosphere and fly to
all parts of the universe. He also missed the possibility that while the finite
could not break through to the infinite, the infinite could break through
to the finite. Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the time had fully come, God
sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law” (NIV). Hebrews 1:1-2 says,
“In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many
times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his

130



Sunday Evening, April 21

Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made
the universe” (NIV).

On one occasion, the B.C. comic strip, which is about cavemen, showed
one ant saying to another, “Wouldn’tit be a miracle if we could be transformed
into human beings?” It would be a miracle if an ant could become a human
being, but a greater miracle happened two thousand years ago when Jesus
Christ, the very Son of God, came to earth in the form of a man to teach us
what God is like.

If by faith in Christ you meet God, he will reward you with victory over
troubles. Note that the Bible does not promise that those who accept Christ
as personal Savior will receive a bed of roses, easy sailing, and a life free from
sickness. No, God has said that he would give them victory in the midst of
the normal struggles of life.

Those who come to God by faith in Christ will be rewarded with peace
in a world where everyone else lives in chaos. They will receive the compan-
ionship of God, who will stand by their side when all others have forsaken
them. Those who come to God by faith in Christ will receive power over sin
and confidence in a confused world.

Conclusion

Some time ago a father and son who were atheists devoted their lives
to projecting the doctrine that there is no God. At last the father lay on his
deathbed and said, “Son, what if we have been wrong all this time? What if
there is a God?”

The son replied, “Oh, Dad, don’t say that. Hold on. Hold on.”

The father gasped, “That’s just the point, son. There’s nothing to hold
on to.”

Faith in Christ brings hope and confidence for the future. Would you
come to God today by faith in Christ?

SUNDAY EVENING, APRIL 21

Title: God Accepts No Proxy Religion
Text: “As I live, saith the Lord Gobp, . . . the soul that sinneth, it shall die”
(Ezek. 18:3-4).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 18:1-4

Introduction

Proverbs have a way of weaving themselves into the fabric of a country’s
heritage. The prophets and poets of Israel and Judah appropriated sayings
that had been used by others and incorporated into their sermons and poems.
More than we sometimes realize, this is done in today’s religious world as well.

The Jews had a saying that seems to have dated back many centuries. It
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went like this: “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are
set on edge” (Ezek. 18:2). It may have had some variations, but the basic idea
was the same. One does not suffer for his sins. The punishment is postponed
until another generation. This may have been a perversion of understanding
the words from Moses in the Ten Commandments, “I the Lorp thy God am
ajealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the
third and fourth generation of them that hate me” (Ex. 20:5). Both Jeremiah
and Ezekiel confronted this philosophy head on and insisted that God does
not operate that way. From the words of Ezekiel, some thoughts come to
stimulate our minds and bless our hearts.

I. Sometimes it seems to be true.

Someone has spoken of a “golden rule” for the expositor, and this chapter
illustrates that idea. We should interpret others the way we wish they would
understand us. We should bear in mind that when a new idea comes, one
often cannot introduce it without seeming to disparage previous truth. We
do suffer for the sins of a previous generation, and generations after us will
suffer for our sin. For example, some physical deformities in children are
due to a parent’s drug or alcohol abuse. Or consider the consequences of a
generation spending money unwisely and hopelessly mortgaging those who
follow. Solomon, for instance, left his nation with great problems because he
lacked integrity in several areas of his life. The prophet knew this truth well,
but this was not his point!

Il. We suffer ourselves.

Although there is a “human solidarity” whereby each generation affects
those who come after it, there is also an individual responsibility we cannot
escape. The natural sequence of cause and effectis used by God to discipline
our lives; and in this function, he sees to it that the individual receives a due
reward for his or her deeds. God does not hold people responsible for the
circumstances into which they were born but only what they do with them.
God cuts a straight path of personal accountability through the tangled
undergrowth of personal heredity. We are not hopelessly trapped. We can
and must assume an obligation for the world into which we come.

I1l. How can we adjust the seeming inconsistencies?

One who wishes to refute the contentions thus far may say, “But how do
you explain the prosperity of the wicked? Some never get their deserved pun-
ishment. They die prosperous even as they have lived in affluence. Also, what
about good people who die without receiving any rewards in this life? Is God
fair? Does this principle of individual responsibility and reward really hold?”

This is why there is a need for a heaven and a hell. God does not give final
rewards on this earth. In a sense, of course, the one who lives a righteous life
finds that generally the laws of the universe, given by God, cooperate with
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him and provide a stable and successful life. But when things don’t work out
that way, one should remember there are both a heaven and a hell and that
all things are adjusted in eternity.

One evangelist said there were three reasons he knew there was a heaven.
First, fairness told him so; second, feeling told him so; and third, faith told him
so. The first point is particularly well taken. God is fair, and, therefore, even
when the principle of goodness being rewarded does not work out on earth,
there is another world in which the accounts can be adjusted and balanced.

IV. Salvation is not by works.

We need to remember, of course, that salvation does not come by doing
more good things than bad things. Receiving Jesus as Savior makes one a new
creature and assures a place in the heavenly home. One does not become a
righteous person by doing righteous deeds but rather by accepting the atoning
work of Christ, who is our righteousness.

All of us are sinners, and if God gave us what we deserve, none of us would
go to heaven but all would end up in hell. We should not confuse personal
salvation by faith in Christ with the rewards of good deeds in a life to come.
Both are true, but we need to keep our thinking straight. The application of
this principle that every person must suffer for his or her own sin, and the
logical counterpart that every person will be rewarded for his or her own
deeds, was used by the prophet to stress the importance of the individual in
God’s sight.

V. A further truth.

God’s Word is so full that many “side lessons” come to us in addition to
the main teaching of a verse. Here we have a basic concept that has shaken the
world with the truth implicit within it. The individual is of utmost importance.
Jesus enlarged this concept and brought it to full fruition in his teachings.
The Christian faith has stood for it through the years.

Whatis this truth? Every individual is competent to stand before God and
therefore must stand before God. God will accept no proxy in religious life.
A parent cannot accept Jesus for his or her child. Neither can a child accept
Jesus for his or her parent. We can bring influences to bear, but the decision
remains with the individual.

Conclusion

How wonderful to find that centuries before Christ came, God was
working. Indeed, the Old Testament Scriptures speak of him often and his
message continuously. In Ezekiel we see a prophet in captivity speaking to
rebellious people, but he projects to them one of the most profound truths
ever to come from the heart of God.

Are you using your abilities to the fullest? Are you trying to be yourself
rather than someone else? God does not call on you to be or to do that of
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which you are incapable. Neither will he let you do for others what they can
do for themselves. Proxies are accepted in stockholders’ meetings but not in
heaven. God loves every individual and demands that every individual choose
for himself or herself.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, APRIL 24

Title: Body Life
Text: “Always seek to do good to one another” (1 Thess 5:15 RSV).
Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 5:12-15

Introduction

Ray Stedman is the author of a popular book on the church entitled Body
Life. This title is appropriate for this section of 1 Thessalonians, in which Paul
gives some practical but profound guidelines for life in the body of Christ.
Guidance is given for the church as an organization and as an organism.

I. The church organized (I Thess. 5:12-13).

A.

Respect for leaders. An important part of life in the body of Christ is
the relationship toward church leadership. David Hubbard wrote,
“Spiritual anarchy is as repugnant to God as political anarchy.” God’s
gift to the church is spiritual leadership (Eph. 4:11). Church leaders
deserve respect because they labor for the Lord. This respect comes
easily when love for Christ is present.

. Leaders who labor. Implied in Paul’s word is the assumption that church

leaders will lead in the spirit of Christ, who “loved the church.” Lyle
Schaller spoke of a minister who “pays the rent” to describe a leader
who is faithful in his expected responsibilities. Such a minister has
earned the respect of the congregation. “Let the elders who rule well
be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in
preaching and teaching” (1 Tim. 5:17 RSV).

Peace must prevail. “Be at peace among yourselves” (1 Thess. 5:13). Is
this primarily related to relationships with leaders? Itis certainly true
that strife, rivalry, argument, and gossip are destructive to effective
leadership. Openness and honesty are essential. Conflict can be con-
structive but must never become a barrier to fellowship.

Il. The church as organism (I Thess. 5:14-15).

A.

Each member a minister. The challenge to minister is issued to the entire
fellowship: “We exhort you, brethren.” Each member is to admonish,
encourage, help, and be patient with others. Church leaders are called
to equip the members of the body “for the work of ministry” (Eph.
4:12). Each member bears responsibility for the health of the body.
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B. Minister to special needs. The Thessalonian congregation, much like
ours, had some special situations that called for ministry. Paul
described some believers as “idle . . . fainthearted . . . weak.” The
strong are to help the weak (Romans 14). We need to be sensitive to
needs and minister to them.

C. Minister without retaliation. “See that none of you repays evil for evil”
(1 Thess. 5:15 RSV). This is in harmony with Jesus (Matt. 5:44). Since
we believe God works in all things for good, we leave every difficulty
with him.

Conclusion

Church leaders and other members best fulfill their responsibilities in
the church when they seek the highest good in Christ for others.

SUNDAY MORNING, APRIL 28

Title: The Peril of Having an Empty Soul

Text: “When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places
seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I
left.” When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in
order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than
itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is
worse than the first” (Matt. 12:43-45 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 12:43-45

Hymns: “God, Our Father, We Adore Thee,” Frazer
“Ome Day,” Chapman
“Let Jesus Come into Your Heart,” Morris

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we come to you at this point in our worship
service to bring our tithes and offerings. Thank you for giving us the

ability to work and the opportunity to earn. Thank you, Father, for your
thoughtfulness and your generosity toward us at all times. We come
bringing tangible evidence of our gratitude and of our desire to participate
in your effort to win the world to faith in your Son Jesus Christ. Bless these
gifts to the relief of suffering and to the spreading of the gospel. In Jesus’
name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

A new sheriff was elected at a time when the community was being plagued
by a lot of burglaries. He encouraged a “neighborhood watch program” and
asked the people of the community to be on the lookout for suspicious-looking
strangers. The sheriff encouraged neighbors to inform those near to them
when they would be absent so they could be on alert for any suspicious activity
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during their absence. At the end of one year, there was a significant decrease
in the number of burglaries in that part of the county.

An empty house is in greater danger than a house fully occupied.
Unoccupied rental property is always in danger because it presents an invi-
tation to burglaries and vandalism.

Jesus used these known facts about empty houses to illustrate a greater
truth: the danger of having an empty soul. Jesus was speaking to his nation
and to its religious leaders. The evil spirit of idolatry had been cast out of
the lives of the people of Israel as a result of the pain of the exile. Never
again was the nation of Israel tempted by the worship of idols. At the same
time, the people of Israel had neglected to let the true God of love, grace,
forgiveness, and helpfulness enter into their hearts and lives. Consequently,
they possessed an empty soul. The nation and the people were experiencing
the results of being empty of God and his goodwill for their lives. Their
religion was empty in that it was full of negatives and lacked involvement
in outreach ministries.

Augustine is quoted as saying, “Thou hast made us for thyself and our
souls are restless until they find their rest in thee.” One can participate in
religious activities yet have an empty soul in terms of being filled with God
and his goodness.

This parable of the empty house should cause us to tremble. It is possible
that some of us have not let God come in to fill our lives in such a manner as
to keep the evil spirits away. This can happen without people being aware of it.

I. A religion of negatives.

The Jewish religious leaders of Jesus’ day were great at emphasizing the
negative. Their favorite verses began with, “Thou shalt not.” They have many
followers today who take great satisfaction in their negative goodness. Having
become very pious and self-righteous, they speak loud and clear about what
they have not done. Jesus would assert that negative goodness is not sufficient.

Il. The shallow ineffectiveness of reformation.

Some people have thought they were very religious because they turned
over a new leaf and forsook a bad lifestyle.

The parable of the empty house, which has been called the haunted
house, speaks to us concerning the fact that reformation is not deep enough
and will prove to be ineffective.

A. Alcoholics need to do something besides forsaking the use of alcohol as a form
of coping with the pressures of life. Those who consume alcohol are using
humankind’s most ancient tranquilizer, which dulls the pain that
comes as a result of the cruelties of life. The use of this drug in the
form of social beverages is very destructive and will eventually destroy
many who use it. It should be recognized that “alcoholic spirits” are
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in reality a substitute for that which only the Spirit of God can do in
the life of the individual.

Lovers of pleasure need to do something more than forsake a habit that is
indulgent toward their appetites and their love of ease.

. Greedy people need to do something more than just quit grasping for more of

the possessions of the world. They need to become like God and become
generous givers rather than greedy graspers.

I1l. The aggressiveness of evil.

Jesus was not focusing on the depravity of the human heart when he gave
voice to this parable of the empty house. He was recognizing the malignant
aggressiveness of evil and the tendency of evil to return again and again.

A.
B.

We need, with the help of God, to drive out every demon that would possess us.
We need to recognize that the demons that are driven out may come back in
another form unless the place from which they were driven is filled with the
presence of God. Only God in his fullness can prevent the return of
evil into a person’s life.

IV. Let God fill your life with good things.

Itis not enough to be merely empty of evil. We must let God fill our hearts
and lives with his goodness.

A.

B.

The mere absence of evil in your life will not bring you fullness of joy or cause
you to be well pleasing in the eyes of the Father God.

A heart that is empty of evil and cleansed from sin must be filled if it is to
remain clean and experience fullness of joy.

The way to keep the weeds down in a garden is to fill that gar-
den with seeds and plants so the weeds and the grass can be easily
controlled and crowded out.

We need to do more than let Jesus come into our hearts to drive
out the evil spirits that disturb and disappoint and destroy.

. Wemust let God’s Spirit fill our lives. We must fill our lives with the things

of God or the evil spirits will return to plague us, and this means
that our last state could be worse than the first. An empty mind and
an empty heart invite disappointment and tragedy.

Many professing Christians are characterized by a negative form
of religion and have let evil spirits come and fill their minds and their
lives. Consider the evil spirit of self-righteousness that makes us so
unattractive in the eyes of the unsaved people around us. Consider
the evil spirit of self-satisfaction that causes us to live dormant and
stagnant lives. Consider the evil spirit of selfishness that causes us to
assume a position of noninvolvement in reaching out to win others.
Consider the evil spirit of apathy that leads to boredom and dissat-
isfaction with life. Consider the evil spirit of criticism of those who
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are trying to do the will of God. Evil spirits can take many forms and
occupy hearts that should be filled with the Spirit of God and with
the goodness of God.

Conclusion

God wants to occupy the house of your soul. He wants to help you culti-
vate the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). He wants to help you to love him
supremely and to love yourself properly and to love others in a helping and
joyful way.

When we permit God to fill our hearts and lives, he gives us a great
inward security that replaces the fear and anxiety that dwelt there before.
When he is permitted to fill our hearts and lives, he enriches us so that we
can become givers instead of getters. He enables us to experience a joy that
overflows and brings joy to others.

God wants to help you be what he meant for you to be before the Evil
One came in and disturbed and destroyed the beauty and peace of Eden’s
garden. God wants to restore paradise in your heart, and he can do that only
through Jesus Christ (John 14:6). Let Jesus come into your heart. There is
no substitute for Jesus.

SUNDAY EVENING, APRIL 28

Title: Whatever Comes, Serve the Lord

Text: “So I spoke to the people in the morning, and at evening my wife died.
And on the next morning I did as I was commanded” (Ezek. 24:18 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 24:15-18

Introduction

Dissolving earthly ties is difficult. Perhaps the most difficult relationship
to dissolve is that with a companion whom we have come to love and depend
on through the years. Jeremiah had no wife and therefore never experienced
the death of a spouse. And Hosea’s domestic tragedy took a different form; his
wife left him for another lover. Ezekiel, however, lost his wife through death.

God came to Ezekiel with a strange command. He was to show no grief but
continue “business as usual.” Was God cold-hearted? Not at all! The people
were in exile and needed an object lesson of one who could handle his grief
and still be true to God. Ezekiel was the man, and his demonstration must
have meant much to those who heard him.

I. A good woman is a choice gift of God.

Look at history and you will discover that most men who have achieved
greatness had the help of a good companion.
Sometimes we forget to love those who mean much to us, or atleast we fail
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to express our appreciation to them. Thomas Carlyle, a rugged individualist,
neglected his wife and failed to let her know how much she meant to him.
If you go to the old Abbey Kird at Haddington, you can read over the grave
of Jane Welch the first of many regretful tributes he paid to her: “For forty
years she was a true and loving helpmate of her husband, and by act and word
worthily forwarded him as none else could in all worthy he did or attempted.
She died at London the 21st of April, 1866, suddenly snatched from him, and
the light of his life is gone out.” Someone has said that the saddest sentence
in English literature consists of those words written by Carlyle in his diary:
“Oh, that I had you yet for five minutes by my side that I might tell you all.”
If you are a careless person, dealing carelessly with loved ones, acting as
though you would have them always, hear these solemn words of warning
from Carlyle: “Cherish what is dearest while you have it near you, and wait
not till it is far away.”

Il. Death comes to all.

For the true believer in Jesus, death is a blessed and glorious event, the
most wonderful experience that could come to anyone. Paul said that “to die
is gain” (Phil. 1:21). To the unbeliever, however, death is a nightmare. One
skeptic said on his deathbed, “Until this moment I thought there was neither
a God nor a hell. Now I know and feel there are both, and I am doomed to
perdition by the justjudgment of the Almighty.” Whatever our attitude toward
Christ, death is certain.

I11. Life must go on.

Each of us has a work to do, even if our dearest friends leave us. A sense of
duty pursues us always, omnipotent like God himself. Daniel Webster said, “If
we take to ourselves the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts
of the sea, duty performed or duty violated is still with us, for our happiness
or our misery. If we say the darkness shall cover us, in the darkness as in the
light, our obligations are yet with us.”

Ezekiel, being dedicated to God, continued his work though he did not
understand why his companion was taken away. So often we do not have the
answers to why a painful thing happens. We must grope blindly in the darkness
and pray that dawn will ripen into the day. Thomas Carlyle said, “Do the duty
which lieth nearest to thee which thou knowest to be a duty. Thy second duty
will already have become clearer.”

IV. Sorrow can motivate.

The record does not tell us why God took Ezekiel’s wife from him.
Neither does it tell the end result of the bereavement. We can, however, be
certain of one thing: When sorrow comes, we often become more tender
and more usable in the Lord’s service. Someone has said that suffering
either makes us bitter or better. If we recognize God’s wisdom in all things,
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we can learn great lessons from suffering and use them to serve the Lord
more faithfully.

Jean Paul Richter said, “Sorrows gather around great souls as storms
do around mountains; but like them, they break the storm and purify the
air of the plains beneath them.” Richter continued, “Has it never occurred
to us, when surrounded by sorrows, that they may be sent to us only for our
instruction, as we darken the eyes of birds when we wish them to sing?”

Lord Byron once wrote, “Grief should be the instructor of wise.” Unless
pain conquers us, it is not evil. And Phillips Brooks once said, “Wherever
souls are being tried and ripened, in whatever commonplace and homely
way, their God is hewing out the pillars for his temple.”

Conclusion

It is too easy to give pious clichés, and we should refrain from doing so.
On the other hand, everyone, pastor or layperson, who has been a Christian
along time has seen examples of how suffering has made one more mature.
Ezekiel refused to resign from the human race just because suffering came. He
looked at his grief, but he also looked at his God and decided that the latter
was bigger than the former. He brushed his tears away and found comfort in
his God and in his work. So does everyone who follows his example!
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

MAY

B Sunday Mornings

May and June, the period of time that includes Mother’s Day and
Father’s Day, provides the pastor with an appropriate opportunity to
emphasize truths relating to marriage and family life. The suggested
theme for the Sunday morning messages is “Good Housekeeping.”

B Sunday Evenings

Complete the series from Ezekiel, and then on the third Sunday of
the month begin a series on another great prophet, Daniel. Living in a
time of great stress, Daniel had a faith that allowed God to strengthen
and use him powerfully. The suggested theme for a series of messages
based on his life is “The Prophet’s Message for Stressful Times.” This
seven-part series will run through the end of June.

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue and complete the studies based on Paul’s letters to the
church at Thessalonica using the theme “Let the Apostle Paul Speak to
Your Needs.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MAY 1

Title: God’s Will for You

Text: “Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for
this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thess. 5:16-18 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Philippians 4:4-7; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Introduction

Young and old alike are sometimes puzzled about the will of God. “It
is not the will of my Father . . . that one of these little ones should perish”
(Matt. 18:14 RSV), but then what? Paul shares three specific aspects of God’s
will for individuals. J. B. Phillips’ translation of our text is vivid: “Be happy
in your faith at all times. Never stop praying. Be thankful, whatever the
circumstances may be.” Paul frequently shared this trilogy (see, e.g., Rom.
12:12; Phil. 4:4-7; Col. 4:2).

I. These three are for you.

A. Rejoice. An excited, enthusiastic attitude toward life is contagious. Try
the approach of the psalmist: “This is the day the LorRD has made;
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let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Ps. 118:24 NIV). If we will “rejoice
always,” we will never have to worry about quenching the Spirit.
Pray. Prayer should be the door through which we approach each
day and the door we close on the day. Prayer must also permeate
the day—“pray constantly.” Rosalind Rinker has defined prayer as
“a dialogue between two persons who love each other.” Prayer needs
to be moved from a structured theological speech to conversation
with a loving Father. Instead of just a Sunday ritual, it must become
a daily experience.

Give thanks. A blind person told me, “I don’t think about what I have
lost. I'm thankful for what I still have.” The grace of gratitude has
remarkable power to overcome depression and give new direction to
life. “Count your blessings. Name them one by one.”

. Daily experience. A theme is repeated in this trilogy—“evermore . . .

without ceasing . . . in everything.” Make rejoicing, prayer, and giv-
ing thanks a daily experience; put them to work in everything that
happens.

Il. Tested and approved by Paul.

Paul was not writing sweet words empty of power. Examine his life; he
practiced what he preached.

A.

Thorn in the flesh (2 Cor. 12:1-10). Whatever this burden, Paul was not
allowed freedom from it. He prayed about it and found God’s grace
to be sufficient.

Imprisonment (Phil. 1). Paul let God use his confinement for “the fur-
therance of the gospel” (v. 12). While in jail he “prayed, and sang
praises unto God” (Acts 16:25). He rejoiced always.

I11. Offered in Jesus Christ.

A.

B.

In Jesus. Itis possible to approach life with these three attributes. Life
in Jesus includes all three dynamics. Jesus came to give abundant life.
For you. This is God’s will for you as an individual. Are you in Jesus?
Does the sin of personal rebellion or selfishness block the joy Jesus
wants to give? The prayer of repentance and faith will enable him to
impart a new nature. With his help you can face every circumstance.
You have not been lost in the crowd. Christ’s love is for you. Will you
accept it?

Conclusion

Itis inconceivable that one could trust Jesus for life beyond the grave and
fail to rely on him for the experiences of daily living. God’s will is salvation
for time and eternity. He wants us to rejoice, pray, and be thankful while on
our way to glory.
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SUNDAY MORNING, MAY 5

Title: Living at Home during the Storm

Text: “Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be
like a wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and
the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, but it did
not fall, because it had been founded on the rock” (Matt. 7:24-25 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 7:24-27

Hymns: “O Jesus, I Have Promised,” Bode
“God, Give Us Christian Homes,” McKinney
“Moment by Moment,” Whittle

Offertory Prayer: Loving Father, thank you for the gift of family life and love.
Tell the cloud of witnesses in glory of our love and deep gratitude for their
sacrifice and influence. Strengthen us to face the problems of our world, and
make our homes a powerful testimony of your way, truth, and life. Help us to
give in realization of all that has been given to us. Use these gifts to change
individuals and build Christian homes. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

The destruction of a house by a flood or other natural calamity is a sad
loss. Yet a greater loss is the breakup of a family. The words of Jesus’ parable
appropriately describe the condition of many homes—*“great was the fall
of it” (Matt. 7:27 RSV). The forecast for the family is 100 percent chance of
storms. These are turbulent days for family life.

The storm that lashes out at home life is illustrated by the rising rate of
child and spouse abuse, the higher incidence of alcoholism among youth
and women, and the increase in the number of teenage runaways each year.
The raging storm hits the home with permissive morality, materialism, and
egotistical individuality. One of the most dangerous assignments for police
officers is settling family quarrels. One newspaper has called the home “one
of society’s most violent places.”

How can we live at home during the storm? Remedies and alternatives
abound—no-fault divorce, trial marriage, cohabitation, swapping, and swing-
ing. Proposals now come with a multiple-choice response: “Darling, will you
be my husband, wife, soulmate, roommate, first mate, second mate, none of
the above?” What a storm rages around the home! How can we live at home
during the storm?

I. Be convinced of and committed to the home’s significance.

A'sound, secure, spiritual family life will come only when we are convinced
that the home is crucially significant for the welfare of our world and the
work of the Lord.
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A. A concern of the Lord. Family life is of vital interest to the Lord. The
home was created before the church, state, or any other institution.
Much biblical teaching is expressed in the language of the home.
God is our “Father,” and Christ came in the context of family life. The
first churches were in homes. If a Christian man neglects his family,
he is “worse than an infidel” (1 Tim. 5:8). The home is significant to
the Lord, and it should be to us.

B. Significant to you? Where is your home in your priorities? Home has
been defined as “the place you go to from the garage.” Robert Frost
said, “Home is the place, where when you have to go there, they have
to take you in.” A prodigal child might say, “I guess I'll go home;
there’s no place else to go.” The significance of the home is measured
by the time we invest with the people who form our families. A coun-
selor said he frequently hears this comment from women following
a divorce: “He spends more time with the children now than he did
before the divorce.” That same commitment of time and involvement
could preserve many families and deepen every relationship.

Il. Cultivate the commitment of love.

A. A growing love. The love that brought two people together into a home
must be nurtured. Love must grow and mature as people grow and
encounter new experiences. Look for new challenges; don’t let stag-
nation set in. Allow freedom and individuality. Kindle the spark and
fan the fire. Otherwise love may die.

B. A Christlike love. We often hear couples talk about how they “fell in
love,” and it sounds like a ditch they stumbled into. Love involves com-
mitment, and at its deepest it reflects the nature of Christ. “Love . . .
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25
RSV). This kind of love “bears all things, believes all things, hopes
all things, endures all things” (1 Cor. 13:7 RSV).

I1l. Continue until the conclusion.

A. Till death do us part. Few people abide by that phrase of the marriage
vow. To approach marriage and family life with a backdoor-exit men-
tality is to sow the seed of ruin at the very beginning. Enter marriage
determined to stay on board until the end of the journey. Choose a
partner you can stay with.

Suzanne Britt wrote in Newsweek: “I'm grown up. I have respon-
sibilities; I am in the middle of a lifelong marriage. I am hanging in
there, sometimes enduring, sometimes enjoying. For some reasons
we assume that people can’t stay married for life, but we make no
such assumption about staying on the same job, keeping the same
religion or voting the same ticket” (June 11, 1979, p. 27).
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B. Be realistic. Christian homes are not immune from problems. Jesus’
family had problems, and Mary and Martha experienced friction.
The rain, the floods, and the wind hit both houses in Jesus’ parable.
The storms will come wherever we are. Determine to ride out the
storms and have the joy of better days.

IV. Center the home in Christ.

Jesus said the wise man built his house on the rock. The wise person listens
to Christ’s Word and is obedient to it. A home builder had the slogan “I can
build you a house, but you will have to make it a home.” Christ can make a
home. He provides security, stability, and strength. “Except the LorD build
the house, they labour in vain that build it” (Ps. 127:1). Is Christ the interest
center in your home?

King Hezekiah welcomed visitors from Babylon into his home. Isaiah
inquired, “What have they seen in your house?” (2 Kings 20:15 RSV). What
do others see in your home and family? Are faith, love, and ministry evident?
Is Christ present?

Conclusion

These are difficult days for home life. Once a young bride pondered
her future: “Am I boarding a sinking ship?” Sometimes it is stormy, but it is
possible to live at home during the storm. Commit yourself to the grand task
of building a Christian home. Cultivate and nurture the love that created your
home. Determine to continue until the conclusion. With Christ as Lord it is
possible to have a home like a haven of peace in a stormy world.

SUNDAY EVENING, MAY 5

Title: Can a Dead Thing Really Live Again?

Text: “And he said unto me, Son of man, can these bones live? And I
answered, O Lord Gob, thou knowest” (Ezek. 37:3).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 37:1-11

Introduction

As Ezekiel came toward the conclusion of his ministry, the Lord revealed
anumber of things concerning the future of his people Israel. He had chosen
them as instruments through which to bring Jesus into the world, and he
would not forsake them until their mission was accomplished. They may have
suffered temporary setbacks, one of which was their captivity in Babylon, but
God purposed to bring them back to their homeland and revealed to Ezekiel
the certainty of his intention.

As is often true in Scripture, certain principles stand out in a context
and have application far beyond the original scriptural setting. This is true
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in this story of what has been called the “valley of dry bones.” God can make
dead things live. The nation Israel seemed to be dead, but the nucleus was
still intact, and God would fulfill the promise of Isaiah that a “remnant shall
return” and carry on God’s work in the future. Many other things in our
ordinary living seem dead sometimes, but with God’s help new life can come.

I. A dead home can live again.

As a pastor I learned many years ago the importance of Christian homes.
The first home was in a garden. God’s presence was there, and we call it
Paradise, which is a name we also use for heaven. A happy home is indeed
an “early heaven,” and when God reigns within a home, we have a foretaste
of our heavenly mansion.

Sin, however, can destroy the happiness of our homes as sin destroyed
the first home, driving a wedge between man and his Maker and then
between members of the family. A broken home is a terrible thing. One of
the Old Testament prophets, Malachi, tells us that God hates divorce (Mal.
2:16), and even though conditions sometimes justify it, everyone suffers to
some extent when a husband and wife sever their relationship. Since a new
home is established at every marriage, a home dies when divorce comes.
In fact, love and happiness may die in a home even though divorce never
takes place.

Can a dead home live? Yes! I've seen it happen. I have remarried several
couples who have divorced and wanted to start over again with each other. It
has always been a delightful experience. Homes that are dead in other ways
can be “born again” when Jesus Christ is received as the unseen Guest and
the complete Lord of life in that home.

Il. A dead church can live again.

A small community had a church that had existed and “died” several
times. A pastor came who determined that he would help that church live
again. Times were tough for a number of years, but today that community
is thickly populated and a lovely church building houses an enthusiastic
congregation of believers.

Of course, some churches are almost dead even though they put on a
show of being alive. Jesus told John to write to the church at Sardis, “I know
your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead” (Rev. 3:1
NIV). Is there hope for these churches? Yes! When a congregation of believers
catches a fresh vision of Jesus, great things can take place in a church.

If you want to work in the kind of a church
Like the kind of a church you like,

You needn’t slip your clothes in a grip
And start on a long, long hike.

You'll only find what you left behind
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For there’s nothing that’s really new.

It’s a knock at yourself when you knock at your church.
It isn’t your church, it’s you.

Real churches aren’t made by men who're afraid
Lest somebody else go ahead.

When everybody works and nobody shirks

You can raise a church from the dead.

So, if while you make your personal stake

Your neighbor can make one, too,

Your church will be what you want to see.

It isn’t your church, it’s you.

Ill. Dead sinners can live again.

Those who do not know Jesus Christ as Savior are described by the Bible
in a number of ways but none more graphic than “dead in sins” (Eph. 2:5).
Therefore, it is only logical that the Christian life should be described as a
resurrection.

Christ’s death on the cross was to set us free from sin’s dominion. He
fulfilled every prophecy and symbolism of the Old Testament. Only through
his redeeming work can a lost person find forgiveness and deliverance. When
one has come to know the power of Jesus in his or her life, that person can
appreciate the words of the one who wrote:

Down in the human heart, crushed by the tempter,
Feelings lie buried that grace can restore.

Touched by a loving heart, wakened by kindness,
Chords that are broken will vibrate once more.

New life is possible in Jesus because he gave his life for us.

Conclusion

Never give up on anyone! As long as there is breath, there is hope! Dead
things can come to life when Jesus, God’s own Son, comes to them. Broken
lives can be mended, and unhappy people can find joy. Dead bones can live
but only through God’s power.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MAY 8

Title: Three Essentials for a Growing Church

Text: “Brothers, pray for us. Greet all the brothers with a holy kiss. I
charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers”
(1 Thess. 5:25-27 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 5:23-28
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Introduction

Paul closes his first letter to the Thessalonians with three practical admo-
nitions. They are essential for a church that desires to grow.

l. Prayer.

“Brothers, pray for us” (v. 25 NIV). Paul will repeat himself when he writes
again (2 Thess. 3:1). His experience only deepened his commitment to prayer
as an essential ingredient to a vibrant faith and a growing church. It was a note
he sounded to other congregations as well (Rom. 15:30; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:3).

Paul, like other apostles, knew the value of intercessory prayer (James 5:16).
Jesus said, “My house shall be called the house of prayer” (Matt. 21:13). Good
programs are nothing without prayer. Prepared preaching is powerless without
prayer. A church that makes little of prayer will not grow.

Il. Fellowship.

“Greet all the brothers with a holy kiss” (1 Thess. 5:26 NIV). This com-
mon greeting in the early church expressed their oneness in Christ and
their spiritual affection as members of the family of God. This custom has
largely vanished, but the essential element must remain—authentic Christian
love. Growing churches are known for their warmth of fellowship and gen-
uine concern for people. Jesus said, “Love one another, as I have loved you”
(John 15:12). He was unafraid to share his life with others.

The church is called the family of God. Is our congregation a family
others want to be a part of because they are loved?

lll. God’s Word.

“I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers”
(1 Thess. 5:27). The Thessalonians were commanded to read Paul’s letter,
which the Holy Spirit inspired. A growing church gives priority to God’s Word.
The centrality of preaching and Bible study are essential for a growing church.

Conclusion

Many elements have been stressed to insure a growing church—adequate
facilities, trained staff, good materials, finances, vision. If prayer, fellowship,
and God’s Word are missing, a church might grow, but it will not be the
church Jesus is building.

SUNDAY MORNING, MAY 12

Title: A Great Woman

Text: “And it fell on a day, that Elisha passed to Shunem, where was a great
woman; and she constrained him to eat bread. And so it was, that as oft as
he passed by, he turned in thither to eat bread” (2 Kings 4:8).
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Scripture Reading: 2 Kings 4:8-26
Hymns: “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty,” Neander/Winkworth

“Gracious Savior, Who Didst Honor,” Shirreff
“O Blessed Day of Motherhood!” McGregor

Offertory Prayer: We thank you, Father, for godly women who, like Mary,
have responded to your will by saying, “Be it done unto me as you say.” We
are grateful for the strength and stability Christian mothers have brought
to our community, church, and nation. On this day of recognition, may
these mothers experience a special blessing of grace and peace. We thank
you for mothers who taught us to be faithful stewards of life. May our giving
reflect those truths and bear witness of the positive and lasting influence of
Christian mothers. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

Michael Novak wrote in Harper’s Magazine (April 1976): “We live in
curious times. Choosing to have a family used to be routine. But so many,
so varied and so aggressive are anti-family sentiments in our society today
that choosing to have a family has become an act of courage. To love family
life . . . is to be marked today as a heretic.” Curious times indeed! Did you
think you would live to see the day when two lesbians would be permitted
to adopt a child? Extremist leaders in the feminist movement have made
mothers feel they have missed life. In many homes a child is regarded as
an intrusion instead of an inspiration. The lifestyle that prompted the
words of an old hymn, “If I could hear my mother pray again,” is nearly an
endangered species.

Unfortunately, too many mothers find it easier to play golf than to pray
with their children. For some it is more exciting to hold a crystal cocktail glass
than cuddle a child. The words of Proverbs 31 are being fulfilled: “Who can
find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies” (v. 10).

In these curious times an inspiring example is needed for mothers—an
example of courage and commitment, a pattern with which today’s mothers
might cut a new lifestyle from the fabric of life. The Shunammite woman,
whose story is told in 2 Kings 4, is such an example. The brief vignette of her
life reveals that she was a great woman and a role model for women today.

I. Focused priorities.

Our priorities show who we are. Jesus said, “Where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:21). Our priorities mold our living.
The priorities on which this Shunammite woman focused made her great.

A. Spiritual perception. The Shunammite woman said of Elisha, “I perceive
that this is an holy man of God” (2 Kings 4:9). She was interested
and became involved in the things of God. Jesus said, “Seek ye first
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the kingdom of God, and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33). Stronger
homes will never come as long as HBO gets a higher rating than the
family altar.

The Shunammite woman’s concern for spiritual life is evidenced
by her hospitality for the prophet of God. The current condition of
the family can be measured by the uneasiness many feel about their
pastor visiting in their home.

B. Service to people. The Shunammite woman was willing to get involved
in another’s life. Jesus said, “Whosoever will be great among you, let
him be your minister . . . your servant” (Matt. 20:26-27). The com-
munity has many service clubs that do many good things. Often our
approach is to write a check. Money is always needed, but it can be
a cold substitute for compassionate personal involvement. Personal
service always involves a risk.

C. Satisfied with her position. Elisha asked the Shunammite woman what
he could do for her, and she gave no particular request. She was not
complacent about life but contented. We have so many earthly posses-
sions in our day, but are we contented? “Godliness with contentment
is great gain” (1 Tim. 6:6). A world in need, a lost world without the
Savior, will never be reached unless we reach the place where we can
say with Esau, “I have enough, my brother” (Gen. 33:9).

Il. Family partnership.

The Shunammite woman’s greatness is also seen in the way she coped
with her family relationships.

A. Positive attitude. For many years this woman suffered the “curse” of
barrenness. Other women considered her inferior, and most thought
she was guilty of some sin. Evidently she did not become bitter nor
turn inward and feed on her problem. Neither did it become a bar-
rier between her husband and herself. Their relationship at first was
characterized by communication and cooperation: “Let us make . ..”
(2 Kings 4:10).

You may have experienced many problems in your life that were
not of your own making, but it is in your power to determine how
these problems will affect you. They can be liabilities or assets.

B. Struggle with irresponsibility. Not all was as it should have been in this
home. In later years, when their child became ill, the father said,
“Carry him to his mother” (2 Kings 4:19). Does this indicate an atti-
tude on the part of the father that the work in the field was his
responsibility, while the child was his wife’s domain? Some families
may have a man in the house, but he isn’t much of a father. “Fathers,
provoke notyour children to wrath; but bring them up in the nurture
and admonition of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). With only a small percentage
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of American homes having the husband as the sole provider, there
is certainly a need for shared responsibility in every aspect of home
life and family care.

When their child died, the mother prepared to go see Elisha.
Her husband questioned, “Why will you go to him today? Itis neither
new moon nor sabbath” (2 Kings 4:23 RSV). Did this reflect a shallow
interest in the things of God? Why go to church in the middle of the
week? You may have a spouse with little interest in spiritual concerns.
You may have to carry the spiritual load. This woman did not always
have a true partnership; she had to go the second mile. That is why
the Bible calls her a great woman.

I11. Faith’s persuasion.

The most significant element of the Shunammite woman’s inspiring life
was her faith. What a tremendous declaration of faith she made! With her only
child dead at home, she said, “It is well” (2 Kings 4:26). Faith gives stability
in the storm. Faith supplies the foundation on which to rebuild when things
have fallen in ruins. Faith believes that “in all things God works for the good
of those who love him” (Rom. 8:28 NIV).

“A'woman that feareth the Lorb, she shall be praised” (Prov. 31:30). You
might be praised for your pastry, poise, political persuasiveness, or pretty
face. Will God praise you at the last day—“Well done, thou good and faithful
servant” (Matt. 25:21)? Can you join with Paul to say, “I am persuaded, that
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities . . . nor any other creature,
shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our
Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39)?

Conclusion

Is it well with your life today? Do you have eternal life in Christ? Are
your priorities pleasing to God? Are you living by faith, serving others, and
responsibly fulfilling your Christian calling in your home and community?
This is an opportunity for these crucial areas to be made well in Christ.

SUNDAY EVENING, MAY 12

Title: Come Drink from God’s Fountain

Text: “It shall come to pass . . . every thing shall live whither the river
cometh” (Ezek. 47:9).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 47:1-12

Introduction

In the verses we read, the prophet climaxes his picture of the temple
area by describing the sacred stream that flows south of the altar and the east
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gate down to the Dead Sea. Although no tributaries support it, the stream
grows deeper as it goes forward. In a short time, it is uncrossable and freshens
the Dead Sea. Nourishing evergreen and everbearing trees on its bank, the
stream serves as a beautiful picture of God’s grace and saving power through
Jesus Christ.

I. Source.

Although the water comes through the temple, the blessing produced by
it does not originate there butis conveyed from a source invisible and far off.
Likewise, in God’s great gospel plan to restore the fallen human race, there
exist both instrumental and efficient agencies. God has appointed means
and a divine way to infuse those means with life. Those who love the river
flowing from the temple are the most likely, while walking on its banks, to
receive the water as it comes from the source. Likewise, those who stay near
the means of spreading the gospel are the most likely to receive the good
news and be blessed by it. We must remember, however, that the waters have
their spring in the everlasting hills.

Likewise, the source of the gospel power is God. Through Jesus, our
Savior, who has ascended on high, God has sent forth his Spirit, who lives on
earth and inspires every good thought but, even more than that, convicts lost
people of their need for salvation.

Il. Progress.

The prophet saw the water rising, first ankle-high, then knee-high, next
to the loins, and finally too deep to be forded or even swam in. The flow
did not cease, and the waters did not ebb. Rather, they moved gradually and
constantly in the ever-deepening stream.

The gospel of Jesus Christ has certainly moved forward through the cen-
turies. This does not mean the Scripture teaches that the world will continue
“to get better and better,” but that the gospel has constantly gone out into
areas where people have not known of Jesus. The early preachers, some of
whom were only fishermen, moved against all the power of the Roman Empire
with the gospel. The Caesars conspired to strangle it, and armies marched
out against its people, but the gospel triumphed marvelously.

Of course, there have been periods when faith was eclipsed and corrup-
tions blemished the bride of Christ, but the gradual progress of the gospel
did not cease. Even today, in spite of our shortcomings and limitations, Jesus
Christ stands as the central figure in the world. We should be encouraged
by this thought, but we should also be challenged with our tremendous
responsibility to be used in spreading the message by our own efforts.

I11. Effectiveness.

Everywhere the river comes, the dead live! How true of the gospel! Not
only every person, but every part of every person is changed by the gospel.
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No one who ever came to Jesus has been turned down or disappointed. Paul
says, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of
God unto salvation to every one that believeth” (Rom. 1:16). In addition, the
regenerating power of the Holy Spirit changes one in such a way that he or
she becomes a new creation in Christ Jesus. The gospel is the most effective
agency known in this world for motivating and changing the course of a
person’s life. We should remember, however, that it is not a set of rules or
even a system of doctrine that saves, but Jesus Christ who personally enters
the sinner’s life with his transforming power.

Conclusion

Our responsibility in heeding the message of this Scripture is twofold.
First, if we have never been saved, we need to come to the Water of Life and
drink freely. The last invitation in the Bible reminds us of this life-giving
stream in Ezekiel. John said, “And the Spirit and bride say, Come. And let
him that heareth say, Come. And let him thatis athirst come. And whosoever
will, let him take the water of life freely” (Rev. 22:17).

If we have already received Jesus as Savior, we are to tell others of this
great and glorious gospel. The book of Ezekiel, which begins with a captive
people longing for God’s presence, concludes with a temple from which come
life-giving streams not only for Israel but, through Christ, for all the world.
What a glorious gospel is symbolized in this Old Testament prophet’s message
and later personally enters history in Jesus Christ.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MAY 15

Title: When the Lord Is Revealed
Text: “. . . when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven . ..” (2 Thess. 1:7 NIV).
Scripture Reading: 2 Thessalonians 1:3-12

Introduction

Every chapter of 1 Thessalonians concludes with a reference to the tri-
umphant return of Jesus Christ. Paul expands that theme in his second letter.
The certainty of the Lord’s coming is reflected in the word when—*“when the
Lord is revealed”; it is only a matter of time. His return will be a revelation,
and all will be made clear.

I. The Lord’s coming provides perspective on present problems.

This passage was written to people undergoing persecution. Some
were probably asking if Christ cared. They came to realize that life in
Christ did not exempt them from trouble. In him they discovered a new
power to cope.
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A. An experience of growth. The Lord, our present help in trouble, ena-
bles us to experience growth, which prepares us for his return. It
happened to the Thessalonians—*“Your faith is growing more and
more” (2 Thess. 1:3 NIV). Some things we will never discover without
the test of adversity.

B. Deepening of our dependence on others. “The love every one of you has for
each other is increasing” (2 Thess. 1:3 NIV). Problems often reveal
true friendships and make us aware of our need for others.

Il. The Lord’s coming will reveal eternal destiny.

A. Separated from glory. Those who have refused Jesus Christ “will be
punished with everlasting destruction and [be] shut out from the
presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power” (2 Thess.
1:9 NIV). Instead of annihilation, unbelievers will spend an eternity
dying. The reality is worse than the description. Those who remain
“short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23) will be forever separated
from his glory.

B. Glory for the saints. “. . . on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy
people” (2 Thess. 1:10 NIV). Jesus restores the glory lost by sin. When
Jesus returns, we will be glorified and he will receive glory.

I11. Today’s decision determines tomorrow’s destiny.

Eternal destiny is involved in individual response to “the gospel of our
Lord Jesus” (2 Thess. 1:8 NIV). The gospel asks everyone to repent and
believe. Jesus warned, “Unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Luke
13:5 NIV).

The Lord’s return will be a glorious experience for all who have believed.
To believe in Jesus is to acknowledge sin, turn from it, and trust Jesus alone
for salvation.

Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. He is the only way to heaven
(John 14:6). Today’s decision about Jesus determines eternal destiny. Are
you ready to meet him?

Conclusion

On asstretch of Tennessee highway approaching the Kentucky state line,
a number of billboards advertise businesses that sell fireworks. Some of the
signs boldly note, “Last Chance” to legally purchase fireworks. Yet another
such establishment will be a little farther down the road. Eventually a traveler
will come to the actual “Last Chance” just before the state line. Today might
be someone’s last chance. When the Lord comes, the time to decide will be
gone. The time of Christ’s return is classified information, known only to
the Father—but he is coming. We may go before he comes. None of us knows
how far down the road of life we have traveled. The line between now and
eternity may be close at hand. Be ready!
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SUNDAY MORNING, MAY 19

Title: Is It Okay to Be Single?

Text: “Let every one lead the life which the Lord has assigned to him, and in
which God has called him . . . keeping the commandments of God” (1 Cor.
7:17, 19 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 19:10-12; 1 Corinthians 7:7, 17-35

Hymns: “God of Our Fathers, Whose Almighty Hand,” Roberts
“O Master, Let Me Walk with Thee,” Gladden
“Because He Lives,” Gaither

Offertory Prayer: Loving Father, we are grateful for your call to us through
Christ, “Follow me.” Thank you for grace toward our sin, patience

with procrastination, and courage to overcome our fears. We pray for
persevering power so that we may not miss all that you have in store for us.

Thank you, Lord, for the privilege of serving you through the church.
Open our eyes that we may see the opportunities all about us. We present
this offering in an effort to “redeem the time” and bring people to Christ.
We love you and pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

Participants in a group session were asked to introduce themselves and
tell something about their lives. One woman told her name and said, “I'm
just an old maid!” The comment seemed to reflect the put-down of a society
that has thought it less than okay to be single.

Statistics indicate that over one-third of the adults in America are single.
Political analysts, economists, community leaders, and churches are giving
more attention to this significant segment of society. Yet many single people
experience the feeling that they have a disease or are a disgrace or a disaster.
Is it okay to be single? The Bible says yes!

I. Jesus’ lifestyle and teaching.

A. Jesus’ lifestyle. The lifestyle of our Lord Jesus is an affirmation of
singleness. The incarnation was secured in the context of a family.
Could God not also have decided for Christ to fulfill his ministry in
the setting of a marriage? He could have, but he chose not to do so.
Should we then think it weird or impossible for someone today to
have meaningful life as a single person?

B. Jesus’teaching. Matthew 19:10-12 gives the closing comments of some
teaching Jesus gave on divorce and the continuity of marriage.
The disciples noted the high standard established by the Master
and said, “It is not good to marry” (Matt. 19:10). Jesus responded:
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“That [not marrying] is something which not everyone can accept,
but only those for whom God has appointed it. For while some are
incapable of marriage because they were born so, or were made so
by men, there are others who have themselves renounced marriage
for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let those accept it who can”
(vv. 11-12 NEB).

Jesus also said, “In the resurrection they neither marry, nor are
given in marriage” (Matt. 22:30). This indicates eternal life to be
the highest goal and relationship for now and forever. Whether by
choice or by circumstance, it is okay to be single. Jesus’ lifestyle and
teaching affirm singleness as an acceptable lifestyle.

Il. Paul’s affirmation.

Although the immorality of Corinth and the expected return of Christ
are the background for his thoughts, Paul also offers an affirmation for
singleness: “I wish that all were as I myself am” (1 Cor. 7:7 RSV). Itis possible
to live as a single and realize it is a “special gift from God” (v. 7 RSV). “To
the unmarried and the widows I say that it is well for them to remain single
as I do” (v. 8 RSV). This was a radical statement for Paul’s time. The Old
Testament does not have a word for bachelor. An early Jewish document
mentions seven types of persons who would be excommunicated from
heaven, and the list begins with “a Jew who has no wife.” In a society in which
marriage was prevalent and anything else considered less than normal, Paul
said it was okay to be single.

I11. Acceptance and opportunity.

A. Acceptance. Paul’s focus is on accepting one’s circumstance and accen-
tuating the unique opportunity. “Only, let every one lead the life
which the Lord has assigned to him” (1 Cor. 7:17 RSV). The most
importantissue is “keeping the commandments of God” (v. 19 RSV).
Whether single or married, obedience to God’s will is desired.

The most important issue for an unmarried woman is
not, “How can I find a husband so that I may be happy?” Itis,
rather, “How can I live out the creative life that God intended
in love for all men and women to have?” This is neither to say
that we repress any hope for marriage in God’s gracious will
nor that we refuse to face the agonizing problems inherent
in the unmarried state. Rather it is to affirm that both our
natural desire for marriage and all of our problems in not
being married are under the control of a compassionate
Lord. (Ada Lum, Single and Human [Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 19771, 23.)
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This also means that those who are married must accept and
affirm those who are single and should not give them feelings of infe-
riority or stigma. Let all say to them by word and deed, “You're okay!”

B. Opportunity. A single person, especially one without children, has a
unique opportunity to serve Christ through the church and in the
community. “The unmarried man is anxious about the affairs of the
Lord, how to please the Lord; but the married man is anxious about
worldly affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided”
(1 Cor. 7:32-34 RSV). A single person does not have the responsibili-
ties of a married person. This gives no support for laxness on the part
of the married, but it does encourage singles to greater utilization of
a unique opportunity.

Conclusion

Is it okay to be single? Yes! The best affirmation is found in the salvation
we receive in Christ. “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of
men. So, brethren, in whatever state each was called, there let him remain
with God” (1 Cor. 7:23-24 RSV). Are we faithful where we are? Are we keeping
the commandments of God?

Ada Lum concludes her helpful little book with these words: “God doesn’t
intend in the slightest for us singles to live second-rate lives. Neither does he
intend that our own lives should be lived out simply as dull reflections of some
kind of so-called sublimated, compensating life. If we’re living life God’s way,
we’re not substituting for marriage. We are living in the very best way that he
has lovingly planned for us all along” (81).

SUNDAY EVENING, MAY 19

Title: Personal Purity Pays

Text: “At the end of ten days their countenances appeared fairer . . . than all
the youths that did eat of the king’s dainties” (Dan. 1:15 ASV).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 1:1-21

Introduction

The first invasion of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 605 BC, recorded
only in Daniel 1:1, served as a vehicle for deporting a young man, Daniel,
seemingly already a respected leader, and his friends Hananiah, Mishael,
and Azariah.

To incorporate the best of Jewish life into his political system, the king
gave orders that some of the young men who showed particular aptitude
should be given special instruction and, therefore, should be served the
typical food of that day, which was not God-honoring according to the Torah.
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The subsequent events may be described in three simple sentences: Daniel
purposed, Daniel persevered, Daniel prospered.

I. Daniel purposed.

How thrilling it is to see young people with strong convictions concerning
moral and spiritual matters. Daniel stands near the top in all generations of
those who have been willing to take a stand for personal purity at any cost. He
insisted that he would not “defile himself” with food that was opposed to his
religious training. When the person in charge of him and his friends protested
that to grant the request could endanger his own life, Daniel pleaded for a
ten-day test.

Daniel must have already been an exceptional young man with a winsome
personality, for the Babylonian official agreed to his proposition. Not knowing
the outcome, the man was so impressed by the fine spirit of this Jewish lad
that he laid his own life on the line. What a wonderful testimony to the fact
that the secular world is indeed impressed when godly people take a stand
for what is right.

A number of years ago a young man attended a party not knowing that
alcoholic beverages would be served at the table. He had been taught not to
indulge, but when he saw his friends, one by one, let the drink be poured in
their glasses, he wondered what he should do. He decided to base his decision
on what one young woman, whom he admired and respected, did when she
was offered the drink. With a smile, she turned her glass upside down, and it
was easy for him to do the same when the server came to him. That man, well
known among most Christian musicians today, was B. B. McKinney, writer of
many wonderful songs about the Lord.

Il. Daniel persevered.

An old cliché says, “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” Brought
over into the Christian context, we might say that to live the Christian life
requires more than one decision to live for Jesus. Though that initial decision
is important, we must decide day by day and sometimes minute by minute
to serve Christ and to hold our standards high. Sometimes this involves
insisting to others, as Daniel did, that we be allowed to live our Christian life
and worship our God regardless of the rules and regulations that prevail in
an institution.

Perhaps the best translation of Daniel 1:11 is that Daniel “kept on saying”
to the stewards, which means he had to repeat his request several times.
In the New Testament, the proper translation of the Greek verbs in Jesus’
teaching on prayer is: “Keep on asking and you will receive, keep on seeking
and you will find, keep on knocking and it shall be opened to you” (Matt. 7:7).
Paul spoke of “pressing onward” for the prize of the high calling of God in
Christ Jesus, suggesting that the accomplishment of his Christian goal meant
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perseverance. Living the Christian life is not easy and seems to get even more
difficult as the world becomes more secularized.

I11. Daniel prospered.

At this point we must be very careful! Certainly we cannot expect auto-
matic promotions or pay raises every time we do a good deed for the Lord. If
this were true, Christianity would be merely a good insurance policy rather
than a spiritual experience. We must do right, because God wants us to do
right and because we love him. Jesus told us to do our good deeds not even
expecting a reward.

On the other hand, rewards do come. Sometimes, as in the case of Daniel,
God rewards us openly and quickly. When we live in harmony with the moral
and spiritual laws he has established in the universe, we are cooperating with
God, and success in inevitable. Daniel was true to the things God had set forth
for him to obey, and therefore he prospered greatly. So will we! One poet said:

I know that right is right;

It is not good to lie;

That love is better than spite,
And a neighbor than a spy.

I know that conscience needs
The leash of a sober mind;

I know that each good deed
Some sure reward will find.

In the darkest night of the year,

When the stars are all gone out,
That courage is better than fear,
That faith is truer than doubt.

Fierce though the fiends may fight,
And long though the sun may hide,
I know the truth and right

Have the universe on their side.

Daniel was rewarded quickly, but some of us often have to wait for a long
period of time to be vindicated. Let us develop patience when our rewards
do not come as quickly as we wish. By all means, however, let us stay in tune
with God and live according to his will.

Conclusion

Lives of people like Daniel bless the world. Such people are a part of the
“militant minority” who dare to be different for the sake of the Lord. They
serve as a creative force for the world. They are salt to preserve it and light to
shine through the darkness. Will you dare to be a Daniel?
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, MAY 22

Title: The Man of Sin

Text: “Let no one deceive you in any way; for that day will not come,
unless the rebellion comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed”
(2 Thess. 2:3 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12

Introduction

Apparently some of the Thessalonian Christians interpreted Paul’s mes-
sage about the Lord’s “sudden” return to mean “immediate.” He now writes
to clarify that two events will precede the Lord’s return—the rebellion and
the revelation of the Man of Sin. Jesus predicted a time when many would
turn from the faith adhered to in a merely formal way (Matt. 24:10-13). The
apostasy will have a leader—“the man of sin” (KJV).

I. Revelation.

Who is this Man of Sin? He is not Satan, but he comes with Satan’s
blessing. Second Thessalonians 2:9 is most accurately translated “the coming
of the lawless one by the activity of Satan” (RSV). Neither does this refer to
the Roman emperor or a particular religious body. The Man of Sin appears
to be an individual, the same person John called the Antichrist. In him will
be embodied all opposition to God’s way. His coming will be accompanied
by power and wonderful signs (v. 9). He will exalt himself above all that is
sacred and recognize only one god—himself!

Il. Restraint.

In 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7 Paul notes that the principle of lawlessness is
now being restrained. The Holy Spirit at work in the world is the restraining
power. Each Christian is sealed against the awesome power of evil. The powers
of the Evil One are limited by the protecting ministry of the Holy Spirit. What
chaos would reign in the world if the Spirit of God were removed!

I1l. Requiem.

The death song for the Evil One can begin. “The Lord Jesus will slay him”
(2 Thess. 2:8 RSV). The victor in the conflict is assured. The Man of Sin will
be slain and his plan destroyed. Jesus Christ’s appearance will be enough.

Conclusion

Dark days are coming. The conflict of the ages is on the horizon. Whose
side are you on? With the Man of Sin are those who “refused to love the truth
and so be saved” (2 Thess. 2:10 RSV).
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SUNDAY MORNING, MAY 26

Title: The Covenant of Marriage

Text: “. . . the LORD was witness to the covenant between you and the
wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is your
companion and your wife by covenant” (Mal. 2:14 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Malachi 2:10-16

Hymns: “Come, Thou Almighty King,” Anonymous
“O Happy Home Where Thou Art Lord,” Spitta/Findlater
“O Perfect Love,” Gurney

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, we affirm that this is your world and
that we are tenants here. We acknowledge that you give us the power to
get wealth. Remind us again that life does not consist in the abundance
of possessions. Convict us of selfishness, and free us to be liberal with our
possessions so that the world may know you. Help us to focus on people,
and strengthen our relationships with family and church. Accept our gifts
as an expression of love. Use them to bless our fellowship and extend the
kingdom. We thank you for Jesus’ sake, in whose name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

The message of the prophet Malachi opens with the people’s expression
of doubt about God’s love. Wrong views of God and false forms of worship
inevitably lead to fractured social relationships. The situation in Israel demon-
strated this reality. Marriage is one of the first relationships affected by a

wrong relationship with God.

The prophet pronounces God’s displeasure on two practices: marriage
with heathen women (Mal. 2:10-12) and the prevalence of divorce (vv. 13-16).
His remarks express the Lord’s hope for marriage and the crucial role mar-

riage has in God’s work in the world.

I. Marital choice can mar God’s covenant.

A. The priority of faith. Israel is told that they have “profaned the covenant”
(Mal. 2:10) because of marriage to “the daughter of a foreign god”
(v. 11 RSV). Exodus 19 describes the covenant established between
Israel and the Lord. Exodus 34 forbade marriage with pagans; the
practice of other religions in the home would provide temptation
to break faith with God. “Can two walk together, except they be
agreed?” (Amos 3:3).

It is disturbing to witness the trend of marriages that relegate
faith and relationship to the Lord to a low priority. Differences in
religion or the absence of any commitment to God is pushed into the
background with the remark, “We love each other and so this will
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work out.” Love Christ first, give priority to faith, and then choose
a mate.

B. A partner with faith. The best solution is to choose a spouse who shares
your commitment to Christ. Ideally this individual should come from
your same Christian heritage. Certainly the person should be a saved
and growing believer. To do less is to weaken your own covenant
relationship with the Lord.

Many qualities and attributes strengthen marriage. Choose a
partner with whom you share a vital relationship to Christ. The wrong
marital choice can mar God’s covenant.

Il. The character of marriage.

Malachi offers an amazing description of marriage, closely akin to the
spirit of Jesus and definitely in tune with all God’s hopes for marriage. If you
decide to marry, what does God expect of marriage? The prophet cites four
characteristics of a godly marriage.

A. A covenant and not a contract.

“The LorD was witness to the covenant between you and
the wife of your youth . . . she is . . . your wife by covenant”
(v. 14 RSV). It has become fashionable to enter into mar-
riage with a contract. A covenant implies commitment and
faith; a contract implies convenience and fear. A covenant
relationship declares that two have agreed to discover God’s
will together and work together to do that will. A contract
stipulates what one will do if the other does certain things.
A covenant declares we will achieve and fail together, laugh
and cry together. In a covenant one is constrained from
doing anything that would endanger the love of the other.
(Ernest Mosely, Priorities in Ministry [Nashville: Convention
Press, 1978], 87.)

B. Companionship. “She is your companion . . .” (Mal. 2:14 RSV). The
Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone” (Gen.
2:18). David Mace wrote, “Parenthood, therefore, may enrich mar-
riage, but it will not sustain marriage. Neither will sex. There is much
more in marriage than the physical love-making. In the daily living
together of husband and wife amid all the changes and accidents
of human life, what will matter most of all is that they are true and
trusty friends” (David Mace, Whom God Hath Joined [Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1953], 24).

C. Creation. “What does he desire? Godly offspring” (Mal. 2:15 RSV).
The command to Adam and Eve was to “be fruitful, and multiply,
and replenish the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Part of God’s purpose for
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marriage is to provide the best possible environment for the growth
and development of a child. Mace notes that procreation means
“creation for and on behalf of another” (20). For two Christians par-
enthood is a way of sharing in the creative work of God. Adoption
and foster parenthood are avenues open to those who are unable
to have children.

D. Continuity. It takes time to build a covenant relationship. Time is
involved in deepening companionship; time is required to see the
results of creative parenting. God’s ideal is for marriage to last. He
says, “I hate divorce” (Mal. 2:16 RSV). Jesus said, “What therefore
God has joined together, let not man putasunder” (Mark 10:9 RSV).
Although the Lord loves the divorced individual, he hates divorce; it
violates his ideal.

Too many approach marriage lightly, thinking that divorce
is available to them if necessary. Yet divorce is not always a happy
solution, for 59 percent of second marriages fail. Divorce should be
regarded as the last recourse rather than the first option. The trend
will not be reversed until individuals committed to Christ accept
their duty and privilege to set the example of devotion and fidelity.

Conclusion

Decisions involved in marriage are crucial for personal and community
well-being. The strength of the church is also affected. Marriage should honor
the covenant relationship with God. The choice of a nonbelieving spouse can
mar that covenant. With a Christian mate determine to maintain a covenant

marked by love, companionship, and creativity. As the union continues until
death, it will be blessed by the Lord.

SUNDAY EVENING, MAY 26

Title: God Has His Hand on History

Text: “And . . . shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom, which shall never
be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall
break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever”
(Dan. 2:44).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 2:1-49

Introduction

Nebuchadnezzar had a dream. However, not only did he not know what
it meant, neither could he remember it. His advisors could not tell him what
the dream was, much less what it meant. Finally, Daniel was summoned and
did both. Four great kingdoms were decreed, including Babylon, and after
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that would come an everlasting kingdom that would consume the others and
stand forever.

In this message we shall not go into the controversial interpretations but
rather confine ourselves to one great spiritual teaching that emerges and that
all people, regardless of eschatological position, must agree on: God has his
hand on history. Someone has said that the correct rendering of the word
should be “His story,” for this is what history truly is—the record of how God
deals with nations and, of course, individuals.

I. Civilizations have a way of decaying.

Survey the centuries and you will discover a great truth. Humans, left to
their own devices, simply cannot make it. They do not have the moral control
nor the inner resources to live in such a way as to guarantee longevity or
perpetuity. Dictators arise and strut across the page of history, but they pass
into oblivion. The nations and empires they establish suffer the same fate.

The reason for this is, of course, that they lack the moral consistency
that comes with a godly life; people turn away not only from high standards
but from any standards at all. Charlemagne, though he seemed to possess
some Christian principles, was a cruel and ruthless person. When he was
buried, he was placed in a vault, and a statue of him was set up with a sword
in hand. At the base was an open Bible. Years later, on entering the vault,
men discovered that the sword had fallen and the point of it, coincidentally
or perhaps providentially, rested on the New Testament verse that says, “For
what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own
soul?” (Matt. 16:26).

Il. God always works toward a goal.

The Greeks taught that history travels in cycles. They believed that that
which has been is that which shall be, and that which shall be is that which
has been. The Hebrews, on the other hand, guided by divine inspiration, felt
that history moved toward a goal. Actually, of course, both are true. History
does indeed move in cycles, but as it does so, it also moves toward a goal.

God, when he saw the world once more become sinful after the flood,
decided on a different approach. Rather than destroy the world this time,
he would choose a person from it and through his seed bring redemption to
the world. Abraham was his choice, and Jesus came through Abraham’s seed.
While it is incorrect to say that God literally “turned his back” on the Gentile
nations during Old Testament days, it does seem safe to say that God worked
in a unique way among the Jewish people, giving them a fuller revelation
of himself and producing the Savior through them. Now Christianity is a
worldwide religion, and as always all people may come directly to Christ.
The glorious gospel is for everyone! This was, of course, in the mind of God
from the beginning!
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I1l. God’s kingdom will never die.

Since Jesus has come, a new era has been inaugurated in the world. We
are now living in the light of the glorious gospel of Christ. Jesus said that
no one could come to the Father except by him (John 14:6). Not only is it
impossible to know what God is like without Jesus; we cannot have forgiveness
without coming to the old rugged cross where the Lamb of God was slain,
who also rose again from the dead. Nothing will ever defeat nor destroy the
fresh movement that began in Jesus.

Conquerors have come and gone. The Caesars, Alexanders, and
Sennacheribs have come and gone, but the Lord Jesus Christ still lives. People
have tried to stamp out the Bible, God’s Word, but the anvil of his truth has
worn out the hammers of skepticism. One poet put it beautifully:

The kingdoms of the world go by

In purple and in gold.

They rise, they triumph, and they die,
And all their tale is told.

One kingdom only is divine;
One banner triumphs still;

Its king is a servant, and its sign
A cross upon a hill.

Conclusion

The panoramic view of history presented to Daniel in his vision says to
us that God has the “whole world in his hand” and will never abdicate his
rule. Someone has said that the wisest thing a person can ever do is to find
out where God is going and go with him.

To think in terms of national history, however, is not enough. The main
question is, Where do you as an individual fit into God’s program? God doesn’t
save nations, but he does save individuals. God doesn’t consign a nation to
hell or heaven, but he does determine the fate of individuals on the basis
of what each has done with the Savior. Of course, each nation deteriorates
or prospers in line with what the nation as a whole does with God; but the
point is that, when Joshua said to the people, “Choose you this day whom ye
will serve” (Josh. 24:15), he used the second person singular pronoun. Each
person is responsible for his or her own choice!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, MAY 29

Title: The Lord Is Faithful
Text: “But the Lord is faithful” (2 Thess. 3:3).
Scripture Reading: 2 Thessalonians 3:1-5, 16
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Introduction

Writing from Corinth, a wicked city with few Christians, to the persecuted
Thessalonians, Paul closes his letter by focusing on God’s faithfulness. In
changing times we can be secure in the Lord, who is the same yesterday,
today, and forever. He can be trusted to take us through every difficulty
and accomplish his purpose. Paul later shared this truth with the church at
Corinth (1 Cor. 1:9).

Paul may have been like many preachers who say “finally” and then
introduce additional material. Paul addresses significant issues concerning
church fellowship (2 Thess. 3:6-15), but these are to be seen in light of God’s
faithfulness. He will not let a few individuals destroy the work of the church.
God’s faithfulness is expressed through four prayer petitions.

I. The Lord is faithful to bless his work (2 Thess. 3:1).

A. Thework of the Word. “Pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed
on and triumph” (v. 1 RSV). Paul uses athletic terms that express
his confidence that the Word of the Lord will have ultimate success.
The prophets were often misunderstood, but the Lord’s promise kept
them faithful: “So shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth;
it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which
I purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11
RSV). The living Word is actively at work in the world (Heb. 4:12).

B. Our work with the Word. Notice how the Word is strategically placed
between “us” and “you.” The greatest triumph for the Word comes
when a committed disciple shares it with others and helps lead them
into discipleship. The Thessalonians were a prime example of Paul’s
work with the Word. Since “faith comes from what is heard” (Rom.
10:17 RSV), the primary work of the church is to share the Word
with a waiting world.

Il. The Lord is faithful to deliver from evil (2 Thess. 3:2-3).

Whenever the Word is faithfully declared, it will be met with resistance.
The Lord is faithful to deliver his people from evil.

A. The attack of evil. Resistance to the Word comes from “wicked and evil
men” (v. 2 RSV) and also from “the evil one” (v. 3 NIV)—Satan. The
personality of Satan is manifest in personalities we encounter within
and outside the church. “Not all have faith” (v. 2 RSV). The Lord
who taught us to pray, “Deliver us from evil” (Matt. 6:13), is “able to
keep you from falling and to present you without blemish before the
presence of his glory with rejoicing” (Jude 24 RSV).

B. The Lord’s defense. Because of the Lord and the Word, although we
experience evil’s attack, those same two realities are our defense.
“He will strengthen you and guard you from evil” (2 Thess. 3:3
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RSV). “Greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world”
(1 John 4:4). Jesus met Satan’s temptation with the written Word
(Luke 4:1-13). “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto
my path” (Ps. 119:105).

I11. The Lord is faithful to direct his people (2 Thess. 3:4-5).

While we fight against evil, we are directed by God into a more mature
relationship with him. We are strengthened within to wage war with evil.

A. The love of God. God’s love, “a more excellent way,” was the help Paul
offered to the confused Corinthian church (1 Cor. 12:31). Only his
love could turn the Thessalonians from fear to faithful witnessing.

B. The steadfastness of Christ. Some of the believers have turned their eyes
from Jesus and given up their work. “Consider him who endured from
sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary
or fainthearted” (Heb. 12:3 RSV).

William Hendriksen wrote concerning this verse: “When the
love which God has for the Thessalonians and which he is constantly
showing to them becomes the motivating force in their lives and
when the endurance exercised by Christ in the midst of a hostile
world becomes their example, then they will do and will continue
to do whatever God through his servants demands of them” (New
Testament Commentary: Thessalonians, Timothy and Titus [Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1979], 197).

IV. The Lord is faithful to bestow peace (2 Thess. 3:16).

Paul closes his letter with the request he expressed at the opening of
each letter. His deep desire is that this church experience the peace of God.
Similar to other passages in Scripture, peace is defined in both vertical and
horizontal dimensions.

A. Peace in the Lord. “May the Lord of peace himself give you peace”
(v. 16 RSV). The peace we need can only be received from Christ
(John 14:27). A right relationship with the Lord brings peace of mind
and opens the channel for peaceful relationships.

B. Peace in the world. “Peace at all times in all ways.” When the Lord is
“with you,” this becomes a reality. One can know “the peace of God,
which passeth all understanding” (Phil. 4:7) and go through any
experience.

Conclusion
Thomas Chisholm’s hymn echoes Paul’s prayer:

Great is Thy faithfulness!
Great is Thy faithfulness!
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Morning by morning new mercies I see;
All T have needed Thy hand hath provided—
Great is Thy faithfulness, Lord, unto me!

The Lord is faithful and awaits our fervent prayer for him to bless the
Word, deliver us from evil, direct us down the path of closer communion,
and bestow on us his blessed peace.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

JUNE

B Sunday Mornings

Continue and complete the “Good Housekeeping” series, giving
attention to some of the basic needs within marriage and family living.

We have included a message for the last Sunday of the month titled
“Let Freedom Ring” in honor of Independence Day.

B Sunday Evenings

Continue and complete the series on Daniel, “The Prophet’s Message
for Stressful Times.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Psalm 23 has not only been a source of comfort in times of grief, but
it has provided encouragement and motivation for the people of God as
they face the various pressures of life. “With the Lord as My Shepherd,
I Shall Not Lack Anything I Need” is the suggested theme for these
devotional messages, which will continue through August.

SUNDAY MORNING, JUNE 2

Title: Do You Know Where Your Children Are?

Text: . . . the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His parents did not know
it, but supposing him to be in the company they went a day’s journey, and

they sought him among their kinsfolk and acquaintances; and when they did
not find him, they returned to Jerusalem, seeking him” (Luke 2:43—45 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 2:39-52

Hymns: “Friend of the Home,” Lewis
“I Think When I Read That Sweet Story,” Luke
“O God, Who to a Loyal Home,” Fosdick

Offertory Prayer: O Father, revealed to us in Jesus Christ, we rejoice in
knowing you are touched with the feeling of our infirmities. We know that
you understand the tension that sometimes exists between parents and
children. Give wisdom and patience to our families in these difficult days.
Lord, we pray for the ability to discern what is best among the good. Give
us courage to maintain Christian priorities in a society often apathetic to
your values. May this offering make us aware that the best values cannot be
preserved without sacrifice. Thank you for the sacrifice of Jesus, in whose
name we pray. Amen.
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Introduction

Each evening prior to the late news, a certain television station had the
practice of stating the time and asking, “Do you know where your children
are?” That was the question Mary and Joseph had to answer that first night
away from Jerusalem on their return home from the Passover celebration.
They probably traveled in a caravan with other pilgrims. The women usually
left first and the men followed; the children played and visited among
friends and relatives. When evening came and all gathered for the meal,
Jesus was not present. Imagine their anxiety and agony, for they did not
know where he was.

Do you know where your children are? The question needs to be asked
in three ways—literally, physically, and spiritually.

I. Literally—Do you know where your children are?

This is probably the primary intention of the television question, and it
raises the problem every parent faces. Parents must face the tension between
control and permissiveness, guidance and freedom. There are dangers with
extremes in both directions. Mary and Joseph supposed Jesus “to be in the
company” (Luke 2:44 RSV), but they really didn’t know.

Today’s parents face the challenge of creatively directing their youth or
letting them roam and “find themselves.” It is easier to let neighborhood or
peer groups rear them, but the risks are higher. We are “conceived in iniquity,”
and the tendency toward sin calls for guidance to do what is right.

Do you know where your children are—the movies they see, the books
they read, the friends they make? Parental dictatorship is not needed, but
creative parental involvement is essential for any child to mature.

Il. Physically—Do you know where your children are?

Are you aware of where your child is as a maturing individual? This
aspect calls for an awareness of needs at any given age. Some children are
pushed into relationships before they have the maturity to cope with them.
A teenager related, “I didn’t want to date so early, but Mom said that other
girls were. ‘They’ll think you’re not popular” When my boyfriend and I
started going steady, I wanted Mom to say, ‘No—you’re too young.’” Later
the girl struggled with the dilemma of breaking a relationship that had
become too involved.

Another tendency is to regard young people as less mature than they are.
This is reflected in a lack of trust or a continuation of very strict guidelines
long after they are needed. A parent’s cautious and secretive way of approach-
ing sexuality illustrates a misunderstanding of a child’s maturity.

A strong temptation also exists for a parent to make his child become
what he himself never was. The pressure begins in Little League, where
angry parents may ruin a child’s play. The pressure is in the classroom,
where the push for academic excellence may cause a child to fail in needed
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social development. The pressure is on the future, trying to mold a young
person into a vocation a parent may have desired for himself or herself but
was unable to achieve.

Mary and Joseph searched two days before they located Jesus, and it seems
the last place they looked was in the temple. Jesus asked, “How is it that you
sought me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” (Luke
2:49 RSV). They were ignorant of his maturity, interests, and desires. Do you
know where your children are?

I11. Spiritually—Do you know where your children are?

Just as each child may naturally respond to evil, every child, because he
is made in the image of God, may also have an attraction toward good and
God. Do you know where your children are spiritually? Many young people
are more attune to the voice of God than are their parents. Mary and Joseph
were “astonished” at Jesus’ response in the temple (Luke 2:48 RSV).

A parent has an awesome responsibility regarding the spiritual welfare
of children. Fathers are admonished to “bring them up in the discipline and
instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4 RSV). Jesus warned about causing the little
ones to stumble (Matt. 18:6).

The home is where spiritual foundations are laid. It is a miracle of God
that some find Christ and have a strong relationship with him when they
were never exposed to the faith at home. A strong spiritual environment of
Christian love and faith is the best heritage to impart to a child. “Train up
a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from
it” (Prov. 22:6).

Conclusion

Do you know where your children are? It is a good question and one
that every Christian parent eventually answers in hope—*“I hope and I have
faith they are where they will honor Christ.” The father of the Prodigal
Son did his best and then let his son go. Love and faith triumphed for that
family. Is the love of God our Father and faith in Christ the Son the most
important part of your life? Such a commitment is needed by parents and
children alike.

One of you here today may be struggling with your relationship to the
Lord. You realize you need Jesus, his forgiveness, and a new start on life. You
can receive all that and more by confessing and rejecting your sin and putting
your total trustin Jesus alone as Lord and Savior. For heaven’s sake, do it! For
the sake of your family, do it!

SUNDAY EVENING, JUNE 2

Title: Trust God and Take Your Stand
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Text: “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the
burning fiery furnace . . . we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden
image which thou hast set up” (Dan. 3:17-18).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 3:1-30

Introduction

Your religious faith may lead you into the fires of affliction and tribula-
tion. But, if it does, it will lead you safely through to the other side. Daniel’s
three friends learned this truth, and the recording of it through God’s divinely
inspired messenger has blessed the world for centuries. More than a story
from the dim past, this account of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego is as
relevant as tomorrow’s sunrise. As long as selfish people with large portions
of personal pride and ambition try to dominate faithful servants of the Lord,
this story will speak its message afresh.

I. Dedication.

Nebuchadnezzar comes across as a strange character. One would think
he had learned his lesson from two previous encounters with Daniel, but
apparently he soon forgot the lessons he had learned concerning the simple
food the Hebrews ate and the dream Daniel interpreted.

The king had a gold statue made ninety feet high and nine feet wide and
setit up in the Plain of Dura. He then gave orders for all his leaders to come
together to dedicate his statue. The decree was sent forth that when the music
started, everyone was to bow down and worship this golden monstrosity that
Nebuchadnezzar had established. Moreover, anyone who refused to do so
would be thrown into a blazing furnace.

Il. Dilemma.

For a short time, Daniel’s three friends, who had remained faithful to
their God even in a foreign land, faced the choice. What would they do? No
doubt they did not debate long. They realized at the very first where their
loyalties lay; and with a good spirit, but also with firm conviction, they refused
to honor the king’s request.

In today’s world, few people are called on to face such a traumatic choice,
although the number does seem to be growing in certain areas; but we are
often faced with the responsibility of taking a personal stand for God though
it means a certain kind of oppression. To be ostracized socially or to be
discriminated against economically can hurt a lot! Those who suffer such
tribulation must often feel they could stand the physical torture more easily
than peer pressure or financial hardship. We all have our “fiery furnaces”
regardless of our station in life.

Faith, however, is able to triumph over every difficulty and trial. The same
principle that enabled Moses to suffer affliction with God’s people rather
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than enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season caused these exiles to rise above
the fear of a fiery furnace.

Of course, these willing martyrs—committed to God’s will for their
lives—must also have been aware that it may not be God’s purpose to deliver
them from the perils of death. If not, they reasoned that it would be far better
to be carried heavenward on the fiery chariot of martyrdom. The words “and if
not” are among the most sublime words ever written or spoken. They represent
the conviction that one who trusts God must hold to the very end. Another
great man of God likewise affirmed his faith when he said, “Though he slay
me, yet will I trust in him” (Job 13:15). Such triumphs of faith over adverse
circumstances stand as glorious achievements attained through the help of
God’s Holy Spirit. Possessing clear insight into the truth that the voice of duty
must be obeyed will lead one to defy every combination of opposing forces.

I11. Deliverance

A foretaste of what would happen came when those who put the three men
into the furnace were burned to death because of the exceedingly hot flame.
Although the death of these executioners seems to have attracted no special
notice, the fact that the flames did not immediately consume Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego must have held some promise of a favorable outcome.

The miraculous story reached its climax as the people saw four persons
rather than three in the furnace. Looking at the story from this side of
Calvary, we have no problem identifying the visitor. He was more than a “son
of the gods,” as some translations render it. He was the second member of
the Trinity. We have here a brief preincarnate appearance of Jesus Christ,
our Lord and Savior.

Only one choice was available for the king. He must investigate and act
on the evidence. The deliverance was followed by a royal decree. How long
Nebuchadnezzar’s resolution lasted is not the question. The pointis that God
protects his own and turns the wrath of sin to his glory. Throughout history
this drama has been reenacted in various forms as people have dared to stand
firmly and without fear. These three men had faith and were delivered. Faith
is not trying to believe in spite of the evidence; it is daring to do in spite of
the consequence. An element of the first may be present, but the essential
part of faith is complete commitment. Only then is it saving faith.

Conclusion

Although many lessons may be gleaned from the story, one stands out
supremely. God never forsakes his faithful followers, as Samuel Longfellow
said so well in his poem “In Every Need.”

There is an eye that never sleeps
Beneath the wing of night.
There is an ear that never shuts
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When sink the beams of light.

There is an arm that never tires
When human strength gives way.
There is a love that never fails
When earthly loves decay.

They Eye unseen still watcheth all;
That Arm upholds the sky;

That Ear doth hear the sparrow’s call;
That Love is ever nigh.

One Christian of another generation said when he faced a great crisis in
his life, “My head is resting sweetly on three pillows—Infinite Power, Infinite
Wisdom, and Infinite Love.” God gives us strength to solve our problems when
this is the need; but when they are too big for us, he intervenes miraculously
and delivers. In the fiery furnace, God showed his great power by performing a
supernatural act to bring salvation. He also performed such a deed at Calvary
because humans were unable to atone for their own sin. Trust God always
and do what is right. He will never leave one of his loved ones nor force that
one to walk alone.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JUNE 5

Title: The Promise of God: Part 1
Text: “The Lorbp is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Ps. 23:1).
Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

A man of God was suffering with a bout of depression. One night while in
a hotel room in a distant city and all alone, he became almost overwhelmed
with his depression. During that episode he was seeking help from God the
best he knew how. In doing so, he started quoting the Twenty-third Psalm.
That experience led him to a much deeper study of the psalm than ever before,
and the psalm came alive to him. The person who had this experience is the
writer of these words. It is his hope that you will be helped also.

I. First, notice the brevity of the first verse and yet the profundity
of it.
A. The verse contains only nine words.

Someone has said that the verses that compose this psalm would
leave but a small blank on the page if blotted out. This would certainly
apply to the first verse. But what a great loss it would be!

B. These nine words are indeed profound.
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1. It is impossible to measure their influence. Just think of all the
different translations into other languages, the references made
to these words in literature, and the remembrances in human
hearts.

2. Itis also impossible to determine their usefulness. These words
are as fresh as they would be if just written. They are always
current. They make themselves at home in every language and
have taught, inspired, and comforted for three thousand years.
They have been repeated to the small child and been of comfort
to the bereaved.

Il. Verse | is an expression of human experience.

A. It is the expression of weakness and trust.

1. If it were angels who said, “The Lord is my shepherd,” the words
would not bring assurance to a frail and sinful heart.

2. Ifitwere a voice from heaven saying, “The Lord is my shepherd,”
it would not have the effect it does coming from a weak and
needy brother.

B. 1t is the expression of a shepherd who knew by experience the care and tender
aﬂectwn of a good shepherd toward his flock.
. These words were spoken by someone of passions similar to ours,
and they express faith, joy, and thanksgiving.

2. These words illustrate God’s care for his people. He is the Shep-

herd of every believer and is able to meet every need.

Ill. These are inspired words.

A. They are the voice of God.
B. The thought is a continuity in both the Old Testament and the New Testament.
(See Isaiah 40; Ezekiel 34; Luke 15; John 10; Revelation 7.)

Conclusion

This passage suggests God’s awareness of our needs, his ability and will-
ingness to care for us, and our need of depending on him.

SUNDAY MORNING, JUNE 9

Title: Honor within the Home

Text: “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your
father and mother’ (this is the first commandment with a promise), ‘that

it may be well with you and that you may live long on the earth.’ Fathers,

do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline
and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:1-4 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 20:12; Ephesians 6:1-4

175



Sunday Morning, June 9

Hymns: “I Am So Glad That Our Father,” Bliss
“Jesus Loves Me,” Warner
“O God in Heaven, Whose Loving Plan,” Martin

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, may this worship experience honor and glorify
your name. We acknowledge our trust in you whom we have come to know
in Christ. Cleanse our hands, purify our hearts, and receive these gifts in
deep gratitude for your merciful forgiveness. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

“David considers leaving town with Chris and kidnapping Dottie. Billy
meets Phoebe, who thinks she can use him to help break up Donna and
Chuck’s marriage. After Chuck throws Billy out of his apartment, Billy vows
revenge. Chuck believes Donna is pregnant. In defending her love of Mark to
his mother, Ellen realizes how much she does love him, and the couple goes to
bed. Brooke gets Danny to skip work in order to take her out . . . His divorce
from Nancy final, Frank asks Caroline to marry him. Erica plans to plant
pot on Claudette, and she tells Nick that Claudette is now on probationary
parole.” Thus went one week’s chronicle of a television soap opera. Is this
what faces “all my children”? The Scripture’s help in parent-child relationships
is desperately needed. The fifth of the Ten Commandments remains a very
relevant word: “Honor your father and your mother.”

This commandment is a bridge between the first four commandments,
which focus on God, and the last commandments, which relate to other
people. The pivotal position of this commandment illustrates the significance
of the family. What happens in the home determines our understanding of
God and our understanding of people. If we lose ground on this command-
ment, the other nine are severely threatened. The word honor also stresses
this fact. Honor is used to describe the nature and presence of God. Here it is
applied to the home. Glorify the home! Lift it up with respect and reverence.

I. A word to children.

This commandment was originally addressed to adult males in a time
when parents lived with their married children. Honor, respect, and reverence
are to be given to parents—always! Our Lord’s own example as a youth
(Luke 2:51) and on the cross (John 19:25-27) indicates that he accepted this
guide for life in the family.

A mother in a geriatrics center said to me, “We get lonely.” The sadness of
her words were deepened when I realized her children, who lived in the town,
rarely came to visit. Children who fail to honor their parents will pay a price.

One of the characteristics of the last days will be disobedience to parents
(2 Tim. 3:2). Children are to obey their parents “in the Lord, for this is right”
(Eph. 6:1 RSV). This principle remains and is clearly enunciated in both Old
and New Testaments.
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Il. A word to parents.

Parents are to be worthy of honor. Can much honor come to a parent
who is not honorable? The inspiration comes from parents, and the return
is honor from children. Two options are noted in Ephesians 6:4: “Fathers, do
not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and
instruction of the Lord” (RSV). Parents can provoke or provide. The choice
is between a harsh, negative, and oppressive presence or a patient, positive,
gentle, Christlike involvement.

Many rebellious young people are acting out their anger toward parents
whom they resent for harsh treatment or they are trying to seek attention
from neglectful parents. “Nurture and admonition” (KJV) are positive
attributes that describe education by deed, discipline toward the right, and
encouragement. A careless and indifferent parental response will reap tragic
consequences, as the example of Eli testifies (1 Sam. 3:13).

What a calling it is to be a parent! The challenge in raising children is to
“bring them up” rather than break their spirits, insure their maturity rather
than our mastery. Children want and need this kind of treatment from par-
ents. A little girl was involved in one misbehavior after another, interspersed
with meaningless scoldings by her mother. She finally plopped herself in a
chair and declared, “I wish Daddy would come home and make me behave.”

I11. Relationship centered in Christ.

The basis for honorable home relationships is in Christ. Children are
asked to respond “in the Lord”; parents are admonished to rear children “of
the Lord.” Both parents and children must find themselves “in the Lord”
and with his help develop the relationship he has given them. The same
responses we make to Christ are needed in the home—repentance, confession,
forgiveness, and love. John Claypool has defined a family as a “covenant of
caring . . . responsible love within a fellowship of forgiveness and reconcilia-
tion.” Is Christ your Lord?

James Dobson’s father prayed at his son’s wedding: “It is also our earnest
prayer for them, not that God shall have a partin their lives, but that He shall
have the preeminent part; not that they shall possess faith, but that faith shall
fully possess them both; that in a materialistic world they shall not live for
the earthly and temporal alone, but that they shall be enabled to lay hold on
that which is spiritual and eternal” (James C. Dobson, Straight Talk to Men
and Their Wives [Waco: Word, 1980], 56).

Conclusion

Jesus did not come to destroy the law but to fill it full of meaning. In Jesus
this commandment of honor within the home can find its deepest meaning.
Responsibility rests on the entire family. With Christ as the tie that binds, the
home can be the best place on earth.
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SUNDAY EVENING, JUNE 9

Title: Learn the Lesson God Wants to Teach

Text: “Now I Nebuchadnezzar praise and extol and honour the King of
heaven, all whose works are truth, and his ways judgment: and those that
walk in pride he is able to abase” (Dan. 4:37).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 4:1-37

Introduction

Nebuchadnezzar stands as one of the strangest men who ever ruled an
empire. He seems to make a fresh start at different times to serve the true
God, but somewhere along the way he slips back. We certainly must admire
the way he treated Daniel and his three friends concerning the food they were
given to eat. Also, he seems to have accepted Daniel’s God after the Hebrew
lad revealed the secrets of the king’s dream. We cannot condone his throwing
the Hebrew children into the fiery furnace, but he “repented” and made a
decree that forbade anyone to speak anything against the God of Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego.

To say that Nebuchadnezzar was completely dishonest and hypocriti-
cal seems unfair. On the other hand, however, he certainly did not remain
true to the vows he made. He loved prosperity, with all the amenities that
accompany it, and refused to exercise the personal discipline necessary for
a life that honored and pleased the God whom Judah worshiped. The story
before us has some elements of a flashback, as we are given many details of
Nebuchadnezzar’s past conduct, although the story opens and closes in the
present tense.

I. A testimony based on an experience.

Patrick Henry is reported to have said, “The only way I can predict the
future is by looking at the past.” How true! Every generation, however, must
learn for itself that the stove is hot. Someone went so far as to say, “Experience
is not the best teacher. It is the only teacher.” As Nebuchadnezzar begins the
story, he looks backward. Something had happened to teach him a great
lesson. He was ready now to give testimony concerning it.

Those of us who are Christians can identify with this king, though he lived
many centuries ago and never embraced either the Christian faith or Judaism.
He was, however, influenced by the monotheism and the high moral standards
that are a product of it. Everyone who lives today in a Christian land is both
influenced and benefited, to some extent, by the Christian faith. Someone
said that anyone who lives in a Christian land without identifying personally
with Christianity is actually a parasite, because he enjoys the blessings but
refuses to accept the responsibilities of the Christian faith.
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Il. A look backward.

Nebuchadnezzar was living comfortably and enjoying great prosper-
ity when a dream frightened him. He called for his staff of fortune-tellers,
magicians, wizards, and astrologers, but they could not explain the dream
to him. Finally, he called Daniel. We wonder why Nebuchadnezzar did not
call Daniel first, since he had made him chief of the fortune-tellers and had
great confidence in his ability. Perhaps the king used Daniel only on special
occasions and felt his lesser staff members could handle this situation.

The dream consisted of a huge tree in the middle of the earth that grew
bigger and bigger until it could be seen by everyone and was loaded down
with enough fruit for the entire world to eat. Wild animals rested in its shade,
and birds built their nests in its branches. Various animals ate from it. The
king then saw an angel who gave orders to cut the tree down and chop off its
branches, stripping its leaves and scattering its fruit. Yet the angel ordered
the destroyers to leave the stump, with a band of iron and bronze around it,
in the ground. He then ordered dew to fall on the man in the dream and let
him live with the animals and plants for seven years, having the mind of an
animal rather than that of a human being.

Daniel explained that the dream applied to the king himself, who had
grown tall and strong so that his power extended over all the world. Daniel
told Nebuchadnezzar that the supreme God had decreed that he would be
driven away from human society to live with wild animals, eating grass like
an ox and sleeping in the open air where the dew would fall on him, for seven
years. After that, he would confess that the supreme God of the universe
controls all kingdoms. The angel ordered the stump to be left in the ground
because Nebuchadnezzar would become king again when he acknowledged
the God who rules the world. Daniel then told Nebuchadnezzar that if he
changed his way of living, he would continue to be prosperous. Although
Daniel did not say it, the implication is that if he failed to do this, the dream
would come true.

Nebuchadnezzar did not obey the prophet! A year later, while walking
around on the roof of the royal palace, the king boasted about how great the
city of Babylon was and took credit for building it in order to display his own
power, might, glory, and majesty. Before the words were out of his mouth, God
spoke from heaven, told him he would be driven away from human society,
and then enumerated the very things that were present in the vision. The
words came true, and Nebuchadnezzar suffered the fate Daniel had predicted
in interpreting the dream. The king’s hair grew as long as eagle feathers and
his nails as long as bird claws.

Fortunately, at the end of seven years, the king repented and was restored.
He sang praises to God when his captivity was ended and he was put back on
the throne. This is the background for the king’s testimony in the first few
verses of this chapter.
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I1l. Don’t learn the hard way!

Nebuchadnezzar went through a virtual hell on earth before he learned
about God and yielded to him. Some people are so strong willed and bent on
sin that they must suffer many things before they finally yield to the Savior.
If it takes this to lead someone to Christ, God has a way of bringing it upon
a person. Others, however, do not have to go this far in sin. They give their
hearts to the Lord in the tender years of their lives. The hymnwriter sang,

Early let us seek thy favor,
Early let us do thy will,
Blessed Lord and only Saviour
With thy love our bosoms fill.

The foreign mission board of a major denomination ran a survey and
found that the conversion experiences of the missionaries appointed by the
board that year took place at an average of less than nine years of age. We
can go deep into sin and be delivered by the grace of God, but how much
more wonderful to commit ourselves to the Savior before the evil days set
in upon us. You see, even when the grace of God saves us from sin and hell,
scars often remain, and somehow we cannot be as equipped for service in the
Lord’s work as we might have been if we did not have the years of sinning.

Conclusion

Where are you today? If you are out in the wilderness with Nebuchadnezzar,
turn to the Lord. You do not have to wait seven years as he did! You can come
to Jesus now! If you are young but old enough to understand you are a sinner,
you do not have to wait for a sin-soaked life to be yours before claiming the
blessings of God’s grace. All are sinners, and thus all must be saved by Jesus;
but look at yourself now, and in whatever state of sinful deterioration you find
yourself, come to Jesus before the sin gets worse and the decision becomes
more difficult.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JUNE 12

Title: The Presence of the Personal God: Part 2

Text: “Thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me . . . Surely
goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell
in the house of the LorDp for ever” (Ps. 23:4, 6).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The Twenty-third Psalm is known and loved by many. We learn it early in
life, and it is dear to people in every walk of life. It is in continual use in the
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home, funeral chapel, and sanctuary. In the time of joy, it brings gladness,
and in the hours of darkness, comfort.

I. These verses suggest that our heavenly Father surrounds us.
He is before us, with us, and behind us.

A. Fear comes from the unknown. In the text we are made to realize that
no attack from the front or rear can reach us because our heavenly
Father is there.

B. We can apply this concept to several areas of life.

1. Geography. He is wherever we are.

2. Time. Morning, noon, and night, he is there. If applied to the
calendar, the same is true.

3. Psychology (or our emotions). He is there in joy, sadness, love,
and hate.

4. Experiences. He is involved in our vocations, our homes, and
our spiritual experiences.

Il. The words “Thou art with me” are often applied to death.
A. To some, the approach of death is the valley of sunshine, not shadow. To
some, it is momentary passage.
B. “The valley of the shadow of death” may stand for any crisis or danger. The
point is that no circumstances come about where the Lord is not
present.

I1l. The words “I will dwell in the house of the Lorp for ever” teach
the eternal presence of God.
A. This verse teaches the truth of an eternal habitation in the presence of God.
B. This verse teaches the climax and reward of the earthly life with all its
struggles.

Conclusion
Several truths emerge for each person who reflects on these verses.

1. The Lord’s presence makes him knowledgeable. He sees and
hears.

2. The Lord’s presence indicates that he is available to fight our
battles.

3. The Lord’s presence indicates his love for us.

4. The Lord’s presence is a challenge to live courageously.

SUNDAY MORNING, JUNE 16

Title: Daddy, How Do You Spell Love?
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Text: “Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God . . . In this the love
of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the
world, so that we might live through him” (1 John 4:7, 9 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 John 4:7-16

Hymns: “Christian Hearts, in Love United,” Zinzendort/Foster
“Love Is the Theme,” Fisher
“Love Lifted Me,” Rowe

Offertory Prayer: Lord, we rejoice in the gift of your love. No greater

love can be found than that manifested in the death of Jesus. Realizing

his sacrifice, we are convicted of our unworthiness. Empower us to love
without limits, to live in his strength, and to lay all at his feet. Accept these
gifts, a portion of your creation, and use them to hasten the day when the
kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdom of our Lord. We pray in
Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

One Saturday afternoon while a father was mowing the lawn, his four-
year-old daughter came to the back door and shouted, “Daddy, how do you
spell love?” He gave her the four letters, which with her newly found skill of
printing she placed on a drawing she later proudly presented to those she loved.

How do you spell love? It is more than a matter of putting four letters of
the alphabet together in correct sequence. We spell it as we express it and
live it in the way we fulfill our personal relationships. In that way love may
be the most misspelled word in the vocabulary of our lives.

There is abundant evidence of the disastrous consequences of a misdi-
rected and inadequate love:

¢ the teenager whose parents have given her everything but the gift of
their presence and love

¢ a battered spouse victimized by one who had earlier said, “I pledge
to you my love”

¢ a church torn by jealousy and misplaced priorities

¢ the words whispered in the ear of a date as the car stops in front of
a motel: “You love me, don’t you?r”

How do you spell love? Our children are asking. A world desperately in
need of Christ’s love is watching and waiting for our response, which will
make the difference in the quality of life now and forever. I suggest we spell
love with trust that accepts the risks, with involvement that is willing to share,
and with commitment that stays until the finish.

I. Trust, involvement, commitment.

A. Trust. There can be no genuine love without trust—trust that
accepts the risks of sharing with another your life, thoughts, goals,
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and dreams. Love does not keep a child tethered to a parent who
is unwilling to trust that young person to make decisions. Nor does
love motivate a husband to grill his wife about friendships. Jealously
leaves no room for trust and risk. The apostle Paul said, “Love believes
all things.” That does not mean love is gullible or blind, but it does
mean love possesses the attitude of complete trust.

B. Involvement. Love is also involvement that is willing to share. Some
who are legally married live like singles. She is involved in civic club
activities; he is on the golf course. Each is doing his or her own
thing—no involvement, no commitment, no sharing. Their “first
love” goes unnourished until, afflicted with emotional and spiritual
malnutrition, it finally dies in the cold, sterile environment of what
might have looked like a perfect marriage.

C. Commitment. Love is also commitment that never gives up. Paul said,
“Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures
all things. Love never ends” (1 Cor. 13:7-8 RSV). It has a commitment
quality that is willing to persevere and fine-tune the relationship. This
should prevail in all our relationships—husband-wife, parent-child,
employer-employee, pastor-congregation. At every level of relation-
ships, love is not blind emotion; it is an act of the will, a decision of
commitment.

Il. Two biblical examples.
Two examples from Scripture illustrate this kind of love.

A. A father and his daughter. The Old Testament book of Esther describes
the relationship between a father and his daughter. (Actually the
relationship is between cousins, but the Bible says that Mordecai had
brought up Hadassah [Esther] because “she had neither father nor
mother” [2:7].) Esther won the Ms. Kingdom Pageant and became
queen. Haman, elevated to power by King Ahasuerus, issued an edict
that everyone should bow before him. He became furious when Mor-
decai refused to obey the order. In his fury, Haman issued an order
to annihilate all the Jews.

Esther, who had not seen the king in some days—and that tells
us much about the lack of involvement, communication, and trustin
their marriage—was encouraged by Mordecai to intercede on behalf
of her people. To do this meant a possible death sentence. Esther
said, “I will go to the king, . . . and if I perish, I perish” (4:16 RSV).
What a risk! What involvement! What commitment! Esther had come
to know this love through her adopted father, Mordecai.

Some of you have never been biological fathers, but perhaps you
have been a better father to some than their natural fathers. You have
related to a niece, nephew, or youth in the church as a father. You
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have been a spiritual father, willing to trust, accept risk, and involve
yourself because you loved. Esther and Mordecai knew trust, involve-
ment, and commitment. They faced the risks and won!

B. A father and his two sons. Luke 15 gives us another example of love.
The younger son asked for his share of the coming inheritance
that he might go out on his own. Dad gave it to him—no fuss, no
fighting. He had loved his son and reared him and then let him
go, risking him to the far country. The father never gave up and
later reaped the reward of renewed and deepened love. He had
a commitment that stayed until the finish and later saw the boy’s
return. He did not meet the boy with “I told you so!” but “My son,
welcome home!” He wrapped his arms around him with a love that
had never really let go.

I1l. The Father’s love.

The crucial thing about love is that it can be spelled only with help from
the Father. Just as the daughter asked, “Daddy, how do you spell love?” so must
we come to God in order to know the true meaning of love.

The apostle John said, “Love is of God . . . In this the love of God was
made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that
we might live through him” (1 John 4:7, 9 RSV). We cannot know what love is
outside of a relationship with the Lord. In creation God has shown his love for
the entire world, over which we were called to “have dominion.” What a risk!
In Christ, God “became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14 RSV).” In Christ,
God became involved with the full dimensions of our lives—temptation,
suffering, joy, death. He was willing to share it all in order to give us life. At
the cross he demonstrated commitment of the deepest kind (Rom. 5:8). Facing
the cross, John noted the commitment of love: “Having loved his own who
were in the world, he loved them to the end” (John 13:1 RSV). Through the
church he loves us still; he has trusted us with the ministry of reconciliation.
He risks the mission of winning the world to the likes of us. He isn’t finished
yet! (See Phil. 1:6; 1 John 3:1-2.)

Conclusion

“Daddy, how do you spell love?” The Father tells us to spell it with trust,
involvement, and commitment. In his letter to the Ephesian Christians,
Paul prays that we may know the dimensions of Christ’s love and be rooted
and grounded in it. He begins the prayer with this hope: “That Christ may
dwell in your hearts by faith . . .” (3:17). There can be no love until Christ
is first accepted into our hearts by faith. We must acknowledge our sin and
failure and accept Christ’s death for sin. Trust is risking it all for him. We
must make a commitment and become involved. Then we can know the
love of God.
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SUNDAY EVENING, JUNE 16

Title: Do You Weigh Enough?
Text: “Thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting” (Dan. 5:27).
Scripture Reading: Daniel 5:1-31

Introduction

So many lessons may be gleaned from the story of Belshazzar’s feast
that one scarcely knows in which direction to move in giving an exposition
or preaching a sermon from the story. The climax, of course, comes when
Daniel makes the stern pronouncement to the king that, in God’s sight, he
falls short. We will focus on that truth but seek also to give an overview of
the entire story.

I. Revelry.

When Paul catalogued the “sins of the flesh” in his letter to the Galatians,
he concluded with “drunkenness” and “revellings.” These two sins of indul-
gence signify unbridled license that produces degrading conduct. In Paul’s
day such activity often began with a band of friends accompanying a victor
in an athletic contest. Laughing and dancing, they sang praises to him. Such
activity often was a part of the devotees of Bacchus, the god of wine. Nocturnal
riotous mobs of half-drunken and frolicsome people paraded the streets
with music and torches in honor of Bacchus or some other depraved deity,
singing and playing before the houses of their friends with drinking parties
that lasted until late into the night.

Such conduct characterized Belshazzar’s feast, but a dimension was added
to it that introduced blasphemy against the Hebrew God, Yahweh, who was
holy and refused to be insulted. The king gave orders to bring in the gold
and silver cups and bowls that his father Nebuchadnezzar had brought to
Babylon from the temple in Jerusalem. The people, including his concubines,
drank intoxicating beverages from these utensils and engaged in riotous and
degrading conduct.

When people surrender themselves to the passions of their lower nature,
they lose all self-control. Sin piles on top of sin as they seek to outdo one
another in immoral and filthy behavior. Belshazzar’s feast must have been
this type of folly. Ignoring all principles of decency, they participated in the
grossest sins with animal-like behavior.

Il. Revelation.

God can stand only so much sin and no more! In the New Testament,
Paul speaks of how “God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts
of their own hearts” and “gave them up unto vile affections” and “gave them
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over to a reprobate mind” (Rom. 1:24, 26, 28). In the midst of the banquet
hall, God suddenly appeared and wrote on the wall of the king’s palace a
message that no one could read.

After all earthly resources were exhausted, God’s prophet, Daniel, was
summoned. The king offered him gifts to read the message, but Daniel
refused them, although he agreed to read and interpret the words. His
message was simple. God had dealt with Nebuchadnezzar when he became
proud, stubborn, and cruel, disciplining him in the wilderness. Although
Nebuchadnezzar repented and acknowledged the supreme God, Belshazzar
had not profited by the example. The present king was, therefore, ripe for
judgment.

What did the message mean? God had numbered the days of Belshazzar’s
kingdom. He had been weighed on the scales and by divine measure was too
light. His iniquities so far exceeded his good points that he was in trouble—
deep trouble. This was God’s Word, and there was no appeal from it.

I11. Retribution.

The mills of God sometimes grind slowly, but at other times they work
quickly. In Belshazzar’s case, judgment came the same night that Daniel
proclaimed it. The Persians were already “casing the joint” and planning to
attack. They made their move shortly after Daniel startled the king and his
leaders with the shocking warning.

Two differing accounts, from nonbiblical sources, tell us how the feat was
accomplished. One says the Persians diverted the water of the Euphrates River,
which flowed through the main part of the city of Babylon, and came in the
dry riverbed. Another source says the people were so disgusted with the rule
of Belshazzar that they revolted and opened the gates of the city, allowing the
Persians to enter virtually unopposed. Of course, both versions could be true.
Belshazzar was wicked enough to incur the wrath of even a pagan empire!

Judgment always comes. The moral law of sin and retribution is written
into the universe. We are not only punished for our sins, we are punished
by our sins. Sin itself pays us off. The Scripture does not say, “Be sure your
sin will be found out,” but rather, “Be sure your sin will find you out” (Num.
32:23). Sometimes we say that sin doesn’t pay, but the bitter truth is that sin
does pay—it pays in currency that is minted in the coffers of hell.

Conclusion

If you were placed on the scales of God’s righteous judgment, how would
you rate? Would you register “sixteen ounces to the pound,” or would you
fall short of the standard?

On one thing we must be careful. The New Testament makes it clear
that we are not saved by doing more good deeds than bad deeds. We are
saved by faith in Jesus Christ, by repenting of our sin and trusting Jesus as
our personal Savior. On the other hand, nowhere does the Bible, either in
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the Old Testament or the New, minimize righteous deeds. We produce fruit
according to what kind of tree we are, and the good tree cannot produce bad
fruit any more than a bad tree can produce good fruit. Jesus told us that we
can know people by their fruit.

What if Belshazzar had fallen down at Daniel’s feet, repenting of his sin
and pleading for mercy? What if Judas had come to Jesus and begged for
forgiveness? God would have saved either one of them at the last minute,
working whatever miracle was necessary, if they had come with sincerity
and genuine repentance. Most likely, you have not gone nearly as far in sin
as Belshazzar or Judas, but you still need to be saved. The only way you can
“weigh enough” on God’s scales is to accept the substitutionary death of Jesus
as the atonement for your sin. Will you do it?

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JUNE 19

Title: The Providence of God: Part 3

Text: “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside
the still waters . . . Thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me”
(Ps. 23:2, 4).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The words providence and provision are similar in meaning, but in these
messages on the Twenty-third Psalm, we will make a distinction between them.
In this message the word providence is used to refer to the overall workings
of God.

I. The term providence points to preparation, care, and supervision.

A. In these verses it refers to infinite knowledge and power.

B. The doctrine of divine providence refers to God’s preservation, care, and govern-
ment that he exercises over all his creation in order that he may accomplish
the ends for which he created everything.

Il. The Twenty-third Psalm is a vivid picture of the spheres of
providential activity.

A. God exercises control over the inanimate or physical universe. Two words in
the text that suggest this idea are pastures and waters. He knows where
the waters and pastures are and leads to them.

B. God exercises control over the animal world. Animals are under his prov-
idential care.

C. God exercises control over the human world. God is especially concerned
with those who have the ability to walk in a close personal relation-
ship with him—humans.
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D. God exercises control over the spiritual world. This involves his redemptive
plan and extends beyond time into eternity. The Lord is mindful of
the most minute want of the humblest person or the largest interest
of the worldwide kingdom. The God of the Twenty-third Psalm is
the creator and preserver of all things. He is a prayer-hearing and
prayer-answering God.

Ill. There are some lessons to be drawn from these verses.

A. God is a righteous ruler to be respected and adored. He is also a tender,
loving Father who is always thinking of and caring for his children.

B. This psalm has the element of a messianic and Holy Spirit prophecy. It tells
of the Messiah and his work. Christ and the Holy Spirit lead and
empower.

C. This psalm emphasizes moral and spiritual blessings.

Conclusion

In the Twenty-third Psalm we find the affirmation that God created a
race of beings who should find their highest happiness by being in the highest
degree holy.

SUNDAY MORNING, JUNE 23

Title: Good Things That Make a Bad Marriage

Text: “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united
to his wife, and they will become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 2:18-25

Hymns: “God, Our Father, We Adore Thee,” Frazer
“Jesus Is Lord of All,” McClard
“Happy the Home When God Is There,” Ware

Offertory Prayer: We bow before you, loving Father, to ask a blessing of grace
and peace upon these gifts and each life who presents them. Convict and
change those who have not discovered the joy of giving toward the work of
the Lord. Enlarge our vision, deepen our compassion, stir up our zeal, and
increase our resources. May many be brought to Christ our Lord, in whose
name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

It would be difficult to find a relationship with as many possibilities
for good but in as much difficulty as marriage. The continuing increase in
divorces testifies to the problems faced in marriage. There are as many recipes
for a successful marriage as couples who have experienced good marriages.
Many good things contribute to making a good marriage, but sometimes
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these good things, used in the wrong way, lead to a bad marriage. Let me
show you what I mean.

I. Individuality.

David Mace has called marriage a “partnership of equals” (Whom God Hath
Joined [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1953], 60). The truth of Galatians 3:28 is
to be realized in marriage: “There is neither male nor female: for ye are all
one in Christ Jesus.” Husband and wife are called to respect each other as
individuals and treat each other as equals. Kahlil Gibran wrote in The Prophet:

Love one another, but make not a bond of love:

Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls . . .
And stand together yet not too near together:

For the pillars of the temple stand apart,

And the oak tree and the cypress grow not in each other’s shadow.

A partnership of equals is more difficult to maintain than a relationship
between tyrant and slave. A democracy demands more of its people than a
dictatorship. Marriage must have partners skilled in teamwork, cooperation,
and a willingness to change roles if needed. A high degree of trust and open
communication is crucial. The good quality of individuality makes for a bad
marriage when these other elements are missing. When rights are stressed
more than responsibility and the relationship is marked by demands and
domination, the marriage is in grave danger. That kind of individuality
makes a bad marriage.

Il. Sex.

Sexuality is a gift of God: “Male and female he created them . . . The
man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame” (Gen. 1:27; 2:25
NIV). An old rabbinic saying goes “The man is restless while he misses his
rib that was taken out of his side; and the woman is restless till she gets under
the man’s arm, from whence she was taken.” A healthy sexual relationship
is a good part of marriage. “Do not deprive each other except by mutual
consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then
come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of
self-control” (1 Cor. 7:5 NIV).

On the other hand, sex characterized by lust, desire out of control, can
ruin a good relationship. “Each of you should learn to control his own body
in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen,
who do not know God” (1 Thess. 4:4-5 NIV).

Sex void of love can bring the downfall of a good marriage. A survey
of women noted that the third highest problem causing depression was the
absence of romantic love in marriage. The emotional well-being of a wife is
the specific responsibility of her husband. Courting should not stop when the
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vows are said. Sex without love that is patient and kind—not boastful, proud,
rude, or self-seeking—will always make a bad marriage.

I1l. Commitment.

Good marriages call for commitment—individuals committed to each
other. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united
to his wife, and the two will become one flesh” (Matt. 19:5 NIV). Marriage
partners must be committed to integrity, hard work, and purity in thought,
word, and deed. They also must be committed to church and commu-
nity. Yet overcommitment can make a bad marriage. James Dobson says,
“Overcommitment is the number one marriage killer. We lack the discipline
to limit our entanglements with the world, choosing instead to be dominated
by our work and the materialistic gadgetry it will bring. And what is sacrificed
in the process are the loving relationships with wives and children and friends
who give life meaning” (Straight Talk to Men and Their Wives [Waco: Word,
19801, 136).

Marriage requires quality time. It is impossible for “two to become one”
without a qualitative investment in each other’s lives. Overcommitment will
ruin a good marriage.

Conclusion

Individuality, sex, and commitment are ingredients for a good marriage.
Pervert these gifts into domination, lust or absence of love, and overcommit-
ment, and the result will be a bad marriage. With Christ’s help the good can
become better. A prayer written by David Mace expresses the direction we
must take: “May we so value our homes and loved ones, O God, that for their
sakes no toil will seem too hard, no sacrifice too great, no offering too costly.
As husband and wife, may we discover that because we love each other we
can work the better, and because we work together we can love more truly”
(Whom God Hath Joined, 80).

SUNDAY EVENING, JUNE 23

Title: Believe in God; He’ll See You Through

Text: “So Daniel was taken up out of the den, and no manner of hurt was
found upon him, because he believed in his God” (Dan. 6:23).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 6:1-28

Introduction

On the pages of scriptural history, Daniel is pictured as a great and nearly
faultless man. During his first years in Babylon, while Nebuchadnezzar was
king, he attained prominence and position. The Babylonian Empire had
passed off the scene, and Persia now ruled the world. Daniel, however, was
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still a respected leader, one of the three top men in the empire. When an
“excellent spirit” is in a person, his or her abilities are almost always recognized
and rewarded.

l. Jealousy.

How terrible is envy and what awful things it does to people! Daniel’s
peers and subordinates conspired to find fault with him that they might
bring an accusation to the king. Finding none, they sought to set him up
through a subtle scheme. Appealing to the pride and ego-centeredness of
the Persian ruler, Darius, those who wished to discredit Daniel suggested
that the king establish a law saying that whoever asked a petition of any god
or man for thirty days should be cast into the den of lions. Not recognizing
that they wished to entrap one of the most trusted servants in the empire,
Darius signed the decree, and according to the law of the Medes and Persians,
it could not be altered.

Love of self and an exalted opinion of our own importance causes us to
do strange and foolish things. At the conclusion of a sermon, a woman went
down the aisle to profess her faith during the invitation hymn. After the
service was dismissed, the preacher asked the woman, “What was it that I said
in my sermon that caused you to make this decision?” She replied, “Frankly, I
didn’t hear much of what you said tonight. But I was thinking of my spiritual
needs and saw a woman across the aisle from me. I knew she was praying
for me because she had been talking with me earlier about my need for the
Savior. Her godly life and the many wonderful things she has done to help
me with various problems kept bearing on my mind as you preached. I came
to the Savior because of my need, of course, but I also came because of her
personal influence, not something you said.” Pride causes us to think more
highly of ourselves than we ought.

Il. Jeopardy.

Those who practice the presence of Christ are not intimidated by ridicule
or threats. We gain the impression from the scriptural account that as soon
as Daniel heard of the edict, he deliberately went into the house to pray, thus
showing his contempt for such human efforts to oppose God. Whether he did
so in deliberate defiance or not, he continued his usual custom of praying
three times daily in his private devotions.

As we read the Scripture, we notice that the king was greatly upset when
he learned that one of his most loyal servants stood in jeopardy and must
be imprisoned. People who have a good relationship with God make good
“employees,” and wise employers know they are valuable assets to the company.
Many years ago a young man was told by his employer that he must work on a
Sunday morning. He refused, insisting he went to God’s house for worship on
Sunday mornings. In rage and hate, the boss fired him. Later the employer
was having dinner with another businessman and was asked, “Do you know
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of a good young man whom I could put to work in my company? I need
one who is trustworthy in every way.” He said, “Yes, I do,” and gave him the
young man’s name. The businessman replied, “But I thought you fired him
several weeks ago.” He said, “Yes, I did, but let me tell you why.” He gave the
reason and said, “I guess I have too much pride to hire him back, but I can
recommend him to you completely.”

No doubt, Darius would have loved to excuse Daniel, but he could not do
so. He was entrapped in his own decree and thus cast Daniel into the den of
lions. The Scripture says, however, that the king “set his heart on Daniel to
deliver him; and he laboured till the going down of the sun to deliver him”
(Dan. 6:14).

I11. Justification.

The king slept little during the night. He arose early and hurried to the
den. He shouted down to Daniel, “O Daniel, servant of the living God, is thy
God, whom thou servest continually, able to deliver thee from the lions?” (Dan.
6:20). Daniel replied affirmatively. The Scripture says that Daniel was “taken
up out of the den, and no manner of hurt was found upon him, because he
believed in his God” (v. 23).

Because of his faithfulness, David was personally saved from death; even
more, the influence of this event caused Darius to issue a decree throughout
his empire that the God of Daniel “is the living God, and stedfast for ever, and
his kingdom that which shall not be destroyed” (v. 26). The concluding verse
in the chapter is telling: “So this Daniel prospered in the reign of Darius, and
in the reign of Cyrus the Persian” (v. 28).

Conclusion

None of us ever knows how great our influence is and how much effect
we have on others by the way we live. A college president once said to a group
of ministerial students, “Do you know when you will preach your greatest
sermon? It will not be when you stand in the pulpit some Sunday morning and
the sanctuary is packed. You will preach your greatest sermon when you walk
down the street of the town where you serve, and someone at a distance will
point to you and say to the person with him, ‘That man is our preacher. He’s
a good man. He not only preaches the gospel, he lives it.”” This is what being
a Christian is, and we should never forget it! Trust God. He will work things
out, either by taking the burden from us or by giving us the strength to bear it!

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JUNE 26

Title: The Provision of God: Part 4
Text: “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures” (Ps. 23:2a).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23
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Introduction

For more than three thousand years, this psalm has been one of the most
precious possessions of the church. Jews and Christians alike hold it dear. It
brings God before each person in enduring character, and it gives a beautiful
picture of the blessedness of God’s people.

I. This text presents a picture of the needs of life.

A. Green pastures are evidences of plenty even in a dry and barren land. God
is able to supply needs. The pastures look and taste good.

B. Stll waters provide refreshment in a dry and barren land. These are the
kind of waters of which the sheep can and will partake. They are not
waterfalls that roar. They are still, and one can drink without fear.

I1. Some helpful comments we may consider in regard to the text.

A. Sheep refuse to lie down unless they are free of fear. Sheep that are restless,
discontented, and disturbed do not do well. The same can be said
about people. Psalm 56:3 says, “What time I am afraid, I will trust in
thee.” First John 4:18 says, “Perfect love casteth out fear.”

B. Sheep will not lie down unless they are free from friction with other sheep.
Where there is tension and rivalry, there is unrest. The shepherd’s
presence makes the difference in behavior. Jesus is the Christian’s
Good Shepherd. Paul pointed out what Jesus does for his children.
“I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content”
(Phil. 4:11).

C. Sheep will not lie down if tormented by parasites. Only when they are free
of such will they relax. The Good Shepherd will use various means
in order to rid the sheep of harmful insects. The Lord Jesus Christ
removes from his children the many things that “bug” them. The
Scriptures speak of the Holy Spirit, as symbolized by oil, by which
the Lord brings healing, comfort, and relief from the harsh and
abrasive aspects of life.

D. Sheep will not lie down as long as they feel the need of food. It is imperative
that they be free from hunger. The provision of food is the respon-
sibility of the shepherd. He does what is necessary to provide. The
Lord Jesus—the Good Shepherd—does just this.

Conclusion
This is a message for the hurting, the restless, and the unsettled. Look
to Jesus, the one who has promised to supply all needs.

SUNDAY MORNING, JUNE 30

Title: Let Freedom Ring
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Text: Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants
thereof” (Lev. 25:10).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 33:1-12

Hymns: “O God, Beneath Thy Guiding Hand,” Bacon
“My Country, 'Tis of Thee,” Smith
“God of Our Fathers, Whose Almighty Hand,” Roberts

Offertory Prayer: Almighty God, ruler of heaven and earth before whom all
individuals and nations are judged, we bow this day before you in earnest
prayer to thank you for the good gifts we have from your bounty. We are
grateful for the personal uplift that comes to us as our spirits contemplate
the joys of leaning on you each day for strength, wisdom, and guidance. We
thank you for all the blessings you have given to our land, for our national
heritage, for the faith of our fathers, and for the spirit of dedication that
caused those who have gone before to build for us a republic dedicated to
the proposition that all people are created equal before you and have been
endowed by you with certain inalienable rights, including life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness.

As we present our gifts of gratitude this morning, may we realize how
much we owe you. Help us to realize that along with our gifts of money we
are to give ourselves to you—completely and willingly. Bless us as we give,
our Father, and may we be a blessing in return to others. In Jesus’ name we
pray. Amen.

Introduction

In some places bells have rung throughout the United States at high noon
on July 4. This annual Independence Day celebration in towns and cities
throughout our land serves to remind us of the sacrifices, character, ideas,
ideals, and faith that have gone into the making of our national history. The
sound of these bells calls us back to that meaningful day, July 4, 1776, when
our nation was born. Those of us in the Judeo-Christian tradition look back
further to such events in biblical history as that indicated in our text when
the Lord spoke through Moses and said, “Proclaim liberty throughout all the
land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”

I. A time to remember.

A. The price of what we enjoy.
Freedom isn’t free.
You've got to pay the price,
You've got to sacrifice,
For your liberty.
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Days of hardship and grave uncertainty accompanied the efforts
of those colonial leaders who led us to attain our freedom as a sov-
ereign nation.

B. The principal person who provided our liberty. In Leviticus 25:2 reference
is made to keeping “a sabbath unto the Lorp.” The word “sabbath”
means rest. Perhaps the word is used here as a reminder that God
the Creator rested at the completion of his creation (Gen. 2:2). The
emphasis, however, does not belong on the idea of rest; rather, the
context indicates that the emphasis belongs on the one who did the
creating—FElohim, the mighty God, the Sovereign of the universe.
This same God delivered Israel from Egyptian bondage, led the
tribes through the wilderness, and helped them conquer Canaan,
the land of promise. The sabbatical year mentioned in Leviticus 25
was commanded in the Law of Moses as a reminder to the Israelites
of how they came to receive their liberty from bondage.

Our founding fathers also carved a nation out of a wilderness—a
national wilderness, a political wilderness, and a spiritual wilderness.
From such wildernesses they fled to our shores to find freedom and,
under God, to build here a country dedicated to freedom and justice
for all. Our God did all of this for us just as he did for his people
long ago.

Il. A time to return.

A. To first principles: work, sacrifice, discipline, patriotic devotion, love
of justice and freedom, honesty, high purpose, and respect for the
rights of others. These were the first and basic principles in the foun-
dation of our nation.

B. 7o free enterprise. Individual initiative, private industry, the freedom to
choose and work for a way of life—these are the fundamentals of life
in a free society. All are primary factors in a government of free people,
and they are diminishing factors in the way of life we know in our age.

I11. A time to recognize.

A. The evils of our materialistic, power-crazed, technological age. Millions have
never known what it means to go to bed at night without feeling hun-
ger, yet our nation spends money on things of little importance. If
Edison thought we needed to take time out scientifically to catch up
with ourselves spiritually, what would he think if he were living today?

B. Theills of our status-minded society. We spend money we do not have to
buy status symbols we do not need to keep up with people we do not
know and whom we probably would not like if we did know them.

C. The dangerous trends of our time. For years the trend has been to with-
draw religion from our public schools and government institutions.
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In the past, American tradition has kept government closely allied
with religion. Our presidents use the Bible in taking the oath of
office; Congress opens its sessions with prayer; our pledge to the flag
includes the phrase “one nation, under God”; our coins are inscripted
with “In God We Trust”; and the first sentence of the Declaration of
Independence uses the word “God,” recognizing him as our Crea-
tor, while the last sentence uses the phrase “with a firm reliance on
divine providence.”

The Bill of Rights of the Constitution begins with the First
Amendment, in which we read, “Congress shall make no law respect-
ing an establishment of religion, or prohibiting free exercise thereof.”
Serious students of history know this had to do with one specific
contextual matter—a “state church.” The framers of the Constitution
never dreamed that this nation would someday forget God!

One may ask what special insight has come to people of this age
to enable them to interpret as unconstitutional these time-honored
traditions. One may counter by saying that there was never before
a court test made. Again, one may ask, “Why?” Thomas Paine wrote
The Age of Reason (published 1794-96), an attack on religion that
embodied the spirit of German rationalism and French atheism.
Paine was an ardent leader in the Revolution.

By the end of the Revolution and the adoption of the Constitution
in 1788, religion had reached a low ebb in the new nation: fewer than
10 percent of the people had any church relationship. So why was the
subject of religion left in obscurity until 1963 when someone had to
tell us what was meant by “establishment of religion”? The answer:
Because those living close to the day of'its origin knew what it meant.
Their sole purpose was to preserve and protect the people’s freedom
so that they could be sure they would not be harassed by a state church
that could interfere with their consciences. The exercise of religion
itself was a fundamental principle in government and private life, but
it also was to be a free, voluntary act. It should forever be so!

IV. A time to renew.

A. Our allegiance to God and country. Itis significant that in many churches
the American and Christian flags have been displayed together; they
are not in opposition to each other but complement each other.

B. Ouwr faith in God. Our faith in God is the cause of freedom and the
meaning of our text for today: “Proclaim liberty throughout all
the land.”

Conclusion

Letall the bells in the land ring, all the choirs sing, and all the preachers,
teachers, editors, statespeople, and citizens proclaim liberty in our land. Let
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freedom ring so that the matchless words of Abraham Lincoln may come
true: “That this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom, and
that government of the people, by the people, and for the people, shall not
perish from the earth.”

SUNDAY EVENING, JUNE 30

Title: The Wisdom of Winning

Text: “And they that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the firmament;
and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever and ever”
(Dan. 12:3).

Scripture Reading: Daniel 12:1-4

Introduction

The great preacher Lyman Beecher was once asked, “What is the greatest
thing a person can do in this world?” He immediately replied, “The greatest
thing a person can do is not to be a doctor—as important as that might
be—nor to be an attorney—as equally important as that might be—nor to
be a professional person of any kind. Rather, the most important thing that
one person can do is to bring another person to Jesus Christ.”

The last seven chapters of Daniel differ greatly from the first six. Whereas
the former contain stories of Daniel and his three friends and are relatively
easy to understand and interpret (with the possible exception of chapter 2),
the latter part of the book deals with prophetic material that has become
controversial among biblical expositors. At the close of the book, however,
Daniel spoke of a resurrection and then talked about the blessings God has
in store for those who “turn many to righteousness,” or as we would say today,
those who “win souls” by leading people to Christ. Whereas Ezekiel warned
the people of his day of the danger of not being a good watchman and not
warning people when the danger comes, Daniel spoke in a more positive
way of the good things God has reserved for those who are faithful in telling
others about the Lord, causing them to change their ways and live according
to God’s standards.

I. Resurrection reality.

Regardless of how we interpret the prophetic material of the preceding
chapters, one thing stands clear: God revealed to Daniel that there will
be a resurrection. This is one of the most plainly taught truths in the New
Testament, and even in the Old Testament passages abound concerning the
reality of a resurrection. As Christians, we need to have our minds deeply and
permanently impressed with the irrefutable statements that the dead will rise
again. That which Job posed as a possibility became in Jesus a historical fact.

Life beyond the grave is a subject that has fascinated the best thinkers
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through the years. Even the philosophers arrived, in their speculations, to
believe in a kind of immortality, but it remained for Jesus to make so explicit
the grand and glorious truth of a bodily resurrection that Christians can be
bold in believing it. Resurrection is more than a bare dogma of immortality
of the soul or the survival of some vague and intangible essence. Resurrection
promises the reestablishment of personal life on the other side of the grave.
Such hope has inspired faith that the total personality, the recognizable
person, enters a richer and fuller existence beyond death.

Could a finite thing created

In the bound of time and space

Live and grow and learn to love thee,
Catch the beauty of thy face

Fade, and I be gone forever,

Have no being, know no place?

No, my soul will not believe it;

Thou art in me and I in thee,

I'will listen to the message

That my own soul speaks to me;
Shamed that faith should ask a token,
Doubt her own eternity.

As Benjamin Parson said when facing death, “My head is resting very
sweetly on three pillows—infinite power, infinite wisdom, and infinite love.”

Il. A significant difference.

Daniel made it clear that two classes of people will emerge from the
grave. He spoke of those who would awake “to everlasting life” and those
who on the resurrection day would face “shame and everlasting contempt.”
Elsewhere in the Scriptures, especially in the New Testament, one’s eternal
destiny after resurrection is spoken of as either heaven or hell. We will not
at this point attempt to deal thoroughly with these two places but note only
that they do exist. Although Jesus was kind and tenderhearted, he warned the
people often about the danger of passing from this life to the next without
adequate preparation for meeting God.

Many reasons can be found for heaven and hell even if we did not have
it so plainly taught in the Scripture. Unless there is a separation at the end,
God is not just. To allow the righteous and wicked, the saved and unsaved, to
remain with each other throughout eternity would be an indictment against
the holiness of God as well as his fairness. If Christ’s death on the cross says
anything, it shouts loudly that people need to be saved from the penalty of
sin. Jesus bore the punishment we deserve for sin when he died on the cross.
His resurrection from the grave was God’s way of saying that he approved of
everything Jesus did at Calvary. Both the eternal fires of hell and the glorious
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beauties of heaven give unmistakable testimony that God has decreed a
separate place throughout eternity for the two classes of people who live on
this earth. Those who have committed their lives to Jesus as personal Savior
can be certain of a future heavenly home and, in light of that certainty, serve
the Lord with courage and confidence.

I1l. Help others have a better resurrection.

Leading others to Christ is not an elective in the curriculum of life. In
the New Testament, Jesus spoke often of the necessity for believers to be
witnesses. Standing on a mountain outside Jerusalem, Jesus gave his disciples
their marching orders. They were to be witnesses in every area imaginable—
Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the uttermost part of the earth. Nothing
should stop them. The fields were white unto harvest but the laborers few.

Although living a life of Christian character and attempting to develop
in maturity are important, they can never serve as substitutes for leading
others to the Lord. Samuel Rutherford, a great servant of God of another
generation, who possessed many gifts, spent his ministerial life in a small
church in a small town in Scotland. When his eloquent tongue was silenced
by the government and he was exiled to Aberdeen, his homesick heart still
dwelt among the people he had left and whom he could not forget. He wrote:

Oh! if one soul from Anwoth
Meet me at God’s right hand,
My heaven will be two heavens
In Emmanuel’s land.

In addition to being soul winners ourselves, we should seek to train others
in what L. R. Scarbough used to call “the finest of the fine arts.” Charles
Spurgeon felt keenly the importance of this labor and wrote:

He who converts a soul
Draws water from a fountain;
But he who trains

A soul winner

Digs a well

From which thousands

May drink to eternal life.

Pastors can reproduce themselves many times by training others to
become soul winners. Years ago a pastor who knew the art of soul-winning
visitation helped his friend, another pastor, lead several revival meetings.
On Saturday morning he skipped the revival service to go home but later
returned for the evening meeting. He was greeted by his excited friend, who
told him, “I went out this afternoon, did what you taught me, and won three
people to the Lord!”
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Conclusion

A great pastor who became a “secretary of evangelism” and then a sem-
inary president sat in the car with his wife and two daughters watching the
Fourth of July fireworks in a large city. When they were over, he said to his
daughters, “Let me teach you a little lesson tonight. A few minutes ago you
saw fireworks that made the sky beautiful for a short time, but they are gone,
never to return. Now let me tell you about your grandmother who has gone
to be with the Lord. She was a person who led many people to Jesus. Her life
lives on through those whom she won to the Lord.” He then recited the words
of our text: “They that turn many to righteousness [shall shine] as the stars
for ever and ever.” He said to his daughters, “You must decide whether your
lives will be like the fireworks that glitter for a brief time and pass away or like
your grandmother’s life that shines for generations to come, even forever.”
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

JULY

B Sunday Mornings

The Sunday morning messages for July emphasize the place prayer
should have in the life of each follower of Jesus. The suggested theme for
this series is “Waging Successful Spiritual Warfare with the Help That
Comes through Prayer.”

B Sunday Evenings

Four of Paul’s letters are suggested as the basis for the Sunday evening
messages this month. A good theme would be “The Apostle Paul Speaks
to Today’s Churches.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue the series of devotional messages based on Psalm 23, using
the theme “With the Lord as My Shepherd, I Shall Not Lack Anything
I Need.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 3

Title: The Provision of God: Part 5
Text: “He leadeth me beside the still waters” (Ps. 23:2b).
Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The Twenty-third Psalm has dried many tears. God’s provision is the
heart of the psalm.

I. Some facts about sheep and water.

A. It has been estimated that about 70 percent of a sheep’s body is composed of
water. Water is necessary for a sheep to maintain normal body metab-
olism. It helps determine the sheep’s vitality, strength, and vigor.

B. Believers recognize immediately that the Lord Jesus is the strength of their
lives. He supplies all needs.

Il. The right kind of water must be supplied.
A. Thewater must be still or sheep will not drink. Noisy, rapidly moving water
is frightening to sheep. Swift water is dangerous.
B. The water must be pure or the sheep will pick up parasites and diseases.
Apart from the protecting hand of the shepherd, sheep will pause
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at puddles of polluted water. The Great Shepherd leads his children
to that which is pure and healthy.

I11. The place of still waters is a resting place and a place of
refreshment.

A. The need of the human soul is described by the word thirst (Matt. 6:5). The
soul must be nourished by the right things. Each person must guard
against taking in that which is harmful. The Shepherd directs in
this matter.

B. Thethirst of the human soul is quenched by the One who gives the water that,
when partaken of, causes the believer never to thirst again (John 4:14; 6:35).
This “water” takes many forms.

1. Dew. This makes the early morning a good time to refresh one-
self spiritually.

2. Wells. This means labor for the shepherd. He must draw the
water and make it available for the sheep.

3. Deep, quiet streams. The deep things of life are what count.

Conclusion
The Lord Jesus knows every need of the human heart and has promised
to meet each need.

SUNDAY MORNING, JULY 7

Title: Partnership in Prayer

Text: “When he had considered the thing, he came to the house of Mary
the mother of John, whose surname was Mark; where many were gathered
together praying” (Acts 12:12).

Scripture Reading: Acts 12:1-19

Hymns: “Near to the Heart of God,” McAfee
“Sweet Hour of Prayer,” Walford
“What a Friend,” Scriven

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, thank you for your promises to supply

all the needs of soul and body. Forgive us for fears of our own security that
keep us from giving to you for the spiritual needs of others as we ought. In
faith and love we give to you this day. Use these gifts to bring your promises
to others. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

There is no more dramatic story in the New Testament concerning part-
nership and power in prayer than this record given us in Acts 12. In this
story King Herod represents the subtle, fearful, and overwhelming power
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of the Devil against the work of God. Over against this opposition, however,
God puts a church or a fellowship at prayer. In other words, whenever Satan
comes in like a flood, the Spirit of the Lord lifts up a standard against him
(Isa. 59:19). The Enemy’s single purpose in every age is to silence the voice
of the gospel, but God’s answer is always the mighty power of prayer. This is
why this miraculous intervention is preserved for us. We can read it, study it,
and learn the principles that determine victory over every attempt of Satan
to thwart the redemptive purposes of God. Notice three important features
of this particular prayer meeting.

l. The people at prayer.

Verse 12 is a simple statement of fact with eternal significance. As we
have already seen, Satan had done his best to incarcerate Peter and to silence
the message of life in the city of Jerusalem, but God responded by drawing
together a group of men and women to pray. Three classes of people were
present at that prayer meeting.

A. The “Mary” class. It was “the house of Mary the mother of John, whose
surname was Mark; where many were gathered together praying”
(Acts 12:12). Mary represented the influential people, for it appears
that she was a woman of comparative wealth and influence. She had
a roomy home that was used as a meeting place for members of the
church in Jerusalem. Thank God for the Marys of church history!
Thank God for the Marys of today who make their homes available
for Bible study, prayer, and Christian fellowship. No one can read
the New Testament without observing the central place the home
has had in the growth of the Christian church.

B. The “Rhoda” class. “As Peter knocked at the door of the gate, a damsel
came to hearken, named Rhoda” (Acts 12:13). Rhoda, whose name
means “rose,” represents the less significant people. Without question,
she was but a familiar slave who kept the door. But what a fragrance
her name and life have given the Christian church throughout the
centuries. While God certainly uses the influential people, he never
despises the less significant people. The prayers of Rhoda were just
as effective and acceptable as the prayers of Mary.

C. The “many” class. We read that “many were gathered together pray-
ing” (Acts 12:12). The “many” represent the inconspicuous people.
These are the unnamed, common people who hear Jesus gladly,
who respond to his message, and who become the members of his
church, which is his body. Since the beginning of the church and
down through the centuries, the preponderance of people in the
church of Jesus Christ have been part of the “many” class, and this
is how it will be until the church is complete and Christ comes back
to receive his own.
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Il. The purpose in prayer.

We cannot read Luke’s account here without being impressed with two
aspects of prayer that constitute the elements of true purpose.

A. Unity in prayer. “Many were gathered together” (Acts 12:12). What-
ever differences might have separated the people involved were now
completely lostin the unity of the purpose in prayer. Undoubtedly this
is the first secret of prevailing prayer. This is why Jesus declared, “If
two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done
for you by my Father in heaven” (Matt. 18:19 NIV). And the psalmist
reminds us that it is good and pleasant for people to dwell together
in unity (Ps. 133:1), for there God pours out the precious ointment
of his Spirit and distills the dew of his blessing.

B. Urgency in prayer. “Prayer was made without ceasing” (Acts 12:5). The
phrase “without ceasing” means that prayer was fervent and intense.
This is the second secret of prevailing prayer. Itis prayer of self-denial.
When people are gathered to pray with this sense of urgency, they are
also prepared to go through with God at any cost. This is “Calvary
praying”; therefore, it is victorious praying. When people pray like
this, something is bound to happen.

I1l. The power of prayer.

Peter had been cast into prison. Previous to this, James had been beheaded
with the sword. The Christians were apprehensive, so they prayed and they
prayed and they prayed. God has so ordered it that the miracles that happen
on earth are always channeled through prayer, and this case was no exception.
The power of God was revealed.

A. First there was an unusual demonstration of power. When Rhoda reported
that Peter was alive and was standing outside the door, the ones who
had been praying claimed she was mad (Acts 12:15). Without doubt,
everyone imagined that Peter would be arraigned before the mag-
istrate the next day and then cautioned and released—all in answer
to their prevailing prayers. But God always works far above all that
we could ever ask or imagine. Therefore, the divine demonstration
of power transcended the preconceived ideas of those faithful prayer
warriors.

B. Second, there was an undeniable demonstration of power. “Peter stood
before the gate” (Acts 12:14). However unusual the answer was, it was
undeniable. Everyone in that fellowship knew that God had answered
prayer and that prayer was a miracle-working force.

George Mueller said he never had any need for the orphans in
his orphanage that God did not meet. On one such occasion the
orphanage ran out of milk. George Mueller prayed, and down the
street came a farmer driving two milk cows. There is no limit to
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the power of prayer. R. G. Lee said, “Prayer can do anything God
can do.” When God hears prayer, the answer is both unusual and
undeniable.

Conclusion

Are you involved in this partnership of prayer? God is looking for the
Marys, the Rhodas, and the many who will learn the purpose of prayer and
experience its unusual and undeniable power. Will you be such a person
today? Do you not see the great need of the hour to unlock the iron gates
that imprison those of our own generation? Will you not enlist in this great
partnership of prayer today?

SUNDAY EVENING, JULY 7

Title: The Life of Christian Joy
Text: “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” (Phil. 4:4).
Scripture Reading: Philippians 4:4-7

Introduction

In a large city a poll, people were asked at random, “Are you a happy
person?” Those conducting the poll were expecting a large percentage to say
they were not happy. To their amazement, an unusually large percentage said
they were happy people! Today the results might be quite different, judging
from what we hear on radio and TV and read in newspapers and magazines.
Many people feel “down” about life and society.

Christians have the greatest reason of all to be happy: They know the
love and forgiveness of God through Jesus Christ. Philippians is Paul’s
“Epistle of Joy.” Again and again the words joy and rejoice recur as a brilliant
thread woven through the fiber of a beautiful piece of cloth. We do well to
remember that ours is meant to be a life of Christian joy—full of radiance
and splendor.

I. The cause of Christian joy—the fellowship of believers (Phil. 1:3-8).

From what do Christians derive the joy mentioned in Philippians 1:3-8?
What was Paul’s cause for Christian joy and what is ours? Itis “the fellowship
of believers.”

That which brings joy to Christians today is not the building in which
they worship nor the programs in which they participate; it is not even the
good works they do. If there is any real joy in their lives, it comes from their
fellowship with other believers. The absence of this fellowship well explains
the absence of joy in the lives of countless Christians today.

If ours is to be a life of Christian joy, it must be a life lived in the fellow-
ship of believers.
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A. The gratitude this fellowship shows (v. 3). It is a lovely occurrence when
remembrance and gratitude are bound up together. In our per-
sonal Christian relationships, it is ideal to have nothing but happy
memories, and that is how Paul thought of the Christians at Philippi.

B. The growth this fellowship seeks (vv. 9-11). Although everything was
so wonderful, Paul was never satisfied—and neither is God. And
although much may be wonderful, our fellowship seeks a growth yet
to be realized. It seeks:

1. The profusion that is the measure of love: “that your love may
abound yet more and more” (v. 9). Here is a love that is unselfish
in its concern for others. The picture is that of a bucket standing
under a stream with water pouring over on every side, overflow-
ing to others.

2. The perception that guides the ministry of love (vv. 9-10). This
is no sentimental love. It is a love guided by true knowledge and
with wise judgment.

3. The perfection that is the “must” of love (vv. 10-11). Here is the
standard that love sets—perfection. We are frightened by the word,
but God isn’t. And though we will never achieve perfection in
this life, we can at least aspire to it.

Il. Joy and the place I’'m in (Phil. 1:12-26).

Paul had already spent about two years as a prisoner back in his home
country. He had had a long voyage at sea followed by two years of captivity in
Rome. Things weren’t easy for Paul, yet right in the middle of it all, he says,
“I therein do rejoice, yea, and will rejoice” (v. 18). Surely from this we learn
that Christian joy is not dependent on the place we are in.

Three things may emerge from a difficult place that are worth considering.

A. A bitterness that can spoil. What was involved that could have made
Paul an extremely bitter man? The following three things could have
made Paul bitter; and if allowed to enter your heart, they can make
you bitter too!

1. The sheer unfairness of his bonds (v. 13). It is not easy to sing
when you have been treated unjustly and unfairly.

2. The subtle unfriendliness of his colleagues (vv. 15-16).

3. The seeming unfaithfulness of his Lord. This is not specifically
stated here, but surely it must have been one of the weapons
Satan used to try to cripple this great warrior.

Paul refused to give in to a bitterness that can spoil.

B. A blessedness that can surprise (v. 12). Sometimes we are surprised at
the blessings that come out of a difficult situation. Furtheranceis the
word used for the progress of an army or expedition. It describes the
cutting away of trees and undergrowth and the removing of barriers
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that would hinder the progress of an army. So Paul’s imprisonment,
surprisingly enough, rather than being a barrier, removed barriers
to the spread of the gospel!

C. Aboldness that can sing (v. 18). Some of us sing as long as the sun shines,
but the moment the clouds arrive, we begin to complain. We should
remember that courage has its place in the Christian life.

lll. Joy and the people I’'m with (Phil. 1:28).

Some Christians do not have joyful lives because of the people they are
with—or to be more accurate, because of their attitude toward the people
they are with. Such a person is quite convinced that the only problem with
society is other people.

Paul is acutely aware that the life of Christian joy and our attitudes toward
people around us are vitally related. Because he is anxious that personal
relationships should never disrupt the life of Christian joy, Paul gets down
to the matter of “joy and the people I'm with.”

A. Opposition from without (v. 28). “Your adversaries”—ceaseless pressure
from without against the individual Christian and the church. There
will be a continuous attack by Satan on the fellowship of the church,
for it is the “cause of Christian joy” and Satan wants to remove any
cause for our being happy Christians.

B. Corruption from within (2:3). How often disunity and therefore dan-
ger to the fellowship arise, not because of a retreat in the face of the
enemy, but because of some personal advancement that is sought by
a Christian here or there.

IV. Joy and the person | am (Philippians 3).

In this third chapter Paul states a most disturbing fact: The person I
am has everything to do with my living the life of Christian joy. He dares to
suggest that the reason I am not living the life of Christian joy may well be
explained by the person I am!

Three words in this chapter must characterize my attitude toward the
person I am if I am to live the life of Christian joy.

A. Bankruptcy (v. 7). When Paul looks at his life—the rich tradition that
was his and the triumphs that marked his service for Christ—he
writes across it all in bold letters the word worthless and claims that he
is utterly bankrupt in the presence of Christ. He seems to be saying
something that Christ said earlier: “Happy are the poorin spirit, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

B. Intimacy (v. 10). The word translated “know” is not the “know” of the
intellect; it is the “know” of intimacy. This verb indicates the closest,
most intimate, and most personal knowledge of another person.
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So then, it is not Paul’s aim to know facts about Christ, but to know
Christ personally.
C. Expectancy (v. 14).

V. Joy and the good it does (Philippians 4).

The life of Christian joy—is this life worth the effort it takes to live? What
good does it do? What have I to lose by going my own way, living my own life,
and asserting my own will? What have I to gain by living in fellowship with
God and his children?

These questions find their answer in this fourth chapter. It is here that
Paul speaks of “joy and the good it does.” If we have joy, all the good it does
becomes our own.

A. It makes Christ attractive to others (vv. 2—8). When Paul spoke of his
Lord, that which made Christ so attractive to others was neither Paul’s
physical appearance nor his eloquence, but the joy in which he spoke
and lived. And if your life of Christian joy does nothing more than
make Christ attractive to others, it is worth it all!

B. It imparts grace to cope with life’s problems (vv. 12—13). Paul had more
problems than we will ever know. But his life of Christian joy supplied
him ample grace to cope with each problem in such a manner as to
bring honor—not shame—to his Lord.

How often we are deceived by thinking that contentment is found
in what we have. “If only I had this or that, I would be happy. I would
find contentment.” Then the day comes when we can afford our
desire; but when we have obtained it, we discover that it does not
bring joy or happiness. Then we become disillusioned, anxious, and
frustrated because we have learned that contentment is not depend-
ent on externals—however lavish they may be.

But the life of Christian joy imparts a grace that is content apart
from externals. Whether we have much or little, we have Christ, and
this is what brings contentment, joy, and happiness!

C. It instills new zest in the church (vv. 20-23). Take a church that is half
dead and whose work is being carried on laboriously by spiritually ane-
mic souls. Inject into its collapsed veins the stimulus of Christian joy,
and in a few months you will hardly recognize it as the same church.

Conclusion

The new zest and enthusiasm that Christian joy imparts will not allow
us to remain mute concerning our Lord. We must sing his praises! We must
exalt his name! We must share his story! We must spread his joy!

For the life of Christian joy to do any real good, it must be shared with
others. There’s a world full of people out there who wonder if Christ really
makes a difference. And your life of Christian joy alone can convince them.
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 10

Title: The Provision of God: Part 6
Text: “He restoreth my soul” (Ps. 23:3a).
Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

A young woman had been badly injured in an accident. Her prognosis
was dim. The anesthesiologist was about to give her the anesthetic when
she asked for permission to repeat something her mother had taught her as
a child. She started quoting the Twenty-third Psalm. The anesthesiologist
started to apply the anesthetic, but the doctor stopped her and requested that
the young woman finish. After she did, the doctor performed the surgery
and it was successful.

This psalm does bring peace.

I. The verse assumes depression.

A. Those in the Good Shepherd’s care do need restoring at times. David tasted
defeat in his life and felt frustrated because of sin. He was acquainted
with the bitterness of feeling hopeless and without strength in him-
self (Ps. 42:11).

B. Many maladies plague humankind, some of the worst of which are discon-
tent, denial, destruction, and depression. Depression is one of life’s most
bothersome ailments. Few people escape it.

Il. The word restore in the text is the key thought.

A. Restore means “to revive and invigorate when exhausted and weary of soul
and spirit.” It is the renewing of strength when worn down and the
bringing back after wandering.

B. The Bible gives numerous examples of restoration—{for example, from disor-
der and decay (Ps. 80:19), from sorrow and affliction (Ruth 4:15), and from
death (1 Kings 17:21-22).

I1l. Sheep needing restoration and humans needing restoration have
a close parallel.

A. Sheep are known to be cast down. When a sheep lies on its back, it is
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to turn over; but the sheep
will not call for help. The shepherd is responsible. He must keep
close watch, as God does. He must know that all the sheep are well
taken care of. He must know the method of restoration and have
compassion.

B. Christians are cautioned about presumption (I Cor. 10:12).
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1. Sheep will lie on an easy to reach spot to their detriment. God’s
children are cautioned about looking for an easy way out.

2. Woolis a symbol of pride, but too much will endanger the sheep.
The children of God are in danger of becoming absorbed in
their own desires.

Conclusion

Depression can be treated in many ways. One of the best ways is to turn
one’s cares over to the Great Shepherd and let him restore one’s peace and
one’s joy.

SUNDAY MORNING, JULY 14

Title: The Pattern for Prevailing Prayer

Text: “Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit. . . .”
(Eph. 6:18).

Scripture Reading: Ephesians 6:10-17

Hymns: “O God Our Help in Ages Past,” Watts
“O Worship the King,” Grant
“Teach Me to Pray,” Reitz

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, we are grateful for the privilege we enjoy of
worshiping you today. We are grateful for the salvation we have in Christ
our Lord. We bring our gifts out of hearts of gratitude and pray that you
will bless and use them. We give them not because you need them but
because we love and adore you. Let us rejoice in the blessedness of giving.
In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

E. M. Bounds is the author of a book entitled Weapon of Prayer, which is based
on Ephesians 6:18-20. It will help us to see the relationship of these verses to
the whole section, verses 10-20, if we select certain key words from the passage:
“Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God . . . Stand therefore . . .
Praying always.” It would seem that Paul requires prayer to be conjoined with
all the armor of God; and while he attempts no symbolism for prayer itself, it is
certainly an essential aspect of the believer’s preparation for spiritual warfare.

In the words of our text, the apostle gives us a pattern for prevailing
prayer. As we study his words, we discover four marks that should characterize
all of our intercession.

I. Perceptive prayer.

First, prevailing prayer is perceptive. According to Paul, we are to pray “in
the Spirit.” What does Paul mean when he exhorts us to pray “in the Spirit”?
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Some translations suggest that what he means is that we are to be energized
by the Holy Spirit in our praying. This would then be equivalent to saying,
“Pray in the power of the Holy Spirit.” That is certainly a vital and valuable
observation with regard to prevailing prayer. We must be filled with the Spirit
in the matter of effective prayer. The kind of prayer referred to by James—
“The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much” (5:16)—is
surely the expression of a person whose heart is controlled by the Spirit.

To pray with perception means not only praying in the energy of the
Holy Spirit but praying in line with the Spirit’s mind. We must examine the
specific requests we present to God to determine whether we are praying in
harmony with the divine will. The Spirit will help us do this, for Paul assures
us in Romans 8:26-27 that “the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not
know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with
groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance
with God’s will” (NIV).

This is the first principle of prevailing prayer. We must seek to make our
prayers perceptive and discerning, and for that we have the ministry of the
Spirit of God.

Il. Perseverant prayer.

Paul teaches a second principle in these verses relating to intercessory
prayer: We must be persevering in our praying. Paul emphasizes this principle
in two particular places in Ephesians 6:18—-20—first, by using the word always
(“praying always”) and second, by using the words “watching thereunto with
all perseverance and supplication.”

A. Let’s look first at “praying always.” Paul says we are to pray “always with
all prayer and supplication in the Spirit.” In other translations the
word alwaysis rendered “at all times” or “on all occasions” or “at every
opportunity” or simply “unceasingly.”

Prevailing prayer, therefore, is something that is to be maintained
and sustained. We are to engage in this vital ministry all the time and
at every opportunity. This requires that we have a constant sense of
the conflict in which we are engaged. Are we not too prone to pray
only at times when the reality of the conflict is brought home to us
by a particular trial or temptation or by a specific kind of problem
or pressure?

B. The second way in which Paul enforces the fact that prevailing prayer should
be persevering is found in Ephesians 6:18: “Praying always with all prayer
and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perse-
verance and supplication.” We are to have a constant awareness of the
conflict; and more than that, we are to lay hold of every opportunity
of engaging in prevailing prayer.
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We are being asked to take an inventory of our time. Each of us has
twenty-four hours every day, no more, no less. We may have set times
for prayer, and that is excellent. But what about the spare moments?
Do we seize them for prayer? Time is always up for sale in the mar-
ketplace. Are we in there bidding for time, redeeming it for God?

I1l. Passionate prayer.

Prevailing in prayer is perceptive and persevering. It is also passionate.
This aspect is latent in the words that Paul employs: “Praying always with
all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all
perseverance and supplication for all saints.” That kind of praying cannot exist
without passion, fervor, and zeal (James 5:16). Prevailing prayer is kindled by
fire from the altar of the Lord.

‘We must not confuse passion with noise and outward excitement. Passion
is simply strong feeling. It is not to be identified with shouting, hand raising,
and clapping. These are not necessarily proofs of true passion and spiritual
desire. It is the shallow river that makes a noise.

But how can we make our prayers passionate? Let us not attempt it by
artificial means—by trying to cultivate a particular tone of voice or trying to
whip up emotion and fervor.

The secret lies in the area of our spiritual desires. If we desire with all
our heart the object for which we pray, we will automatically find ourselves
praying with zeal and passion.

When a little child sets his heart on a particular object, he will ask for that
thing with great feeling and fervor. He will not try to imitate passion. He will
automatically be filled with a strong feeling toward that object. So itis in the
spiritual realm. As God’s children, if we desire God’s power and victory to be
manifested on our behalf, we will pray passionately and enthusiastically. Let
us deal then with our desires. Out of the abundance of our hearts we pray.

IV. Particular prayer.

Prevailing prayer is perceptive, persevering, and passionate. Finally, we
are to note that the prayer that prevails is the prayer that is particular. We
are to pray always “for all saints; and for me.”

A. Notice that Paul exhorts us first to pray for all saints. We are to remind our-
selves that we belong to the body of Christ and that our responsibility
in prayer includes all fellow members of that body. We should pray
for the universal church—the saints in China as well as in Canada,
the Christians in the Middle East as well as in the Midwest.

Do we have this international outlook in our praying? Are we
praying for all saints, those persecuted and imprisoned? Those in
high places? Those preaching and teaching the Word of God? Just
how universal are we in our prayer life?
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B. “But,” you may respond, “that is too vague and too general. 1 thought you
said prevailing prayer is particular prayer.” Well, look again at Paul’s
words: “Praying always . . . for all saints; and for me.” He asks prayer
for himself.

Every Christian needs a prayer list that lists specific persons. We
should know the needs of these people, and we should bring their
needs daily to the Lord. Prayer is to be both general and specific.

Paul asks for prayer that he might speak boldly. This is the whole
purpose of spiritual warfare—the triumph of the gospel. It is for
this reason that prevailing prayer must concentrate on the needs
of those who are preaching and spreading the gospel throughout
the world.

Conclusion

Let us engage in prayer that is perceptive, persevering, passionate, and
particular.

Put on the gospel armour,
Each piece put on with prayer.
—George Duffield

SUNDAY EVENING, JULY 14

Title: The Church Victorious

Text: “He is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the
firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have the preeminence”
(Col. 1:18).

Scripture Reading: Colossians 1:3-14

Introduction

The church has always stood at the threshold of being either the church
victorious or the church defeated. At any given moment the church faces
the choice of advance or retreat. It can be united by its concerted effort to
reach out, or it can be divided by its obsession with petty differences within.

Of course it is God’s will that his church be victorious. But Paul feared
that such might not be the case at Colosse. Wrong teachings, wrong attitudes,
and wrong emphases were threatening the unity and vitality of the church. In
fact, William Barclay says that allowing these problems to develop unchecked
could have brought the ruination of the Christian faith.

Because Paul wanted the church at Colosse to become victorious, he
wrote this letter. And because God wants our church to become victorious,
he has preserved this letter for us to read and to follow.

Let us consider four important matters concerning the church victorious.
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I. A prayer to be offered (Col. 1:3-14).

Prayer is a vital part of the church victorious. Without prayer there will
be no victory in the church. In this passage Paul prays a prayer for the church
at Colosse that indeed should be the prayer for every church.

A. A prayer of thanksgiving (v. 3). Paul likes to start a letter with thanks-
giving. His eyes are open to all the blessings he sees. Prayer and
remembrance should be tied together.

B. A prayer for knowledge of God’s will (v. 9). Prayer starts with asking that
we be filled with knowledge of God’s will. The real object of prayer
is to know the will of God. Prayer is not so much trying to make God
listen to us as it is trying to make ourselves listen to God. In prayer
we should not try to persuade God to do what we want him to do.
We should try to find out what he wants us to do.

C. A prayer for Christian conduct (v. 10). Paul’s prayer is that we may con-
duct ourselves in such a way as to please God. Nothing in this world
is so practical as prayer. Prayer is not an escape from reality, nor is
it a secluded meditation on and communion with God. Prayer and
action go together. We pray not in order to escape life, but in order
to better face life.

D. A prayer for productivity (v. 10). Growing Christians should be at work
in some phase of their church’s life. This fruit bearing is positive
proof of our discipleship. “Increasing in the knowledge of God” can
come only as we are “fruitful in every good work.” God wants us to
be productive.

E. A prayer for spiritual strength (v. 11). Longsuffering enables us to bear
with people in such a way that their unpleasantness will never drive
us to bitterness.

F. A prayer for gratitude (v. 12). Where there is gratitude there is gra-
ciousness. It is good therapy to express gratitude to God and
man—especially within the church.

Il. The power to be acknowledged (Col. 1:15-29).

The heart of Paul’s letter is that Christ alone is the power to be acknowl-
edged in the church. He is the head. He is above all others and before all
others. Christ is the undisputed head of the church victorious.

A. Christ, “the image of the invisible God” (v. 15 NIV). When Paul wrote to
the Colossians, he was not writing in a vacuum. He was writing to
meet a specific situation. A false philosophy that threatened the early
church was known as Gnosticism. Its devotees were called Gnostics,
meaning “intellectual ones.” These people were dissatisfied with
what they considered the rude simplicity of Christianity, and they
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wished to turn Christianity into a philosophy. They reasoned that if
the body is evil, then it follows that he who was the revelation of God
could not have had a real body.

Paul asserts that Jesus perfectly represents God in a form that
people can see and know and understand. He is not a sketch nor a
summary of God. In him nothing is left out. He is the complete and
final revelation of God. Nothing more is necessary.

B. Christ, the creator of all (v. 16). By Jesus all things were made, whether
things in heaven or on earth, things seen and unseen. Paul is saying
to the Gnostics, “You give great importance to angels. You rate Jesus
Christ merely as one of many angels. Not so; he created them.”

C. Christ, the eternal being (v. 17).

D. Christ, the head of the church (v. 18). The church is the body of Christ.
The body is the servant of the head. The body obeys the head’s
will. The body is powerless and dead without the head. So Jesus
Christ is the guiding and controlling mind of the church. Each
word and deed of the church must be directed by him. Without
Christ the church cannot think the truth, act correctly, or deter-
mine direction.

E. Christ, the conciliator (vv. 20-22). The purpose for which Christ came
was reconciliation. He came to bring peace between man and God.

I11. Perils to be avoided (Col. 2:1-23).

A. The peril of pseudo-intellectualism (v. §8).

B. The peril of religious conformity (v. 18). Other religions had hierarchies
of divine beings to worship—so why not Christianity? Some were
teaching that humans are too unworthy to approach Christ directly.
Christianity must avoid the peril of conformity if it is to maintain its
purity and its power.

C. The peril of folk religion (vv. 16, 21). Many people insisted on the obser-
vance of special days and rituals—festivals, new moons, and sabbaths
(v. 16). Ritualism and the special observance of times and seasons
were the features of this folk religion. It laid down laws about food
and drink (v. 16). Its slogan was “Touch not; taste not; handle not”
(v. 21). Itis seen today in the religion of those who seek to impose their
social patterns on others “in the name of the Lord.” Itis reflected in
the mentality of some church members who insist that the mechanics
of operating church be carried out in a certain way rather than that
the message of the church be carried to the lost.

D. The peril of false piety (v. 23). Christians’ freedom comes not from
restraining desires by rules and regulations, but from the crucifixion
of evil desires and the birth of good desires.
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IV. The pattern to be followed (Colossians 3).

The church is victorious only to the degree that each Christian experi-
ences victory in his or her own life. Defeated Christians constitute a defeated
church; victorious Christians constitute a victorious church.

A. The pattern for personal behavior (vv. 1-17).
1. What to put off (vv. 1-2, 5, 8-9).
2. What to put on (vv. 12-17).

B. The pattern for family life (vo. 18—21). What does family life have to do
with a victorious church? Everything! Much conflict and defeat in
a church can be traced to an unhappy and unchristian family life.

1. Husbands and wives (vv. 18—19).
2. Children and parents (vv. 20-21).

C. The pattern for employees and employers (3:22—4:1). Christianity does not
offer escape from hard work. Rather, it makes us able to work harder.
Employees are to do everything as if they are doing it for Christ.
And employers must remember that they too have a master—Christ
in heaven.

D. The pattern for relating to non-Christians (4:5-6). “Be wise in the way you
act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your
conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you
may know how to answer everyone” (NIV).

Conclusion
You can make your church victorious in several ways:
1. Pray for your church.
2. Acknowledge the Holy Spirit as the power of your church.

3. Avoid the perils that would defeat your church.
4. Follow the pattern God sets for his church.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 17

Title: The Provision of God: Part 7

Text: “He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake”
(Ps. 23:3b).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The word lead is used frequently by Christians in their worship. Such
phrases as “lead in a decision” or “give direction to doctors” are often used
in intercessory prayer. This text serves as a scriptural basis for such praying.
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I. First, each person is asked to give some attention to a general
interpretation of the concept.
A. There are at least two interpretations that can be given to the idea of
righteousness.
1. It can apply to the manner in which God leads. This is in accord-
ance with the character and reputation of God.
2. It can apply to the place to which God leads. This concept is seen
in serenity and peace.
B. The Good Shepherd leads and keeps within the bounds of good character
and serenity.

Il. Some parallels that can be made between sheep and humans are
brought out in this text.

A. Consider some facts about sheep.

1. They are creatures of habit. If sheep are left to their own will,
they will follow their own trail until the ground becomes waste
and becomes corrupt with disease.

2. They require careful handling. It is easy for their pastures to
become overgrazed and impoverished; then erosion sets in.

3. They must be kept on the move. They cannot be left on the same
ground too long. The shepherd has predetermined plans and
uses a rotation system.

B. Some facts about people are similar.

1. Isaiah 53:6 speaks of people following their own way. They cling
to habit, do what they want, and follow the crowd.

2. The Good Shepherd deals with his children as the shepherd does
his sheep. He leads, protects, and takes care of them.

Conclusion

The wisest thing we can do is to acknowledge the Lord who directs our
paths (Prov. 3:6).

SUNDAY MORNING, JULY 21

Title: Intercessory Prayer

Text: “Let thine ear now be attentive, and thine eyes open, that thou mayest
hear the prayer of thy servant” (Neh. 1:6).

Scripture Reading: Nehemiah 1:1-11

Hymns: “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” Scriven
“Tell It to Jesus,” Rankin
“Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus,” Lemmel
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Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, we praise you that you are the Father

of our Lord Jesus Christ and that you have blessed us with every spiritual
blessing in heavenly places in Christ Jesus. We acknowledge your command
to us to give, and we confess our greedy desires to get rather than give.
Forgive us and put within us the grace to give generously as you have
prospered us. We gratefully commit ourselves and our gifts to you for
Christ’s glory. Amen.

Introduction

Wise are those who in undertaking any work for God seek to determine
the need as it really exists. It is easy to become involved in that which is
peripheral rather than that which is paramount and therefore primary.

In Nehemiah 1 we have a clear example of a man of God who sought
to understand the need of God’s people at Jerusalem. Nehemiah’s method
was to interrogate certain men who had been at Jerusalem and had seen for
themselves the need as it existed. Nehemiah’s investigation led to intercession
and to personal involvement in the work of God.

Our text is the first of many texts recording the prayer of Nehemiah. In
his book we find prayer offered before the work is undertaken, while the work
is in progress, and after the work has been completed. Here is prayer in the
quietness of his own room as well as amid the noise of the building of the
walls of Jerusalem. Here is prayer offered both personally and individually.

Nehemiah’s prayers were not all of the same nature. The prayer recorded
in our text was intercessory in nature. By this we mean that it involved specific
requests on behalf of God’s people and Nehemiah himself. It is important
for us to see the circumstances, characteristics, content, and consequences
of Nehemiah'’s prayer.

I. Its circumstances.

Here is the prayer of a man who had not lost his love for the land and the
faith of his fathers. Nehemiah’s ancestors had been carried into captivity by
the Babylonians. Seventy years had elapsed until the decree of Cyrus had per-
mitted the Jews to return to their homeland. Initially only fifty thousand had
responded, the majority choosing to remain in exile to enjoy their prosperity.
For some reason unknown to us, Nehemiah had remained in the service of
the Medo-Persian king.

This prayer is also the prayer of a man who had been placed in the service
of King Artaxerxes. It was not by chance that he was in this position but by
providence. This position would become highly significant in the course
of time.

As we further analyze the prayer, we note that this is a prayer of a man liv-
ing in fellowship with the God of his fathers. This man’s prayer was filled with
concern and compassion for others by the acquisition of fresh information
about the plight of Jerusalem and its citizens. The flame of his intercession
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burned brighter amid the darkness of his times as the fuel of information
was placed on the altar of his heart.

Il. Its characteristics.

Nehemiah’s response to the news brought by his friends concerning
Jerusalem gives us the first characteristic of his prayer: humiliation and
brokenness (Neh. 1:4). He responded “before the God of heaven.” And this
response was marked not by gladness but by grief, not by singing but by sorrow.

Closely allied to this aspect of humiliation and brokenness is Nehemiah’s
confession of sin. He recognized that the exile was caused by the sin of God’s
people. He confessed his own sin and his father’s sins.

As we read Nehemiah’s prayer we are impressed by his spirit of faith.
Nehemiah prays in confidence without wavering. He comes boldly to the
throne of grace that he might obtain mercy and find grace to help in the
time of need.

Finally, we note that Nehemiah’s prayer is characterized by a reverence
for God and a prayer expression of his own relationship to God. Listen to
him pray: “I beseech thee, O LorD God of heaven, the great and terrible
God, that keepeth covenant and mercy for them that love him and observe
his commandments” (Neh. 1:5).

Let’s examine our own prayers. Do we come before God in humiliation
and brokenness? Do we come confessing our sins and rebellion? Do we come
in faith? Do we seek God’s face, remembering that he is the Lord God of
heaven and that we are his servants?

I1l. Its content.

Perhaps the most important aspect of Nehemiah’s prayer is its content.
The content may be summarized by three words found in Nehemiah 1:6, 8,
and 11: hear, remember, and prosper.

A. “Hear the prayer of thy servant” (v. 6). Nehemiah understood that God
was not deaf; he did recognize, however, that God will not answer
the prayers of his people when they are not rightly related to him in
love and obedience.

Nehemiah drew attention to several aspects of his prayer to God.
His prayer was continual, “day and night.” His prayer was definiteand
specific: “for the children of Israel thy servants.” His prayer was contrite
and repentant: “[1] confess the sins of the children of Israel, which we
have sinned against thee: both I and my father’s house have sinned.”

B. “Remember . . . the word that thou commandedst thy servant Moses” (v. 8).
Nehemiah probes the mind of God to remember his word, to keep
his word to his people. God had promised to punish, but he had also
promised to prosper. Nehemiah pleads for that prosperity. Notice
three important aspects of the ministry of intercession: the man of

219



Sunday Evening, July 21

God believes the Word of God in order that the work of God might
be accomplished.

C. The third request is found in verse 11: “O Lord, I beseech thee, let now
thine ear be attentive to the prayer of thy servant, and to the prayer
of thy servants, who desire to fear thy name: and prosper, I pray thee,
thy servant this day, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.”

Hear. Remember. Prosper. Hear—for God is a living God.
Remember—for God has spoken. Prosper—for God is a God of
action.

IV. Its consequences.

Did God hear? Did God remember? Did God prosper? The remainder of
the book of Nehemiah answers these questions in the affirmative.

The secret of Nehemiah’s success, then, lay not in his resources as one
commissioned by Artaxerxes nor in his ability and acumen as a man and as
a leader. Rather, it lay in his power with God.

Conclusion

The secret of strong leadership is in the ability of the leader to be in touch
with the great power of God. Nehemiah knew this power by personal experi-
ence. You can know this power by engaging in the great work of intercession.

SUNDAY EVENING, JULY 21

Title: The Return of Christ

Text: “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who
fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope”
(1 Thess. 4:13 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:22

Introduction

At any given moment Jesus Christ may return. All prophecies have been
fulfilled, making possible Christ’s return at any hour. This fact has been the
hope of the church ever since Christ ascended and the angels promised, “This
same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the
same way you have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11 NIV).

Paul had shared this joyful news with the Christians in Thessalonica.
His stay in the city was cut short by persecution. Driven from that city, he
went to Berea and then to Athens. He became anxious about the church at
Thessalonica and sent Timothy to encourage the church and to report back
to him.

Timothy brought word that the Thessalonian Christians were enduring
their persecutions bravely; but some had died, and the others were puzzled
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to know how those who had died would benefit from the Lord’s coming.
Paul then wrote this letter explaining that those who had died would be at
no disadvantage when the Lord comes.

Paul does not deal with all the events that will accompany Christ’s return
but rather speaks of what happens to Christians, living and dead, when Christ
comes again. In so doing he answers many of our questions and strengthens
our hope in and heightens our anticipation of Christ’s return.

I. The return of Christ is not a hidden mystery.

Many believe the return of Christ is shrouded in clouds of mystery that
only a few can penetrate. This is not so! True, a few self-acclaimed experts
on the Second Coming have added so many of their own ideas that the clear
and simple doctrine of Christ’s return is almost camouflaged. But if you will
limit yourself to what the Bible says, you will discover that the return of Christ
is not a hidden mystery.

A. You can know all you need to know about Christ’s return (1 Thess. 4:13). It
is God’s will that none of us be ignorant concerning the destiny of
deceased Christians or the return of our Lord. The Bible tells us all
we need to know about both. It may not tell us all we would like to
know, but it does tell us all we need to know.

B. Christ’s return provides a basis for our hope (4:13). Paul speaks of “that
blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our
Saviour Jesus Christ” in Titus 2:13.

In 1 Thessalonians 4:13 Paul tells the believers that they must not
grieve as those who have no hope. In the time of death pagans stood
in despair. They met death with resignation and bleak hopelessness.
Aeschylus wrote, “Once a man dies there is no resurrection.” And
Theocritus wrote in the third-century BC, “There is hope for those
who are alive, but those who have died are without hope.” But Paul
says that in the return of Jesus Christ there is hope—hope for the
living and the dead!

Il. The return of Christ is accompanied by the return of deceased
Christians (I Thess. 4:14).

Those who have lived in Christ are still in Christ even when they die.
Between Christ and each believer is a relationship that nothing can break
(Rom. 8:35). It is a relationship independent of time and that overpasses
death. Because Jesus Christ lived and died and rose again, so we will live and
die and rise again. Nothing in life or in death can separate us from Christ.

A. Who have been with Christ since their death (v. 14). Jesus does not complete
his sentence about the death of the beggar Lazarus until he speaks
of Lazarus’s being in heaven, at “Abraham’s side” (Luke 16:22 NIV).
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B. Whose resurrection is made possible by Christ’s resurrection (v. 14). Paul clar-
ifies this even further in 1 Corinthians 15:20, 23: “Christ has indeed
been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen
asleep ... But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when
he comes, those who belong to him” (NIV).

C. Whose bodies and souls are reunited (v. 16). In this moment our bodies
share in our salvation. Humans are both body and soul, and thus
both participate in the resurrection.

I11. The return of Christ results in our being changed (I Thess. 4:15).

Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; therefore, we will be
changed and our corruptible bodies will put on incorruption (1 Cor. 15:50-53).

But why will we be changed? Because our earthly bodies are not capable
of living forever and because they were participants in good and evil.

What kind of bodies will we have? The kind of resurrected body Christ
had (15:20).

IV. The return of Christ provides us with a constant source of
comfort (I Thess. 4:18).

This is all that God considers we need to know about his return and the
welfare of deceased Christians. And so he says, “Encourage each other with
these words” (v. 18 NIV). In other words, “Be satisfied with what God has
chosen to reveal to you.”

V. The return of Christ challenges us to live the best life possible
(I Thess. 5:1, 6, 22).

A. By being prepared whenever Christ returns (vv. 2-3). Paul uses two illus-
trations to stress the suddenness and unexpected nature of Christ’s
return—the coming of a thief and the birth of a child. The purpose
of both illustrations is to challenge us to be prepared whenever Christ
returns.

B. This best life possible is a life of faith and love (v. 8). Paul is warning the
readers that they must not relax in godly living merely because they
are not to expect Christ to come immediately. They must arm them-
selves against lethargy by putting on the breastplate of faith and love.
A life of mutual support and help (vv. 11-15).

A life of joy (v. 16).

A life of prayer (v. 17).

A life of gratitude (v. 18).

A life of spiritual freedom (v. 19).

A life open to God’s Word (v. 20). Whatever God has to say, however he
chooses to say it, and through whom he may say it, we must be open
to God’s Word.

TOmET0
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I. A life of discernment (v. 21).

J. A life free of even the appearance of evil (v. 22). As we follow Paul’s advice,
we will be like lights in a dark room. We will have joy within ourselves
and power to win others to the Lord. It is then we will know and live
the best life possible!

Conclusion

Jesus Christ will come again. It could be today. Will you meet him as
Savior or only as Judge? The answer to that question rests in your own hands.
Only you can answer it.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 24

Title: The Protection of God: Part 8
Text: “1 will fear no evil” (Ps. 23:4b).
Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

There are many great and wonderful promises in this psalm. Itis so rich
that we could spend days meditating on the words and claiming the promises.
The phrase “I will fear no evil” is one of the more outstanding and meaningful
statements in the whole psalm.

I. The term evil is multiple in its application.

A. It applies to death—the universal evil. “O death, where is thy sting?”
(1 Cor. 15:55).

B. It applies to physical harm. This is especially true as one considers the
application of shepherd-sheep relations. Sheep are susceptible to
falling from cliffs, being caught in underbrush, and being infected
with disease. The shepherd protects his sheep from such evils. In
the same way, each person has his or her dangers, and the Good
Shepherd guards his sheep.

C. It applies to economic security. “My God shall supply all your need accord-
ing to his riches in glory” (Phil. 4:19).

D. It applies to temptation. “Because he himself suffered when he was
tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 2:18
NIV). “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.
And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you
can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out
so that you can stand up under it” (1 Cor. 10:13 NIV).

E. It applies to disappointment, frustration, and discouragement.
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Il. The text says, “l will fear no evil.”

A. Fear is a devastating emotion. Webster defines fear as “a distressing
emotion aroused by impending pain, danger, evil, etc., whether real
or imaginary.” Fear is somewhat synonymous with anxiety, which
begets tension and can produce heart attacks. Fear has been per-
sonified in various ways—thief, murderer, liar, cheat. And it is a
cruel, unrelenting antagonist of reason and soundness of mind, an
unholy taskmaster.

B. Fear has some horrible effects.

1. It can kill outright. Many people associate this text with death,
but it states that men and women are not to fear death. For the
Christian, death is a deliverance from pain, sorrows, and cares.

2. It can paralyze, immobilize, and incapacitate.

C. There are at least four dimensions to fear.

1. Intensity.

2. Length or duration.

3. Breadth—real or imaginary.

4. Relativity—time and circumstances.

D. Fear is universal.

I11. The text says that fear can be conquered.

A. To conquer fear, we must understand it. The Holy Spirit is present to
illuminate and interpret.

B. Fear can be controlled through the presence of God. This is done by loving
God and having faith in him.

Conclusion

There are fewer more profound or meaningful statements than “I will
fear no evil.”

SUNDAY MORNING, JULY 28

Title: The Answer to Our Disturbing Situation

Text: “He said to me, ‘This is the word of the LoRrRD to Zerubbabel: ‘Not
by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,” says the LorRD Almighty”
(Zech. 4:6 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Ephesians 6:10-20

Hymns: “Break Thou the Bread,” Lathbury
“Teach Me to Pray,” Reitz
“Footsteps of Jesus,” Slade

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, as you are forever giving good gifts to us, enable
us to share your joy as we give cheerfully and generously to your cause and
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kingdom. It is for this purpose that we dedicate ourselves and gifts to you. In
the name of your Son, Jesus, your greatest gift to us, we pray. Amen.

Introduction

Zerubbabel was a key man in the community of those Israelites who
returned to Palestine from Babylon in response to the generous and enlight-
ened policy of Cyrus the Great. Born and raised in Babylon, Zerubbabel was
a descendant of the house of David; and although he was never allowed to
be a king of Israel, he did serve as the civil governor. Along with Joshua, the
high priest and religious leader, this man gave leadership to the struggling
community.

In Cyrus’s decree liberating the Jews to return from exile, he gave per-
mission for them to rebuild the temple of God at Jerusalem. This temple had
been ruthlessly leveled by the Babylonians. “The stones of the sanctuary,”
lamented Jeremiah the prophet, “are poured out in the top of every street”
(Lam. 4:1). Accordingly, when the exiles returned home, the first concern
was the rebuilding of the temple of their God. Ezra records the jubilation
of the people “when the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the
Lorp” (3:10-11).

When Zechariah and his companion, Haggai, appeared on the scene,
things were not going well for the returnees. Opposition was present on every
hand. It is always the case that when God’s people say, “We will arise and
build,” the Devil’s crowd says, “We will arise and destroy.”

This was a time of defeat, discouragement, and depression for God’s
people. Where could the leaders of God’s people find the answer for such
difficult days? Where can the church find the answer for its problems today?
The secretis found in our text; and the key to unlock the truth of that secret
and make it available is prayer.

Zechariah had a personal message to the ruler Zerubbabel from the
Lord. His personal message is our text and lives up to the prophet’s name:
Zechariah, “Jehovah remembers.” Notice that God remembers and gives the
solution to allay every fear and solve every problem.

In seeking to grasp the point of God’s message to Zerubbabel, we must
remind ourselves first of the disturbing situation confronting the civil leader
of God’s people. Let’s examine four factors that contributed to Zerubbabel’s
troubling circumstances.

I. An unfinished project.

First, Zerubbabel faced an unfinished project, the rebuilding of the
temple of the Lord. There can be no doubt that the task of rebuilding was part
of the divine plan for the Israelites. Indeed, God raised up Cyrus to enable
his people to rebuild the temple, prophesied by Isaiah before the death of
that great king (44:28).

In the same way God has assigned us a divine project to undertake and
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complete. We refer to the building of that spiritual temple, which is the
church of the living Christ. It is never right for work on that building to come
to a standstill, for there is always work to be done in the construction of that
spiritual house.

Honesty demands that we confess to the times when we become discour-
aged and give up our part of the work of our Lord. Yet we must never forget
that God has called us to the work and that it is his will that the work should
be carried through to completion. Zerubbabel faced an unfinished task just
as we do today.

Il. An unrelenting pressure.

Second, God’s people faced an unrelenting pressure, the opposition of
the enemies of God’s people. Let’s look at the design of the enemy.

A. First, the enemy weakened the hands of the people of Judah. How this was
done is not clear. Perhaps they cut off supplies. They could have made
surprise attacks against the people. Whatever form the opposition
took, it resulted in weakened hearts and hands.

The amazing thing about the enemy of God’s people is that he
uses the same basic battle plan more than once. Right now Satan is
seeking to cutyou off from your Source, the Lord God himself. He is
seeking to take you by surprise. He looks for ways to intimidate you
to prevent you from completing the task God gave you to do. He con-
stantly turns the pressure on your life and on the life of the church.

B. Judal’s enemies weakened the hands of the people. They also troubled
them. God’s people were scared into stopping their work on the
temple of the Lord.

The Devil is a master at terrifying people into quitting. He knows
every argument to paralyze God’s people into inactivity. He can stir
up the storm clouds of discouragement so that God’s people will
retreat to the safety of the storm cellars of life and never accomplish
the task God has given them.

C. Finally, we note that the enemies of the people of Judah hired counselors against
them to frustrate their purpose. They didn’t mind spending some money
if as a result they could quench the zeal of God’s people and crush
the building project at the outset. We are dismayed as we read the
account of the Enemy’s success over God’s people. “Then ceased the
work of the house of God which is at Jerusalem” (Ezra. 4:24). This
was the disturbing situation facing Zerubbabel.

I11l. An unspiritual people.

Zerubbabel also faced an unspiritual people. This was a new problem.
In another day as they returned from Babylon, they did so with hope and
inspiration. They began the work with great confidence in the Lord—until
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they ran into opposition. When they started focusing on the enemy, they
ceased to focus on the Lord. Then they became idle and inactive. This gave
way to humanistic thinking that led to outright carnality.

We are experts at rationalizing our failures. We have a hundred and one
alibis to explain why we are not engaged in the work of the Lord, but they
are just feeble excuses.

IV. An unwelcome prospect.

The final factor in Zerubbabel’s disturbing situation was that since he
did not have the remedy for his people’s discouragement or the resources to
change defeat into victory, there was nothing he could do. The opposition he
and his people faced loomed up like a huge mountain before them. Would
he ever be able to finish the project God had given him to do? The prospect
was grim indeed.

When our way seems darkest, when God seems to have forgotten, when
resources are all dried up, we need to remember his divine solution. God
assured his leader that there was no prayer too hard for him to answer, no
problem too difficult for him to solve, no promise that he would not keep.
The same assurance is given to us today. But we must remember that it is not
by our power nor by our might but by his Spirit that we can overcome the
opposition. You may ask, “But how do I receive this power? How can I be led
by the Spirit?” The apostle Paul answers this for us in Ephesians 6:18: “Pray
in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests” (NIV).
Prayer is the answer to our disturbing situation.

Conclusion

Are you disturbed about some situation in which the enemy has defeated
you? Do you at this moment feel distressed because you have not completed
the work God has given you to do? Have you tried prayer? Face your failures
the way Zerubbabel did in the power of the Lord.

SUNDAY EVENING, JULY 28

Title: Seven Things You Should Know about Christ’s Return

Text: “Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being
gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or
alarmed . ..” (2 Thess. 2:1 NIV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Thessalonians 2:1-3

Introduction

The fact that Christ is coming again can be a source of comfort or a cause
of confusion. It can unite us in a concerted effort to win people to Christ or
it can divide us in an effort to win converts to our particular point of view.
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Because the return of Christ is future and because each detail is not
spelled out in Scripture, this blessed hope has often been confusing. Such
was the case in the church at Thessalonica.

The idea of imminence of the Lord’s return was so emphatic in the
minds of many believers that some fell into serious error in their application
of the teaching. Paul related what he said in chapter 2 to his statement in
1 Thessalonians 4:13-17 regarding the coming of the Lord and the resur-
rection. He put himself in the class of those who would be living when the
Lord returned.

It seems that many of the Thessalonians were disturbed. They believed
that the Lord’s coming was so imminent that they stopped working and
were making themselves busybodies in the Christian fellowship (2 Thess.
2:2; 3:6-12). To help clear up their confusion, Paul set forth seven things
they—and we—should know about Christ’s return.

I. Trouble for his opposition (2 Thess. 1:6-9).

The Christians at Thessalonica had suffered persecution. Paul assures
that when Christ returns, the scales of justice will be balanced and God will
“pay back trouble to those who trouble you” (v. 6 NIV).

A. The people who will experience tribulation.

1. Those who persecute Christians (v. 6). Paul says that when Christ
returns, those who have persecuted Christians will themselves
experience tribulation—not from man but from God’s justice.

2. Those who refuse to know God (v. 8). They could have known
God. They heard the same gospel and had the same opportunity
others had, but they chose not to know God. Earlier in Romans
1:21 Paul had spoken of such people.

3. Those who reject the gospel of Christ (v. 8). Punishment awaits
those who “do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus” (NIV).

B. The pattern of tribulation. “They will be punished with everlasting
destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from
the majesty of his power” (v. 9 NIV).

Il. Glorification of his person (2 Thess. 1:10-12).

A. The object of glorification (v. 10). On March 23, 1743, when The Messiah
was first performed in London, the king was present in the vast
audience. It is reported that all were so deeply moved by the “Hal-
lelujah Chorus” that with the words “For the Lord God omnipotent
reigneth,” the whole audience, including the king, sprang to their
feet and remained standing through the entire chorus. From that
time to this it has always been the custom to stand during the cho-
rus whenever it is performed. With spontaneous joy the soul stands
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to salute him who “cometh in the name of the Lord.” He is “King of
Kings and Lord of Lords,” and to him we pledge allegiance.

B. The avenue of glorification. Verse 10 speaks of the majesty of the Lord’s
power “on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to
be marveled at among all those who have believed” (NIV).

I11. Stabilization of his church.

“Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered
to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by
some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that
the day of the Lord has already come. Don’t let anyone deceive you in any
way” (2:1-3 NIV).

A. What needs to be stabilized?

1. The content of our minds. Paul is saying, “Guard your minds.
don’t be led astray by rumors.”

2. The conduct of our emotions. Paul is saying, “Don’t get easily
excited.” We must never allow our particular view of Christ’s
return to cause us to get upset or alarmed either within our-
selves or toward others. After all, our commission is not to win
converts to a particular view of eschatology but to win people to
Jesus Christ, who is the center of eschatology.

B. Why do we need to be stabilized? Some in the church at Thessalonica had
become so disturbed by the rumors they heard that they quit work
and were passively awaiting Christ’s return.

IV. Revelation of his enemy (2 Thess. 2:3-12).

A. First, there will be a falling away. Jesus had spoken of times of turmoil
that his followers would face. When this letter was written, many
Christians had turned away. Other such experiences would come.
Paul knew that the cause of Christ was destined to suffer great rever-
sal and that many would forsake it.

B. Second, “the man doomed to destruction” will be revealed (v. 3 NIV). Jesus
used this same term in reference to Judas: “None has been lost except
the one doomed to destruction” (John 17:12 NIV).

Satan is described in 2 Thessalonians 2:4 as one who opposed
all that is called God; he exalted himself in opposition to God, even
setting himself up as an object of worship. Satan worship and all forms
of the occult are evident in all corners of the globe today.

This one is destined to be revealed, that is, exposed for who he
really is, in his own time. This man, who is called “the man of law-
lessness,” was already at work (v. 7). Paul said in verse 5 that he had
discussed these matters with the Thessalonians when he was with
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them. In verse 8 he mentioned that this lawless one was destined
to be destroyed by Christ when he returned. The lawless one is the
Antichrist, and the one who now holds his power back is the Holy
Spirit (v. 7).

V. Jubilation for his work (2 Thess. 2:13-14).

Paul is saying that the return of Christ should bring us joy and thanksgiv-
ing. We will not experience the tribulation that will come to his opposition
at his appearing. Nor will we share in the destruction of Satan when he is
exposed for all he really is at Christ’s return. Rather, we have been (1) chosen
for salvation, (2) sanctified by the Spirit, (3) called by God, and (4) assured
of sharing in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.

What cause for jubilation! What great work he has done for us and in us!
We have no fear but only joyous anticipation of his return.

VI. Continuation in his Word (2 Thess. 2:15-17).

“So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on
toyou” (v. 15 NIV). These are the teachings Paul gave first in his preaching,
then in his first letter, and now in this one. “Stand firm.” Swerve not to the
right or the left however much false teachers may try to disturb you.

VII. Separation from his disorderly followers (2 Thess. 3:6-15).

The disorderly (vv. 6-15) were lazy people who took advantage of the
charitable disposition of the church (see 1 Thess. 4:9-10). They used their
expectation of the immediate return of the Lord as an excuse for abandoning
their ordinary occupations. They claimed the right to be supported by other
Christians.

Although Paul was an ardent advocate of charity toward those who were
really in need, and though he spent a good deal of time gathering offerings
of money for the poor, he spared no words in condemning the able-bodied
who could but would not work. He forbids the church to support such people.
Paul even commands the church to withdraw fellowship from them.

Conclusion

Paul has given us seven things we skould know about Christ’s return. But
there is one thing we must know, and that is this: Christ will return!

The big question we must ask ourselves is “Am I ready this very moment
should Christ return?”

As a Christian, you must ask yourself, “Am I ready?”

As someone who has not accepted Christ as Savior, you must ask, “Am I
ready? Am I ready to meet Christ and give an account for all my sins?”

You can be ready. You can get ready now!
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, JULY 31

Title: The Provision and Protection of God: Part 9

Text: “Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me” (Ps. 23:4c).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The text for this message combines some subjects of previous messages
on this psalm. These subjects are provision and protection. One of the truly
great thoughts presented in God’s Holy Word is comfort. God is a God of
comfort.

I. Comfort—this is the provision.

A.

Comfort is a universal need. This need arises from many sources, but
the two most common are physical and emotional. The lesson in the
text is that the Lord is always equal to the occasion.

The word comfort means to cheer and to encourage. It affords the power
of calm endurance of affliction.

The word Comforter in the New Testament (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7)
literally means “called to one’s side for help” and refers to the Holy Spirit.
Thus, the Comforter is a helper, guide, and teacher. He is also the
believer’s advocate.

Il. Rod and staff—this is the protection.

A.

The more acceptable idea is that the two terms refer to one and the same instru-
ment. The shepherd’s crook is used to describe, in a poetic way, the
rod or club with which he defends his sheep; and he uses the staff to
lean on. The instrument described by the two names was used both
to beat off predatory animals and to direct the sheep.

This instrument is not only one of care and protection, but is also an emblem
of compassion and concern.

I11. A detailed study of the instrument.

Even though the rod and staff have been referred to as one and the same
instrument, they are now being separated for discussion.

A.

The rod s a special instrument and is a symbol of much the Lord does in a
spiritual way.
1. Some say the “rod” is emblematic of the Word of God.
2. Some say it is the instrument of power and authority. Moses
used his rod to demonstrate power. The shepherd used his to
discipline and protect.
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3. Some describe it as an instrument for examination and count-
ing. Ezekiel 20:37 speaks of passing under the rod. This was for
personal attention.

B. The staff was also a special instrument, and it too is a symbol of much the
Lord does in a spiritual way.

1. The staffis considered symbolic of the Holy Spirit. The shepherd
uses the staff to reach out and draw his sheep to himself; and as
he draws them, he protects, examines, and shows affection. This
is what the Holy Spirit does.

2. The staff indicates guidance. The shepherd uses a staff to guide
his sheep through hazardous places. The Holy Spirit works in
this way also.

Conclusion
To you who need comfort, look to your heavenly Father for it.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

AUGUST

B Sunday Mornings

“Growing Quality Christians” is the suggested theme for a series of
messages relating to God’s gift of the Holy Spirit to individual believers
and to the church. To our own spiritual poverty, we neglect to recognize
and respond positively to this precious gift from God.

B Sunday Evenings

This month’s Sunday evening messages are evangelistic in nature.
The theme is “Christ Can Bring about Great Change for Good in Your
Life If You Will Let Him.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue and complete the series of devotional messages based on
Psalm 23, using the theme “With the Lord as My Shepherd, I Shall Not
Lack Anything I Need.”

SUNDAY MORNING, AUGUST 4

Title: Understanding the Holy Spirit

Text: “1 will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be
with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because
it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you
and will be in you” (John 14:16-17 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 14:15-18, 26

Hymns: “Come, Thou Almighty King,” Anonymous
“Spirit of God, Our Comforter,” Hendricks
“Teach Me Thy Way, O Lord,” Ramsey

Offertory Prayer: Holy heavenly Father, we thank you for this day set apart
for worship. We thank you for the opportunity of coming together with
God’s people that we might pray together and join together in praising you
in song and worship. We come now bringing tithes and offerings to express
our love and our desire that others might come to know your love through
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Introduction

There are many “religious dropouts” in our churches today. They become
such because they have never established a pattern of spiritual growth. Thus,
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they are nothing more than “statistics,” spiritual and ecclesiastical casualties.
One of two things usually happens to these people: either they become lost in
the great, faceless multitude upon whom the church has no influence and for
whom it has no appeal, or else they fall victim to the persuasive enthusiasm
of some religious cult.

Often the fault lies with the church, who is extremely concerned about
the salvation of these persons but fails to follow up with spiritual care and
nurturing and leaves them floundering in the cradle as though they, helpless
babes, can take care of themselves! Today and the next four Sunday mornings
we will lay a foundation for “growing quality Christians.” To do this, we will
explore the person and ministry of the Holy Spirit. For it is the power of the
Spirit that motivates the Christian; it is the wisdom of the Spirit that sets
afire the believer’s desire to know more about God, about his Holy Word,
and about the role he is to play in God’s eternal purpose and plan. And it is
the abiding presence of the Spirit that provides the constant assurance that
one is a child of God, beloved of the heavenly Father, and kept eternally in
the inviolable circle of his love.

I. The Holy Spirit as he is presented to us on the pages of the Old
Testament.

A. The Holy Spirit in Creation. “In the beginning God created the heaven
and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and dark-
ness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved
upon the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:1-2). In this first reference to
the Holy Spirit in the Bible, we find the key to understanding all
of his works and ministry among humankind. The picture of earth
that Moses describes here is one of complete, total helplessness. But
wait! Something was happening! God, in the person of his Spirit,
saw potential and promise in that whirling, spinning mass of chaos
and confusion. He saw not only what it was, but what it could become.
The Spirit of God moved. Something started to happen because of
the Holy Spirit. We can liken this action to a hen who broods over
her nest. Life-giving warmth is transmitted from her body. Thus, in
the midst of death, life began to stir.

B. After the Creation, the Holy Spirit did not retire. All through the pages of
the Old Testament we read of events in which the Holy Spirit “came
upon” men and women to continue the carrying out of God’s plan
and purpose. Through his Spirit, God dealt with man as a mother
deals with a tiny baby. Just as a mother makes “love sounds” to her tiny
infant, sounds of reassurance, so God began making “love sounds”
to sinful humankind.

C. Then man was brought into God’s school, with the Holy Spirit as the school-
master, to the threshold of the New Testament era. It almost staggers the
mind to think about how much more the people of Malachi’s day
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knew about God than Abraham knew. For whereas Abraham was
nearly two thousand years away from the birth of Christ, the people
of Malachi’s day were scarcely four hundred years away.

Il. The Holy Spirit in the Gospels and on the Day of Pentecost.

A.

B.

With the coming of Christ, we see a revelation of the Spirit of God that was
never found in the Old Testament. In Christ, where there was no trace of
sin or human hindrance, the Holy Spirit was able to work in mighty
power and freedom. Jesus possessed the Spirit of God “without meas-
ure.” The total fullness of the deity of God dwelt in the body of Jesus.
Just before his death, Jesus promised the disciples that he would “send another
Comjorter” who would abide with them forever. He told them that this
“Comforter” had been with them, but soon he would be in them. Of
course, we know that this came to pass on the Day of Pentecost. The
Holy Spirit’s coming to indwell believers is a permanent arrangement.
He does not come in as an overnight guest or a weekend visitor. He
comes to abide as the possessor, the owner of God’s property.

Three major things happened on the Day of Pentecost in relation to the Holy
Spirit. First, he became the “resident presence of God” in the world
until the end of the age. He took up his abode in the bodies of believ-
ers, whom Paul called “temples of the Holy Spirit.” The second thing
that happened on the Day of Pentecost was the beginning of the for-
mation of a new body or organism, the church, which the Lord Jesus
had promised. Itis the Holy Spirit who adds to this body as individuals
receive Christ as Savior. Third, the Holy Spirit empowered believers
to witness, to share boldly with others the reality of their faith in God.

I11. The Holy Spirit’s ministry in the Epistles and to our day.

A.

The Holy Spirit has a ministry to unbelievers. There is no way unbelievers
could know that they are lost and in need of a Savior apart from the
Holy Spirit who opens their eyes to that fact.

. The Holy Spirit has a ministry to believers. He reveals God’s will to them

for their lives; he makes the Scriptures “come alive” and speak to their
hearts. He works through believers’ consciences to reveal truth to
them and to help them make right decisions. The Holy Spirit is the
constant companion, supporter, and guide of the Christian.

. What does all of this say to us? It says that God the Holy Spirit is the

Divine Mover. He is the agent in the Godhead who moves a holy, all-
powerful God toward sinful humankind. And simultaneously, the
Holy Spirit moves sinful humans toward God.

The Holy Spirit is also the one who brings about the new birth.
Just as he moved over the angry, chaotic waters of this shapeless,
spinning world of dead matter and brought forth life, so he does in
the life of sinners, who are “dead in trespasses and sins.” But he does
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not stop there. He continues to work in and through those whom
he brings to repentance and redemption. He refines, teaches, and
encourages. He tenderly fashions, as a potter works deftly with the
lump of clay on his wheel. Never for one second does he leave us alone!

Conclusion

Clearly it has been the design and strategy of Satan from the beginning
to distort in every way he can the truth about the Holy Spirit, as that truth is
revealed in Holy Scripture. The result has been that the teaching concerning
the Holy Spirit has been subjected to everything from bizarre emotionalism
to cold intellectualism. Yet in between those two ridiculous and unscriptural
extremes, there is a beautiful, vital, and essential teaching concerning the
Holy Spirit. Throughout the Bible he is revealed to us. Let us not neglect his
vital ministry.

SUNDAY EVENING, AUGUST 4

Title: What Must I Do to Be Saved?

Text: “He then brought them out and asked, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be
saved?’ They replied, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you
and your household’” (Acts 16:30-31 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Acts 16:19-34

Introduction

There are many important questions in life, but this question is the
most important of all: What must I do to be saved? It is life’s most important
question because it is about salvation, humankind’s greatest need and God’s
greatest gift. It is a personal question: “What must / do to be saved?” Each
person stands individually before God and answers for his or her own relation-
ship to him. It is an urgent question, one that emphasizes “must.” It is life’s
most fundamental necessity. We cannot ignore it without personal and eternal
damage to ourselves.

Let me tell you simply how to be saved.

I. If you are to be saved, you must see your need.

The jailer saw his need and asked, “What must I do to be saved?” He knew
something was wrong in his life and was honest enough to acknowledge it.

It is hard to be honest with ourselves about our spiritual need. Three
Scripture verses indicate why: (1) Satan blinds our eyes from Christ (2 Cor.
4:4); (2) sin deceives us (Heb. 3:13); and (3) our own hearts deceive us (Jer.
17:9).

The truth is, we have many needs—physical, emotional, material, and
social—but our greatest need is spiritual. The Bible says that everyone is a
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sinner (Isa. 53:6; John 3:18; Rom. 3:23). It also says that everyone is spiritually
lost (Luke 15; 19:10) and that everyone who is without Christ is eternally lost
(Matt. 13:41-42; Rom. 6:23; Rev. 21:8). The need to be saved is deep and
urgent and personal!

Il. If you are to be saved, you must know that you can be.

There is hope or the jailer would not have asked for it. That hope is real!
The answer to the question is that you can be saved: “Believe in the Lord Jesus,
and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31 NIV). The Bible says two strong things.

A. God wants to save you. This is what John 3:16 means. God loved the
world and gave his Son. God did something for you that you cannot
do for yourself. Ephesians 2:8 says that it is by grace that we are saved
and not of ourselves. God must do something, and he did it because
he wanted to.

B. God provided salvation through Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is God’s pro-
vision (1 Tim. 1:15). Jesus Christ is our sacrifice for sins (John 14:6;
Acts 4:12; 1 Cor. 15:3). Jesus Christ is God’s gift of salvation (Rom.
6:23). Jesus Christ is the living Savior and Lord (Heb. 7:25). What
hope there is for you in him!

I11. If you are to be saved, you must respond to Jesus Christ in
your life.

Acts 16:31 says, “Believe in the Lord Jesus ...

A. You must want to be saved. Salvation is impossible without that desire.
God will not force you, nor can anyone else force you. You must want
Jesus Christ for yourself. C. H. Spurgeon once said, “Wanting to be
saved is nine-tenths of salvation.”

B. You must receive Jesus Christ through repentance and faith. Paul said in
Acts 20:21, “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must
turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus” (NIV).

Repentance is a change of mind, an expression of desire, and an
act of the will. It is knowing you have sinned, being sorry for it, and
turning away from it. You turn from sin to God!

Faith is trusting Christ alone for salvation. It involves belief,
acceptance, and surrender. Faith acknowledges the truth of Christ;
it accepts the facts of his life, death, and resurrection; and it trusts,
commits to, and surrenders to him. It is “receiving” him, as John
1:12 says. It is “opening the door” of our hearts to him, as Revelation
3:20 says. Right then and there Jesus Christ comes into your heart.

IV. Then, because you are saved, you confess Christ before others.

Romans 10:9-10 says that you believe in your heart and confess with your
mouth. Matthew 10:32—33 says that you either confess or deny Christ before
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others. This is what the jailer did. He believed! And he surrendered to Christ
and openly confessed this new relationship with him.

Conclusion

Now is the moment for you to ask your personal question and receive
Christ’s answer. The result will be eternal salvation and spiritual joy. Purpose
this moment to say to Christ, “I open the door of my heart and receive you
as my Lord and Savior.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, AUGUST 7

Title: The Provision of God: Part 10

Text: “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:
thou anointest my head with oil” (Ps. 23:5).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

This verse seems to mark a sudden change in approach. In the opinion
of some, the change is from the shepherd-sheep relationship, as has been
discussed thus far, to a banquet concept. However, others believe this verse
continues in the same vein of thought as the previous verses.

I. An examination of the two concepts.

A. The concept of a table being prepared conveys the idea of a banquet.

1. The Lord God is pictured as a host entertaining his guest at his
own banquet table.

2. The guest is welcomed in the presence of his enemies, who are
made powerless in God’s presence.

3. The table is symbolic of the heavenly home. God’s children have
passed through places of trouble, sorrow, hunger, anxiety, and
pain and are now at home, never to suffer again.

4. The anointing mentioned in verse 5 is often used for joyful and
happy occasions.

a. The predominant use of anointing is to mark separation or
distinction.

b. Each Christian needs to apply this concept to his or her
own life. Christians are anointed with the Holy Spirit as
the Lord’s special people and are thus assured of spiritual
health and welfare.

B. The concept of a table being prepared continues the idea of the shepherd-sheep
relationship.

1. The table is a place for feeding the sheep. It was probably a pla-
teau that was level and high. It was a place for rest and safety.

238



Sunday Morning, August | |

2. This place of feeding indicates several significant factors.

a. It takes planning and preparation. The shepherd would
arrive at the designated place on schedule, and there the
animals would find minerals, salt, and food.

b. Itis a place free of poisonous weeds.

c. Itis a place where the shepherd can see all around.

d. Itis a place for clean water.

Il. Either concept illustrates the provisions of God for his people.
A. Heis a loving, caring God who provides for his people both in this world and
the world to come.
B. Heis a God who can be trusted to supply all needs, whatever they may be.
C. He has wholesome plans for those who follow him.

Conclusion

God separates his people from others and provides bountifully for them.
Turn to the heavenly Father for your needs.

SUNDAY MORNING, AUGUST 11

Title: Recognizing the Holy Spirit
Text: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness,

goodness, faith, meekness, temperance: against such there is no law”
(Gal. 5:22-23).

Scripture Reading: Galatians 5:22-23

Hymns: “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name,” Perronet
“Grace Greater Than Our Sin,” Johnston
“O Spirit of the Living God,” Tweedy

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, thank you for drawing us to this place of
prayer and worship that we might experience your presence through your
family. Thank you for the way in which you dwell within the church as well
as in the heart of each believer. Help us to let your Spirit of grace cause us
to be generous in the giving of our gifts into your service. In Jesus’ name we
pray. Amen.

Introduction

One barrier that separates Christians and non-Christians is the religious
vocabulary Christians use. It fosters a kind of pious exclusivism, a sort of
fraternal society in which those who belong seem to enjoy higher status than
those on the outside. We must guard against being perceived in this manner.
Otherwise, unbelievers—who are judging Christianity in general by what
they see in the lives of Christians they know—and new Christians—who are
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just beginning their pilgrimage with God—will be tragically disillusioned.
Instead, we must manifest the fruit of the Spirit as set forth in today’s text.
Let’s look at the characteristics that others will clearly recognize in us as being
produced by the Holy Spirit.

I. The Holy Spirit produces Christian character.

A.

What is Christian character? The apostle Paul has told us clearly in
Galatians 5:22-23. Here we have compressed into nine virtues not
only a portrait of the life of Christ while he was on earth but also a
description of the kind of life God would have Christians live here
and now. The question is, How do these qualities grow in our lives?
Some have become monks and entered a monastery, taking vows of poverty.
By becoming ascetics and applying various self-denial techniques,
they have tried to acquire godly character. Others have tried to bring
about these graces through a whirl of feverish activity. They have
driven themselves to the point of exhaustion doing good works.
There is nothing evil about this in itself. The problem comes when
they inevitably start to keep a record of their good works, expecting
to be rewarded for them. Thus, instead of producing the charac-
ter qualities Paul describes, they produce the ugliness of pride and
project themselves as “supersaints.”

But if we don’t work at bringing to pass these nine character qualities in our
lives, how do they happen? The secretlies in the fact that Paul calls them
the “fruit” of the Spirit. Fruit grows because of an inner compulsion.
Spiritual fruit develops as the believer is willing to say, “Father, I sur-
render to your Holy Spirit working within me. I will not interfere with
his work in my life. As you help me, I will be as clay in the Potter’s
hands. Produce this Christian character iz me, not by me.”

Il. The Holy Spirit produces Christian service.

A.

Genuine Christian service is a direct vesult of the Holy Spirit’s working in and
through the believer. Jesus told the multitudes one day that “whoever
believes in me, . . . streams of living water will flow from within him”
(John 7:38 NIV). John explains that Jesus was speaking of the Holy
Spirit, who would come to indwell believers. Now, we could never
produce “living water” and certainly not “streams.” At best, we can be
nothing more than the channels for this divine outflow. Paul said that
“we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works,
which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10 NIV). God
has already planned a very special service for each of us to perform.

. Christian service is never merely a duty or chore when one has yielded to the

Holy Spirit and is letting him direct oneself on the path of service. It would
be a delightful experience for any church if all its members were so
yielded to the Holy Spirit that they were involved in that particular
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area of Christian service God planned for them to be involved in! In
that case, not only would they be doing exactly what God wanted
them to do, but they would be doing it in the power and with the
strength of the Holy Spirit.

I11l. The Holy Spirit produces understanding; it is the Holy Spirit who
teaches us.

A. Jesus said to his disciples before his crucifixion, “I have much more to say
to you, more than you can now bear. But when he, the Spirit of truth,
comes, he will guide you into all truth” (John 16:12-13 NIV). In other
words, Jesus was saying that he was going to send the Holy Spirit,
one of whose vital functions would be to teach us, to lead us beyond
the range of mere human knowledge in regard to spiritual things.

B. When does this ministry of the Holy Spirit begin in a believer’s life? The
moment he or she is born again. All of us have known new Christians
who seemingly have grown by leaps and bounds in the faith. We have
marveled at their development, at the wisdom and understanding
they seem to have achieved so soon. That is no mystery! It is simply
the Holy Spirit doing his work in that believer’s life because that
believer has yielded himself or herself to him. There should never
become a time in any Christian’s life when he or she is unteachable.

IV. The Holy Spirit produces identity—that is, he makes it possible
for us to know who we are.
A. Paul said, “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s chil-
dren” (Rom. 8:16 NIV). Christians who are consciously aware of the
Holy Spirit indwelling them never doubt their salvation, for one of
the Spirit’s blessed ministries is to whisper to us constantly that we
are God’s children!
It is one thing to accept with our minds the fact that the Bible
declares that if we have repented of our sins and received the Lord
Jesus as Savior, we are forever and eternally his. Butitis quite another
thing to feel the reality of that truth surging with power in our hearts.
B. Do you know who you are—not just with your mind, but with your heart?
That is the difference between a dutiful Christian life and one that
is filled to overflowing with joy.

Conclusion

How is the Holy Spirit recognized in Christians’ lives, both by Christians
themselves and by the world around them? The Holy Spirit produces our
Christian character, which is manifested in these nine virtues Paul calls “the
fruit of the Spirit.” He also produces Christian service, leading us to perform
the good works he has planned for us. He teaches us the meaning and the
application of the great truths of the Bible, and he makes it possible for us to
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know who we are constantly and continually—the people of God, the sheep
of his pasture, the beloved of the heavenly Father.

SUNDAY EVENING, AUGUST 11

Title: Life’s Greatest Experience

Text: “Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because
this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to
save what was lost’” (Luke 19:9-10 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 19:1-10

Introduction

Miracles are still happening today! A young Australian student en route
to the West Coast arrived at the Honolulu Airport at four o’clock one after-
noon. He bought a newspaper, read about a Billy Graham Crusade, left the
plane, hitchhiked to the International Center, went to the meeting, and gave
his life to Christ. His counselor took him to the airport, and at nine o’clock
that evening, he was on another plane, bound for college in Chicago—and
rejoicing!

In the Bible Zacchaeus had his moment of miracle. Jesus stepped beneath
the tree, looked up at Zacchaeus, and called for him to come down. Something
happened to Zacchaeus that day! Jesus said with finality, “Today salvation has
come to this house.” Zacchaeus was lost but then was found. Life’s greatest
experience became his. Christ truly saved him, and he gave evidence of new
life within him in his relationship with others.

This story can impress you with four simple lessons about life’s greatest
experience, salvation.

I. The need for salvation.

Zacchaeus had all life could offer materially, but he was lost spiritually.
A person may lose health, home, friends, or business, but the greatest loss of
all is the loss of one’s soul. Zacchaeus almost lost himself forever but didn’t.

The Bible says that people are lost spiritually when they do not have
Christin their hearts. God made us for himself for fellowship. But people have
sinned against God and have therefore separated themselves from God and
are lostin sin. This is Jesus’ term for our spiritual condition before we accept
him as Savior and Lord—/{ost. So many people are lost today! They are lifeless
and directionless, lacking peace, needing forgiveness, existing but not living.

Il. The hope for salvation.

A. Hope for salvation is in_Jesus Christ. “For the Son of Man came to seek
and to save what was lost” (v. 10 NIV).
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Salvation is not of ourselves; it is in Christ! John 3:17 says that he
came not to condemn but to save. Acts 4:12 says that “there is no other
name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” (NIV).

Salvation is not in what we do; itis God’s gift. Romans 6:23 says,
“The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Ephe-
sians 2:8 says that salvation is not by our character but by God’s grace
to us. And that grace is in Christ!

B. Hope for salvation is available for any person. Salvation is possible no
matter who the person is, for the Bible says, “Whosoever believeth in
him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).

Zacchaeus was a tax collector and was considered a social and
spiritual outcast. He was hated by the people because he was fraudu-
lent, dishonest, and hard-hearted. Was there any hope for him? Jesus
said about Zacchaeus, “Today salvation has come to this house.” What
does Jesus say about you?

l1l. The attitude for salvation.
The attitude for salvation involves two things.

A. Desire. The desire to be saved grows out of our spiritual need. There
is a hunger for help, fellowship, cleansing, and peace. The desire is
the work of the Holy Spirit convicting and drawing you to Christ.

B. Decision. Salvation comes to the willing heart. There are two sides,
God’s and ours. He is active; we are passive. He gives; we receive. Our
partis to respond to Christ by opening our lives to him in repentance,
trust, and confession. We must decide!

IV. The opportunity for salvation.

Jesus said today salvation is come—that very day, not later. For Zacchaeus,
it was his only opportunity for salvation, for it was Jesus’ last time to pass
through Jericho on the way to the cross.

‘We never know when time will run out, but it is certain to do so sooner
or later. The opportunity will not always be ours to have. But we may not be
in the right frame of mind or we may not be listening for God’s voice.

Conclusion

Now is your opportunity to experience life’s greatest miracle! The Holy
Spirit speaks to your heart. He prompts you and calls you to decision. Will
you listen to his voice and receive Christ into your heart now?

WEDNESDAY EVENING, AUGUST 14

Title: The Provision of God: Part 11
Text: “My cup runneth over” (Ps. 23:5c).
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Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

The provision of God becomes more meaningful to the readers of the
Twenty-third Psalm when the true significance of “the cup” is applied, rather
than an exegesis of the words themselves.

I. First, consider the biblical use of the term cup.

A. Originally it applied to the portioning out of something. This could apply
to a portion of land—one’s inheritance. The Promised Land is one
example; a portion of grain is another.

B. Move frequently it applies to what is sorrowful.

1. Itis used in regard to the suffering of Christ (Matt. 26:39).
2. Itis used for calamities attending the confession of Christ’s name
(20:23).

C. 1t is used in reference to the Holy Supper (1 Cor. 10:21).

D. It is used in reference to the covenant. The cup is the covenant of blood.
Itis a pledge and a seal and means the imparting of the blessings of
the covenant.

E. It is also used to refer to the blessings and joys of the children of God and the
Jfull provision of their wants.

Il. This passage in the Twenty-third Psalm refers to the full provision
of wants.
A. The allotment or portion idea takes on spiritual significance. This idea is
brought out in the song “Fill My Cup, Lord.”
B. The whole phrase “My cup runneth over” is a metaphor indicating a state
of bliss.
1. This is communion with God. This communion grows richer
by the day.
2. Thisis an expression of the way in which the Lord provides joys,
luxuries, and the extras of life as well as the necessities.
3. This is an expression of completeness.

I1l. This message in the Twenty-third Psalm is a picture of contented
people as children of God.
A. Some look at this as the shepherd-sheep relationship.
1. Here the sheep eat and drink out of the Shepherd’s cup and
rest in his arms.
2. Plentiful provision is made for body and soul.
B. Some reflections on these truths are helpful for God’s children.
1. This kind of provision is for God’s children when they are com-
mitted to him.
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2. This kind of provision applies to both time and eternity, to both
earth and heaven.

Conclusion

A reflection on this provision leads one to count God’s blessings and
rejoice in them.

SUNDAY MORNING, AUGUST 18

Title: Cooperating with the Holy Spirit

Text: “When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and
righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe
in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where
you can see me no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince
of this world now stands condemned” (John 16:8-11 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 16:8-11

Hymns: “All Creatures of Our God and King,” Francis of Assisi
“I Need Thee Every Hour,” Hawks
“Breathe on Me,” Hatch

Offertory Prayer: Gracious and generous Father, we thank you today for
every good and perfect gift. We thank you for the gift of your Son, that
through his poverty we might become rich in our relationship with you and
in the resources you make available for fruitful living. We come bringing
the fruit of our labor to place on the altar in dedication to the advancement
of your kingdom. Bless these gifts, we pray. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

One of the subtle insinuations about God that Satan has whispered in
the ears of men and women from the beginning of time is not that God does
not exist but that he is so great, so majestic, so powerful, and thus so removed
from lowly humankind that there is no way he can be personally concerned
and involved with us. Satan is not challenged or bothered when we believe
there is “a great God somewhere” who created everything and set life in
motion with all of these natural laws that govern us.

What is the satanic motive behind all this? It is to slowly but surely convince
people that God is not personally involved with them, that people are the
masters of their own fate and the captains of their own souls, and that ulti-
mately people will be able to manipulate and control their destiny based on
their own standard of what is right and wrong.

Satan knows that when people cooperate with the Holy Spirit, there is
established between them and God a permanent relationship that transcends
all other human relationships and experiences. As we continue our theme of
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“Growing Quality Christians,” we will examine what happens when a person
cooperates with the Holy Spirit and his varied ministries in the world.

I. The ministry of the Holy Spirit to unbelievers.

A. It is the startling revelation of Holy Scripture that God, in the person of the
Holy Spirit, in a magnificent act of condescension, has determined to approach
human beings as individuals. Why does he do it? To reveal to human-
kind his love and mercy and his desire to save us from our sins.

B. Jesus said three things about the Holy Spirit’s ministry to unbelievers.

1. He convinces unbelievers of sin. Note carefully the singular word
sin. There is only one sin in the life of unbelievers that concerns
God—the sin of unbelief. And what does it mean to believe in
the Lord Jesus? It means not only to agree intellectually with the
Scripture that Jesus lived, died, and rose again; it means to accept
the “cure.” Jesus provided for our sin in his death on the cross.

2. The Holy Spirit reveals to unbelievers what true righteousness
is. It is natural for people to believe they can make themselves
good by doing good deeds, by being lawful, by being kind to
their neighbors, and so forth. But as commendable as these
acts are, they are not good enough for God. God wants to give
his own righteousness to humankind—the righteousness of his
Son, Jesus Christ.

3. The Holy Spirit declares to unbelievers the truth about judg-
ment. Note that Jesus said, “The prince of this world now stands
condemned” (v. 11 NIV). He meant that the forces of evil, per-
sonified in Satan, have been defeated because of Christ’s death
on the cross. It is not necessary for unbelievers to “beg” God to
forgive them, but rather to accept the fact that God has already
forgiven them by accepting the death of his Son on the cross as
full payment for their sin debt. Every claim that Satan may have
had on unbelieving men and women because of their sin has
been dissolved.

Il. The ministry of the Holy Spirit to believers.

When one responds to the threefold ministry of the Holy Spirit that
we have just discussed, the experience of salvation takes place. Up to this
point the Holy Spirit has been on the outside, but upon the response of the
sinner, the Holy Spirit presides at a birth experience. The most miraculous
transformation in the universe takes place as one is born into the divine family
of God. A new nature is implanted within the believer. Because the believer
has “cooperated” with the Holy Spirit in his initial ministry of convicting
of sin and bringing to pass the new birth, three other ministries take place
simultaneously upon one’s conversion.
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A. The Holy Spirit baptizes. “For we were all baptized by one Spiritinto one
body . .. and we were all given the one Spirit to drink” (1 Cor. 12:13
NIV). What is the baptism of the Holy Spirit? It is not a second work
of grace but the act whereby, at the moment of their conversion, the
Holy Spirit places believers into the body of Christ. There is no other
part of the salvation experience that is so far-reaching in its effect. It
is by the baptism of the Holy Spirit that believers are fused into the
family of God at the moment of their conversion.

B. The Holy Spirit seals. Paul said, “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God,
with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption” (Eph. 4:30
NIV). This is another way in which God protects his property. Not
only does he “fuse” us into his family immediately upon our salva-
tion, but he also “seals” us with his Holy Spirit. That is, his presence
within us is the divine mark of ownership. Itis the “heavenly brand”
stamped indelibly on every Christian. And this seal is to hold invio-
lably until the “day of redemption.”

C. The Holy Spirit fills. Again Paul said, “Do not get drunk on wine . . .
Instead, be filled with the Spirit” (5:18 NIV). This filling is not a one-
time experience; it is continual. Literally, Paul is saying, “Keep being
filled” with the Spirit. It should be a daily experience for believers.

Conclusion

Are you “cooperating” with the Holy Spirit in your life? If you have not
believed with your whole heart that Jesus is God’s Son and your Savior, the
Holy Spiritis on the outside waiting for your cooperation. If you have believed,
then he wants you to be aware of the joys and privileges that are yours.

SUNDAY EVENING, AUGUST 18

Title: Four Aspects of Christlikeness

Text: “You are the salt of the earth . . . You are the light of the world . . . Let
your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise
your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:13, 14, 16 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 5:13-16

Introduction

Avyoung Christian man went to work in a lumber camp one summer. Some
of his friends told him that the rough lumbermen would make life miserable
for him because of his Christian faith. When he came home, his friends asked
him if the men had laughed at him for being a Christian. He said, “No, they
didn’t laugh at me for being a Christian. They never found out!”

This is not the way Jesus wants us to live. In fact, there are two descriptions
of the Christian life that make it impossible for others not to know that we
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are Christians. Jesus said that we are the salt and light of the world. There
are four aspects of Christlikeness in those two metaphors.

I. Personality of Christlikeness.

Jesus was speaking to his disciples, to ordinary people. He was not
speaking to intellectual, philosophical, or even religious people. He was
talking to everyday people whom he had called, changed, and challenged
to Christlikeness. Christlikeness resides in persons who know Jesus and are
becoming like him.

As Christians, then, we are described by two powerful metaphors: salt
and light. Salt was a scarce and valuable commodity in Jesus’ day. It was an
irreplaceable item, desperately needed. Salt is so powerful that a little goes
a long way. As Christians, we are salt.

The fact that Christians are light is related in other Scriptures. In John
8:12 Jesus says, “I am the light of the world.” He is the source of spiritual
light; he alone gives us light. He is the light in us! Ephesians 5:8 says, “For
you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children
of light” (NIV). And Philippians 2:15 says, “ . . you shine like stars in the
universe” (NIV).

So there is something powerful at work in us—divine life, salt, and light.
We have a strategic place in life, on the earth, in the world.

Il. Purpose of Christlikeness.
Salt and light have some unique functions.

A. Salt.

1. Salt purifies. Saltis glistening white and is said to be the purest of
all things. Christians, as the salt of the earth, are to be examples
of purity, creating pure and wholesome conditions wherever we
go. “Blessed are the pure in heart” (Matt. 5:8).

2. Salt preserves. It prevents corruption and decay. It is put on
meat to prevent spoiling. There are forces at work in the world
today that only the salt of Christ’s life and attitudes in us can
counteract. Our lives are like divine salt when contact with
another person saves that person’s life from moral and spiri-
tual corruption.

3. Saltseasons. Food without saltis insipid. Salt adds taste and flavor.
We are to so live the Christian life that other people will see that
life without Christ is stale and meaningless, but life with him is
full of spiritual flavor, joy, and abundance.

B. Light.

1. Lightdispels darkness. When Robert Louis Stevenson was about
six years old, he stood at a window watching the lamplighter
work. It fascinated him to see the street lamps lighted one by
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one. His nurse asked him what he was doing. He answered, “I
am watching a man making holes in the darkness.” This is what
Christ came to do! And this is what we do as we let the light of
Christ shine through us.

2. Lightillumines life. It lights the way and gives direction. One who
is in Christ walks in light and not darkness (John 8:12). When
we walk by the Word of God, we walk by the light of God’s truth
and we “give the light” (2 Cor. 4:6). Our purpose is to turn on
the light of the Lord for others and to show them Christ.

I11. Peril to Christlikeness.

The peril to Christlikeness is twofold. It is possible for salt to lose its savor,
its saltiness. And it is possible to hide a light to prevent it from fulfilling its
purpose. The pointis that we as Christians can lose our flavor, our influence
on others. And it is possible for us to hide our spiritual illumination and
therefore our usefulness.

How is this done? It happens when we allow some sin in our lives or some
wrong attitude to control us. We do this by violating the Beatitudes and being
unwilling for Christ to develop us. Or we may do this by compromising Christ,
thus manifesting little distinctiveness to the world around us. These are awful
dangers! The responsibility for Christlikeness is serious.

IV. Penetration of Christlikeness.
The “blessed life” (Matt. 5:3—12) is to be a blessing. Where do we begin?

A. We begin with ourselves. We apply Jesus’ teachings to our own lives first.
Is he changing your habits? Do you, for example, have any driving
habits that are not Christlike? Do you observe the laws of the stop
sign and the speed limit? What are your shopping habits? Do you
push ahead of other shoppers or are you demanding of the clerk?
How are your work habits? Do you work with a grumbling spirit? Or
are you excited about making your boss or your company successful?
Begin with yourself.

B. We continue at home. Does your life give light to everyone in the house?
Do you practice Christlikeness with your parents, your brothers and
sisters, your spouse?

C. We penetrate then to the outside world. As verse 16 says, “Let your light
shine before men,” throughout the community and the world.

Conclusion

What happens when Christlikeness characterizes your life? Verse 16
answers this by saying that others will see your good works and praise your
Father in heaven. This is worth it all!
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, AUGUST 21

Title: That Which Follows: Part 12

Text: “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life”
(Ps. 23:6a).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

In the last verse of Psalm 23 it seems that one passes to pure anticipation.
Memory meets hope. There the psalmist’s trust refuses to yield to fear and
rises higher and higher in a happy faith. In this verse he speaks of that which
follows the believer.

I. First, take notice of the meaning of the words ‘“goodness and
mercy.”
A. One thought is that these two words go together as do the words “rod and
staff” in verse 4.
B. In this message we will look at them separately.
1. Goodness.

a. Goodness is that which is graceful to the senses. Itis a pleas-
ant sight, a delightful sound, a sweet fragrance, a delicious
flavor, a caring touch.

b. The purpose of goodness, according to the text, is to be well
adapted, useful, and profitable.

c. The measure is abundant.

d. The moral of it is upright.

2. Mercy.

a. Mercy means kindness as shown in mutual favor. It is not
getting what one deserves.

b. Itis the essential quality of God and is associated with forgive-
ness (Ex. 34:6-7), forbearance (Ps. 145:8), and his covenant
of justice, faithfulness, and truth.

c. This mercy goes forth to all (149:9). It shows itself in pitying
help (Ex. 3:7). It is everlasting and associated with grace.

C. Goodness and mercy together indicate that God is abundant in lovingkind-
ness. This leads to repentance (Rom. 2:4).

Il. Second, make an application of these meanings to each life.

A. No evil can slip in from the rear. No foe is able to pursue, but rather
God’s bright angel is there to protect.

B. Such protection supplies spiritual courage both for the present and for eternity.

C. Goodness and mercy are the Master’s expert hands.
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1. This is the supreme portrait of the Great Shepherd.
2. This is the essence of all that has gone before.
D. This outflow is to flow from one to another. It follows one as a legacy to
others who are followers of God.

Conclusion

Christians should have a deep desire to leave behind blessings and ben-
edictions to others. Goodness and mercy are their legacy.

SUNDAY MORNING, AUGUST 25

Title: Yielding to the Holy Spirit
Text: “Quench not the Spirit” (1 Thess. 5:19).
Scripture Reading: Romans 6:13; 1 Thessalonians 5:19

Hymns: “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” Chisholm
“Abide with Me,” Lyte
“Never Alone,” Anonymous

Offertory Prayer: Holy Father, today we praise you for all of your gifts to us
through Jesus Christ and through the continuing ministry of your Holy
Spirit. Thank you for your blessings to us through the church. Thank

you for your blessings to us through spiritual leaders. Thank you for your
blessings through Christian friends. We come now bringing our tithes and
offerings to express our love for you and our desire to worship you in truth.
In Jesus’ name. Amen.

Introduction

When someone says to you, “I wish for you God’s very best,” what does
that person really mean? Most probably the sentiment behind that good
wish is our friend’s desire that we experience happiness and freedom from
all the troubles that come in life, or that we be blessed with an abundance of
material things. From the human standpoint there is nothing particularly
wrong with that.

On the other hand, when we think about “God’s very best,” we must go
considerably beyond these fair-weather concepts of what makes life worth liv-
ing. “God’s very best” for those who belong to him involves what is happening
to them right now as it relates to preparing them for eternity, not just for the
next twenty-five or thirty years.

So the key word that will open the door to understanding God’s very best
for us is the word yield. And the dictionary says that yield means “to give up, to
surrender, to give place to.” What then is “God’s very best” for us? It is simply
the discovery of the divine plan and purpose God has outlined for our lives,
beginning in the here and now and continuing throughout eternity. We do

251



Sunday Morning, August 25

not arrive at this magnificent discovery as a result of the efforts of human
ingenuity. Rather, God unfolds his will and purpose for our lives as we yield
ourselves to his Holy Spirit within us.

I. God’s proposition.

Let us listen carefully to the proposition God makes to us through the
words of the apostle Paul: “I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to
offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your
spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be
able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect
will” (Rom. 12:1-2 NIV).

A. What is involved in this proposition God makes to us? “I urge you,” Paul
said. Itis not a command, but a pleading for believers to live that kind
of life that will mark them as children of God. This is not something
we do to be saved but because we are saved. Yielding is not an act of
the intellect exclusively; it is an expression of the soul, the essence
of a person’s being.

B. Paulindicates that there are two areas that should be affected by this yielding.

1. First, he calls for a dedication of the whole body as a living sacrifice
to God. This is a dedication, not a consecration. God consecrates;
people dedicate. The fact that Paul singled out the body suggests
that people are total beings; they are not compartmentalized into
“spiritual” and “physical” insofar as their dedication to God is
concerned. Thus, when we dedicate ourselves wholly to God, the
Lord Jesus will be seen in everything we do.

2. Paul also tells us how this dedication of our bodies is maintained:
“Be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” This happens
as Christ moves in us and “thinks through us.” Charles Sheldon’s
classic, In His Steps, tells of a congregation of people who deter-
mined not to do anything until they asked themselves seriously,
“What would Jesus do?” This, then, is what is involved in the
proposition God makes to us in regard to yielding ourselves to
his Spirit within us.

Il. God’s pattern.
God has provided a pattern through his Son, Jesus Christ.

A. In no uncertain terms, God sets down for us the “game rules.” One of the
many evidences of perfection in Jesus’ life was his complete dedica-
tion or yieldedness to the will of his heavenly Father. Jesus’ human
body was the vehicle through which he carried out his Father’s will
while he was on earth. Likewise, believers should think of their body
as the “vehicle” God has provided through which they carry out the
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will of their heavenly Father. Certainly we are not perfect as Jesus
was; therefore the issue with us is not our dogged determination to
do something ourselves. Rather, it is being willing to let God do it
through us by yielding to his Spirit within us.
B. Because Jesus was dedicated to his Father’s will, three things happened in
his life.
1. He was willing to go where his Father chose. We sing, “I'll go
where you want me to go, dear Lord.” Jesus did; would we, really?
2. Christ was willing to be whatever his Father chose for him to be.
He laid aside the glory he had with the Father in heaven to come
to earth; he was willing to be rejected, humiliated, spat upon,
and crucified. That was the Father’s will for him. We sing, “I'll be
what you want me to be, dear Lord.” Jesus did; would we, really?
3. Jesus waswilling to dowhatever his Father chose for him to do. He
became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. We sing, “I'll
do whatyou want me to do, dear Lord.” Jesus did; would we, really?
C. We must remember, lest we become discouraged with our own imperfection:
“It is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good
purpose” (Phil. 2:13 NIV). In other words, God tells us what he wants
us to do; then by his Spirit within us—as we yield to that Spirit—he
does it! He energizes us, motivates us, and enables us to do his will.

I11. God’s purpose.

A. Why are we to yield to the Holy Spirit within us? What will bring it to pass
in our lives? It is to understand more fully, every day that we live,
God’s will for our lives.

B. How are we to yield to the Holy Spirit?

1. First, God will lead us by his Spirit if we are willing to do what he
chooses for us to do. Someone has said, “God will speak loud enough
for a willing soul to hear.” Itis one thing to conceive some great,
vague, far-distant will that God may have for our lives; it is quite
another thing to say, “Lord, what would you have me do today,
in the midst of this humdrum, routine, often monotonous grind
in which I live?”

2. God’s leading will always be in accordance with the Scriptures. It is
never true with God that “the end justifies the means.” There
is no such thing as “sacrificing a minor principle” in order to
accomplish an ultimate goal.

3. This divine leadership is provided by the Holy Spirit who indwells
us. When we yield, or dedicate, ourselves to God, then increas-
ingly we come to have the mind of Christ. We start to think like
God thinks. And thus he is able not only to convince us of what
is wrong but also to give us a clear understanding of what is
right for us.
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Conclusion

Sometimes we get the idea that to sacrifice means to experience pain—
and therefore Christians who have sacrificed in order to yield themselves to
God’s will must be sad-faced, morbid-type people. How ridiculous! Sacrifice
simply means doing another’s will. There may be some pain along the way, to
be sure; but the prevailing atmosphere will be that of joy, and the blessing of
God in one’s life will be that of peace. Truly, “Thou wilt keep him in perfect
peace, whose mind is stayed on thee, because he trusteth in thee” (Isa. 26:3).

SUNDAY EVENING, AUGUST 25

Title: Allowing Christ to Change Us

Text: “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him,
‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today’”
(Luke 19:5 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 19:1-10

Introduction

A favorite children’s game is hide-and-seek. The person who is “it” closes
her eyes, counts to one hundred while her friends hide, and then tries to find
all those who have hidden. In the Bible hide-and-seek is no game. The great
God, who always knows where we are and what we are up to, is forever seeking
his hiding children. The gospel tells all about God’s love and his search for
us. The work of the church is to carry the message about the love of Christ
to all those who have found some dark place in which to hide.

The hide-and-seek drama is familiar. Adam and Eve, feeling guilty and
afraid, hid from God in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:8). All of us since that
time have been playing the same game. Today’s message is about one who
hid, a hated little man named Zacchaeus.

Jesus found Zacchaeus in Jericho during his last visit to that town.
Zacchaeus was one of the last men on record whom Jesus called to himself
during his earthly ministry. Of greater importance, he is one of the best
examples we have of God’s power to change wicked people.

. Zacchaeus knew he needed to be changed.

Though wealthy and living in a human paradise, Zacchaeus was miserable.
He lacked inner peace, dignity, and self-respect. He was rated with cutthroats,
robbers, informers, and traitors. As a chief tax collector, he had become rich
by collecting customs taxes on the famous balsam of Jericho and on the costly
imports from Damascus and Arabia. The tough collectors working under him
kept money pouring into his account and gave the townspeople of Jericho
more reason to hate the little man who had made a deal with Rome.
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Money cannot buy one moment of happiness or peace for the person who
has sold out to evil. Zacchaeus may have taken the job as a way to get rich
quick, without giving a thought to how this business would affect others; but
now his conscience was jabbing at him day and night. He needed relief. He
needed somebody willing to listen to him. He needed a friend.

Il. He decided to take a look at Jesus.

Why? Was it conscience and maddening guilt, emptiness, loneliness,
curiosity? Or was it an inspiration from above? Surely he had heard numerous
reports about Jesus’ ministry. He may have heard that Jesus had attended a
party for tax collectors. Or he may have heard about Jesus’ kindness to sinful
men and women, to lepers, and to little children.

Zacchaeus was determined to see Jesus. He apparently had hoped to melt
into the crowd where he would go unnoticed by Jesus, but he was short, and
the hostile crowd was in no mood to do a favor for a hated tax collector. What
could he do? He decided to act like a little boy again. He ran ahead of the
crowd, found a sycamore tree by the side of the road, and perched himself
in the tree where he could get a good look at Jesus.

He had taken the right step. Jesus was the one he needed to see. But just
seeing Jesus is never enough. Zacchaeus’s future depended on his next step.

I1l. He accepted change readily and joyfully.

“When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus,
come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” So he came down
at once and welcomed him gladly” (Luke 19:5-6 NIV). What a day! The
hidden traitor had been found and challenged, but Jesus hadn’t denounced
him or yelled at him.

Zacchaeus was on the spot. Everybody was looking at him, and the crowd
was waiting to see how Jesus would handle Zacchaeus. What Jesus did was to
invite himself to Zacchaeus’s home. We don’t have much of the conversation
that followed, but we know how the story unfolded. Zacchaeus neither argued
nor excused himself. He apparently saw that moment as one charged with
the tingle of destiny. Face to face with the life-changing Christ, he would not
worry about the vengeful onlookers. He was ready to be changed, even if it
meant being exposed in the presence of enemies. With joy he received Jesus,
without hesitation and without bargaining.

IV. He gave evidence that he really had been changed.

His profession showed he had a new heart. “Zacchaeus stood up and said
to the Lord, ‘Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the
poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times
the amount’” (Luke 19:8 NIV). He faced his situation frankly and made a
radical break with his past. He had found the life-giving Christ, and in Christ
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Zacchaeus saw himself and his money in a new light. His money could feed
the poor and provide some restitution for his evil past. He no longer found
security in money. The accepting, forgiving Christ had forgiven him. He was
a new man.

Zacchaeus’s confession both challenges and condemns many modern
Christians. How much have we been changed? Have we allowed Christ to
change our attitudes, our habits, our lifestyles, our reasons for living, our
character?

V. Zacchaeus received the only necessary assurance of change.

The hostile crowd grumbled among themselves, saying, “He has gone to
be the guest of a ‘sinner’” (Luke 19:7 NIV). With one stroke they condemned
both Jesus and Zacchaeus, showing their prejudice, their hatred, and their
spiritual blindness. Zacchaeus could have anticipated their accusing response.

But Zacchaeus heard the word every guilty sinner needs to hear. “Jesus
said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too,
is a son of Abraham’” (Luke 19:9 NIV).

Conclusion

The story of Zacchaeus is the message of Jesus in miniature. He came to
seek and to save the lost. He died for the lost. He offered hope for all who
would receive him. Zacchaeus shames us. He was a bad man who found joy
and peace when he turned everything over to Christ. We often are unwilling
to risk even a little embarrassment in order to let Christ change us.

Zacchaeus also offers us hope. We are no worse than he was. We, like
him, can see Jesus as the difference between life and death, hope and despair,
joy and misery. We can throw caution to the wind and courageously confess
Christ as our living, loving Lord. We can let Christ change us completely, and
we can lay everything we are and have before him.

Jesus is now looking up into the sycamore tree in which we are hiding.
Let’s follow the example of Zacchaeus without another moment’s delay.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, AUGUST 28

Title: The Eternal Place of Abode: Part 13
Text: “1 will dwell in the house of the LorD for ever” (Ps. 23:6b).
Scripture Reading: Psalm 23

Introduction

This sentence brings to a conclusion one of the greatest pieces of literature
of all times. It is also the climax of this great psalm.
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I. Dwelling in the presence of God is a present reality.

A. One whose faith is fixed on God has continued communion with him. The
Christian’s life is fixed in him. His presence is wherever one goes
and whatever one does.

B. Two other passages of Scripture support this idea.

1. Deuteronomy 33:25 says, “As thy days, so shall thy strength be.”
2. Philippians 4:19 says, “My God shall supply all your need accord-
ing to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus.”

I1. Dwelling in God’s presence refers to the heavenly home.

A. The hope presented in this verse rises above even that presented in verse 5 of
Psalm 23, “Thou preparest a table before me.”

1. In verse 5 the psalmist sees himself as a guest at God’s table,
which is spread before him.

2. In verse 6 the psalmist is a dweller in God’s presence. He is not
a guest but a member of the household.

B. This verse shows that God will bring those whom he has fed, guided, and
protected in journeying and conflict to an unchanging mansion in his home
beyond the stars.

C. This brings some thoughts to the forefront that conclude the psalm.

1. Itis dwelling in the house of the Lord that enables one to realize
the beauty of the Lord, as well as his unselfish love and forgiv-
ing spirit.

2. Itis by dwelling in the house of the Lord that the Christian is able
to throw off his or her imperfections and live there in perfection.

3. It is by dwelling in the house of the Lord that the dweller is
able to enjoy the fullness of joy and the glorious fellowship that
knows no pain.

4. It is by dwelling in the house of the Lord that one experiences
perfect worship, communion, obedience, and guidance.

Conclusion

Can you say with the psalmist, “One thing have I desired of the Lorp, that
will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the Lorp all the days of my
life, to behold the beauty of the LorD, and to inquire in his temple” (Ps. 27:4)?
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

SEPTEMBER

B Sunday Mornings

Using Genesis 3 as the scriptural basis for the messages, use the theme
“Updating the Garden of Eden to the Contemporary World.” Modern
humans face many of the challenges and options faced by the pair who
dealt with the serpent in the Garden of Eden.

B Sunday Evenings

The suggested biblical passage for Sunday evenings this month is
the book of Jonah. The theme is “How God Deals with Rebellion.” The
book of Jonah is much more than ancient history. It takes the form of
a divinely inspired “short story” that contains practical suggestions for
God’s people today.

B Wednesday Evenings

A series of devotional messages based on the great messianic types
and figures of the Old Testament is suggested for Wednesday evenings
from September through November. The theme is “Foregleams of Christ
in the Old Testament.”

SUNDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 1

Title: False Promises

Text: “You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God
knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like
God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:4 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:1-10

Hymns: “All Creatures of Our God and King,” Francis of Assisi
“Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” Chisholm
“My Faith Has Found a Resting Place,” Edwards

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, we bow before you to acknowledge that
you are the one who called us into being and the one who sustains us each
day of our existence. May we ever be open to your voice. Like the sheep of
your pasture, may we ever know your voice and be able to reject those false
voices that would call us from the path of fellowship with you. Accept our
praise as well as our offerings as expressions of our desire to follow you and
to share that blessing with others in our land and around the world. In the
name of Jesus we pray. Amen.
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Introduction

The young woman was upset. She had tried to get rid of the roaches in
her apartment for weeks to no avail. It seemed that two roaches replaced
every one she killed. One evening while listening to her radio, she heard
an advertisement for a new method guaranteed to eliminate the insects she
battled every day.

In only a few days, the postman brought her miracle product. Eagerly
she unwrapped the package then stood astonished as her eyes fell on two
one-inch pieces of board. A mimeographed sheet gave directions: “Place the
roach in middle of bottom board, then firmly press down on the roach with
the top board.”

What the young woman received was not at all what she had expected.
She had been duped by misleading advertising, an experience known all too
well by some of us here this morning. But misleading advertisements or false
promises are not new. They have been around since the beginning of time,
when the serpent, identified in later Christian writing as Satan, made false
promises to Eve. The serpent had no concern for Eve’s well-being. She was
only a tool in the ongoing battle by Satan to lure people away from fellowship
with God.

All of this is part of the story of Genesis 3:1-10.

I. Promises of Satan.

A. Penalties won’t come true. Most of us obey rules and regulations because
we understand they are devised for our own benefit. For example, at
a crosswalk there are signs telling us when it is safe to walk and when
itis unsafe. We obey those signs because we do not want to be hit by
a car and be injured or killed.

Occasionally, as we wait for the light to change, someone will walk
outinto the street. Cars slow down; some even stop. Our minds begin
to tell us we don’t have to obey the Walk and Don’t Walk signs. We
conclude that the cars will stop for us anyway. A matter of personal
safety becomes nothing more than a game of bluff to see who will stop
first, the cars or the pedestrians. Once the penalty of disobedience
is removed, it is easier to disobey the rules.

B. “Your eyes will be opened.” The same kinds of promises surround us
today. Those trying to live a Christian life are constantly bombarded
with messages claiming the power to introduce one to “the real life.”
The appeals of drugs, alcohol, and sex are widely known. Find a
“high” by participating in these; use them as avenues to know what
life is really like, we are told. Other people use power, money, or
authority to make themselves feel important at the expense of others.

The promise is the same. “Think of yourself first; use other
people; eat, drink, and be merry; then your eyes will be open to
what life is about.
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“You will be like God”™—an appeal to the ego. All of us feel a little
uncomfortable with ourselves. There are always those who are more
talented or more attractive than us. Hear Satan promise that by ignor-
ing God, Eve will be like the one who cares for her and her husband,
the one who fellowships with them each evening. Equality with God—
that was the promise, and for Eve it was something to be grasped.
You will know good and evil. The force of the Hebrew word is not know-
ing good as opposed to evil. Rather, it is to know good at one end of
the spectrum, evil at the other end, and all things in between.

“Eve,” says Satan, “not only will you not die from eating the for-
bidden fruit, you will end up being just like God. You will know all
there is to know. You will be in on life for the very first time.”

The price for this promised transformation was disobedience
to God.

Il. Process of sin.

Often I have approached this passage and seen only the defiant, rebellious
act of disobedience. Yet disobedience does not spring up full grown without
roots to support it. Disobedience is the climax of the process, the fruit of
the plant.

A.

B.

Seeds of doubt. The seeds were the doubts planted in Eve’s mind, doubts
about God and about his care for her.

Plant of disbelief. The doubts sprouted, and a plant of disbelief sprang
up. The plant was fertilized by the false promises of the serpent and
watered by Eve’s own experiences. The tree offered her food; the
food was pleasant to the eye, and eating it appealed to her pride—
she would be like God.

Fruit of disobedience. Only then did disobedience occur. The process
was complete. Eve bought the false promises of Satan with her dis-
obedience to God.

I11. Results of Disobedience.

What Eve and Adam got was something very different than the promise
to be like God and to know all things.

A. Personal shame. Adam and Eve had purchased shame at who they

were personally. They looked at themselves and were embarrassed.
They wanted to hide themselves, so they made fig-leaf aprons to
hide behind.

Altered relationships. Adam and Eve also purchased an altered relation-
ship with each other. Before their sin they lived in an idealistic state
in which they were helpers for each other. They were one in every
sense of the word and without shame. Now, however, their sexual
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identity caused them to recognize differences for the first time. The
oneness was replaced by separate physical identities.

Instead of standing together, now each was out for himself or
herself; for when God confronted them with their disobedience,
Adam blamed Eve for his sin, and Eve blamed the serpent.

C. Broken fellowship. Their relationship with God was changed. Instead
of being like God, Adam and Eve were now frightened by his pres-
ence. Instead of having fellowship with God, Adam and Eve hid from
him. Their disobedience had cost them the joyful presence of the
one who called them into being and who sustained them day by day.

In one act of disobedience, Adam and Eve changed forever their
relationship to themselves, to others, and to their God. Satan had
promised more than he could deliver. His promises had been false.
Adam and Eve had only been tools in the Deceiver’s war with God.

IV. Wars of today.
That war continues today.

A. Private lives. The war continues in our private lives as we repeat the
struggles of Adam and Eve. Will we believe God and live in obedi-
ence to his commands, or will we believe the Devil and disobey? Daily
this is the question we face in our family lives, in our business lives,
in our political lives, in our spiritual lives. The pursuit for personal
righteousness by God’s people is a never-ending quest. At its core
is the single question of obedience to God or believing the false
promises of Satan.

B. Public lives. In our public life, the question is the same. Will we seek
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, or will we go after
other things? Our world is full of voices, some of them well meaning,
who attempt to equate the kingdom of God with some political state.
Others declare that the work of God is dependent on preserving a
particular type of economy. At the altar of patriotism we are asked
to bend our knees and worship.

Yet God’s kingdom has thrived under dictators as well as democ-
racy. It has survived monarchies and anarchy. The sun has set on
many empires, but the sun has yet to go down on the kingdom of
God and his Son, our Savior.

We love our country. We sing its national anthem with pride.
Our nation’s achievements in the world are our achievements, and
its shortcomings cause us grief just as they do our leaders. Yet to
bow the knee at any other altar than the altar of our God is idolatry.

As Christians we hear the false promises of our public life, and
we must declare that our first allegiance is obedience to our God.
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To do any less would result in the same tragedy that disobedience
brought to Adam and Eve.

Conclusion

Thankfully, the Scripture does not end in tragedy for the disobedient,
Adam and Eve, or you and me. Rather, the story holds out the promise of a
restored relationship between God and humans. Once that relationship is
restored, barriers between brothers and sisters can be removed, and people
can once again find peace within themselves.

The promise of Genesis 3:15 was fulfilled with the coming of Jesus of
Nazareth, God’s Son. Through faith in him we too can become God’s chil-
dren. Through faith in him our disobedience can be forgiven. Through faith
in him our hopelessness can turn to hope for the present and for eternity.

If you are tired of buying the false promises of Satan, then today accept
these gifts of God to all who will believe and obey.

SUNDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 1

Title: The Easy Road of Resistance

Text: “The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: ‘Go to the great
city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up
before me’” (Jonah 1:1-2 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Jonah 1:1-3

Introduction

The marvel of God’s Word lies in the fact that it is always relevant to the
needs of people, regardless of the time in which they live. Even though the
book of Jonah has been the plaything of atheist and agnostic alike, it remains
one of the most relevant books in the Bible for the present time. It speaks to
the twenty-first-century church in general, and to individual Christians in
particular, in plain and piercing terms.

For the most part, the church as a whole, as well as each individual
Christian, has rebelled against the will of the Lord in regard to its mission
in the world. Many Christians have discreetly turned aside from the issues in
their society that were once addressed with fearless and positive confrontation
by the church. In this sense, the story of Jonah is clearly relevant to our
generation.

For the next five Sunday evenings, we will deal with the Jonah story under
the theme “How God Deals with Rebellion.” In this first study we will look at
“the easy road to resistance” by examining the directions God gave Jonah,
the dilemma this assignment posed for the reluctant prophet, and finally
the decision he made.
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I. The directions God gave to Jonah (l:1).

A.

Il. The

Jonah is also referred to in 2 Kings 14:25, along with his father. His home-
town, Gath Hepher, located about four miles north of Nazareth in
Galilee (the modern Arab town of el-Meshed), is also named. We
know nothing about Jonah’s life other than the reference in 2 Kings,
where he was God’s messenger of mercy to Israel during the reign of
King Jeroboam II, and his experience in Nineveh and the incidents
related thereto. So here we see the sovereign will of God in choosing
Jonah, an unknown, to do a job for him. The word of the Lord came
specifically to Jonah. God knew exactly whom he was looking for and
where to find him. Itis both wonderful and frightening to know that
God is equally aware of who and where we are!

. Then “the word of the Lord” came to Jonah. Whenever God speaks, he

speaks with substance. He does not waste words by engaging in super-
fluous chatter. God’s Word is serious business, and when we read or
listen to its message, we are inescapably responsible before God for
what we have heard.

These words were directed specifically to Jonah. He could not
take comfortin that they might be for someone else. Along with these
words came the fact that God knew Jonah—both his strengths and
his weaknesses. He knew Jonah’s potential.

And certainly this is true in God’s relationships with us. We are
prone to forget that God sees the end from the beginning. When we
learn to cooperate with him, we will not fail.

dilemma (1:2).

. As we noted earlier, God had already used Jonah in the past. He had minis-

tered, we know, during the reign of King Jeroboam II. We can assume
that he had been God’s spokesman on other occasions in Israel. But
up until now, he had lived and ministered among his own people,
God’s chosen people. Like any other Israelite, Jonah felt great security
and pride in his identity with Israel. Jehovah was his God and the God
of his people. So it was “business as usual” with Jonah. Then all of a
sudden God broke into Jonah’s secure and comfortable lifestyle. We
can imagine that Jonah thought, Why me, Lord? Why not one of those
prophets who live in the big cities who have been exposed to the ways and per-
sonalities of pagans? I'm just a country preacher out here in the boondocks of
Galilee. This simple rural lifestyle is all I know. Not me, Lord! Isaiah, Amos,
Hosea—they could do it far better than I could, Lord!

. Why Nineveh? Nineveh was a pagan city, whose people through the

generations had been enemies and persecutors of God’s people.
Nineveh never would have been on Jonah'’s itinerary, nor even on his
prayer list. God may ask you to do something that doesn’t make any
sense at all. We do not always know why God picks certain places to
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do things. You do not know why you were born where you were, rather
than in another country with different parents or on a different date
in history. Likewise, God may be directing you in a certain way that
you don’t understand.

So you are saying, “I can’t do it. It’s too big for me. I'm afraid; I
cannot go in that direction. Besides, I just can’t understand why God
would say to me, ‘Do that!’”” One of the thrilling things about God
is that he is full of surprises. We never really know what he is going
to do next. But we can take comfort in the words the angel spoke to
Mary concerning her conception of Jesus, “With God nothing shall
be impossible” (Luke 1:37).

l1l. Jonah’s decision (1:3).

A. Jonah had said, “Not Nineveh, Lord! Anywhere but Nineveh!” When Jonah
deliberately turned his back on God’s will for his life at that time, that
might have been the end. For God dealt far more stringently with his
disobedient children in those days before this marvelous age of grace,
which our Lord Jesus ushered in for us. Thus, when Jonah paid the
fare on the ship in order to go to Tarshish, in the opposite direction
from Nineveh, that could have been the end for him.

B. Sometimes through our disobedience we force God to “finish with us” before
he would like to. When we persist in saying no to God concerning
something he wants us to do, something we know he wants us to do,
sometimes he says, “All right, have it your way. I’ll use another!” And
he does choose someone else to do the job he had planned for us.

But that was not the end of the story for Jonah, as we shall see
in the studies to come. God stayed with Jonah. Jonah thought he
had settled the matter once and for all. But just as God knew where
Jonah was when he called him in the little village of Gath Hepher, he
knew where he was when he boarded that ship at the port of Joppa.

Conclusion

Itis an easy road that leads down to “Resistance Harbor.” Itis downhill all
the way! Just as Jonah found a ship already there, ready to sail in the opposite
direction from Nineveh, so Satan sees to it that the means of our resistance
toward God are easy and available.

According to Jonah’s experience, we can be sure of one thing: If we are
God’s children, we are not our own. We belong to him. We are his children,
and he is our heavenly Father. That means he is going to deal with us as
disobedient children when the need arises. But oh, the joy that comes when
we stop resisting his will for our lives and say, “Here I am, Lord! I can do
nothing in my own strength. But I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me!”
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 4

Title: Christ and Adam’s Rib

Text: “So the LorD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while

he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with
flesh. Then the Lorb God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of
the man, and he brought her to the man” (Gen. 2:21-22 NIV).

“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his
wife, and the two will become one flesh” (Eph. 5:31 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 2:21-24; Eph. 5:30-32

Introduction

There are many reasons why the Bible is a miraculous book, but perhaps
the most remarkable reason is that its focal point, its central figure, is the Lord
Jesus Christ. From Genesis, which commences at the beginning of time as we
know it, to Revelation, which brings to a consummation all things relating to
people and this universe, Jesus is there—either in full focus or standing in
the shadows of prophetic symbolism.

Every major event recorded in the Bible has some connection with God’s
revelation concerning Christ, either directly or indirectly. In the resurrected
Savior’s conversation with the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, he said,
“‘How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets
have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his
glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them
what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Luke 24:25-27 NIV).

For thirteen Wednesday evenings we will take a grand tour down the
hallways of the Old Testament. The purpose of this study will be twofold:
first, to point to Jesus as the Savior, and second, to stimulate in believers the
habit of searching for Jesus every time any portion of God’s Word is read.

Our study begins with the sixth day of creation—the day on which God
created man and woman—and we stand amazed at the marvelous foregleam
of Christ we find there.

I. Adam as a picture of the Lord Jesus.

A. It is common in a study of the Old Testament patriarchs, to point out how a
number of them are types of the Lovd Jesus Christ. Abel, Isaac, Joseph, David,
and many others demonstrated human likenesses to the perfect life
Jesus lived on earth. But seldom do we think of Adam as being a type
of Christ. Yetin 1 Corinthians 15 Paul refers to Christ as the “second
man” and the “last Adam.”

In Ephesians 5 Paul teaches that Christ is the Savior and
Redeemer of the church, his chosen bride. In speaking about the
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relationship between husband and wife, Paul says, “For this reason a
man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and
the two will become one flesh” (Eph. 5:31 NIV). There Paul quotes
directly from Genesis 2:24. Then Paul concludes his analogy by say-
ing, “This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and
the church” (v. 32 NIV).

. What is this profound mystery Paul refers to? It must be that Jesus Christ,
the spotless, sinless Son of God, should be willing to leave his Father’s
house in heaven and come into the world to save a fallen, sinful,
unfaithful “wife,” even by dying on the cross for her! Thisis the mys-
tery, and Paul says plainly, “I am talking about Christ and the church.”
Adam, therefore, becomes a type of Christ in his relationship to his
beloved bride, the church. When Eve partook of the forbidden fruit,
she broke God’s commandment and became a fallen sinner under
the sentence of spiritual death. Adam had lost his bride; communion
between them had been broken. They were no longer one.

But Adam loved Eve above all things. Eve needed a redeemer,
and this redeemer must be of her seed. But how could Eve bring forth
a seed without a husband? Adam could not be the father of her seed
as long as he was separated from her by her sin. How then could this
gulf be bridged between the two of them? Eve could not be raised
to Adam’s level of innocence without a redeemer, and that redeemer
must be the seed of woman, and the only man who could become the
father of that seed was Adam. Thus, Adam lowered himself to herlevel,
assumed her guilt, became partaker of her sin and condemnation,
and then became the father of her seed. Adam deliberately, willingly,
and with full knowledge of the consequences took the fruit and ate it.
. Adam had now made Eve’s sin his own responsibility and made himself sub-
Ject to death by becoming partaker of the curse. Paul commented on this:
“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one
deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner.
But women will be saved through childbearing—if they continue in
faith, love and holiness with propriety” (1 Tim. 2:13-15 NIV).

Adam was not deceived; he knew what he was doing. In Romans
5:14 Paul said, “Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam
to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a
command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come” (NIV).
Paul was obviously comparing Adam with Christ. Wesin because we
are sinners by nature. Adambecame a sinner because he deliberately
chose to share in the sin of Eve. In this, according to Paul, he was the
“pattern” or type of Christ. Of course, the type can never do justice
to the antitype. Adam was a sinner; Jesus was not. In no way are we
exalting Adam or exonerating him from his sin. Yet Jesus became sin
(though not a sinner!) for us, that we might be saved.
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Il. The significance of Adam’s rib.

While Adam slept, God created from his wounded side a wife, who was
part of himself; and Adam paid for her by the shedding of his blood. Adam
said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” And Paul said,
“We are members of his [Christ’s] body” (Eph. 5:30). The Lord Jesus left his
Father’s house to gain his bride at the price of his blood. Jesus, the last Adam,
like the first one, must be put to sleep (i.e., death) to purchase his bride, the
church. Jesus’ side also was opened up while he was on the cross, and from
that wounded side redemption flowed.

In the creation of Eve, Adam shed his literal blood. God opened his side,
and this implies a wound and the shedding of blood. Here then, at the very
dawn of creation, even before man had sinned, we have an implied reference
to a “new creature” taken from the side of a man and becoming a part of
him, even of his flesh and bones. The church, which is Christ’s body, was also
purchased by the Lord Jesus. His side also was opened, and the cleansing
water and his justifying blood flowed forth.

Conclusion

Through Adam’s disobedience and sin, God provided for us a picture,
a shadow, of what the perfect, sinless Christ Jesus did in “becoming sin” for
us. And today, every time a person receives Christ as Savior, the Holy Spirit is
continuing his work on that “rib”; and one day he will present the completed
bride, the church, to the Bridegroom, the “second Adam,” the Lord Jesus
Christ.

SUNDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 8

Title: A Tree of Testing or a Tree of Trusting

Text: “But God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in
the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die’”
(Gen. 3:3 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:1-10

Hymns: “All Hail the Power,” Perronet
“Faith Is the Victory,” Yates
“He Leadeth Me,” Gilmore

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, our hearts are made heavy when we reflect
on our response to your great love. Too often we have failed to seize the
opportunities you placed before us. We have been untrue to our pledge to
love you with all our hearts and all our souls and all our minds and all our
strength. From you may we find forgiveness as we confess our sins, and may
we find the liberty to share with others through this offering as you have freely
shared your greatest gift with us, Jesus Christ. In his name we pray. Amen.
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Introduction

Genesis means “beginnings.” On the pages of this book of the Bible are
recorded the beginnings of the world, of humankind, of sin. The book is also
about the beginnings of blessing, of grace, of covenant. The book itself is
divided into ten stories. Last Sunday, and for the remaining Sundays of this
month, we will examine parts of the first story, the story of heaven and earth.

In the past some people have tried to dismiss these early chapters of
Genesis as unimportant. Yet again and again people return to them for an
understanding of the nature of God, the nature of humans, and the nature
of sin, and for answers about humans’ relationship to self, to others, and
to God.

If one is grounded in the opening chapters of Genesis, other portions
of the Bible become more understandable. Our focal point here is 3:1-10.
Yet to understand the setting, one must remember the command of God
outlined in 2:15-17.

This morning we will explore the question of why God placed the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden of Eden. Was God simply
setting up Adam and Eve for their ultimate disobedience? Is God really to
blame for the fall of humankind, or did the tree serve another purpose?

I. Necessity of the tree.

The tree of the knowledge of good and evil was necessary because of
the nature of God and because of the nature of man, as well as because of
the nature of the gift God offered to Adam and Eve and continues to offer
to each of us.

The setting of the story is the Garden of Eden, an idealistic place where
God had placed the first humans. There God gave those humans purpose—to
dress and keep the garden. Adam was invited to join God in the ongoing
creation of God’s world. God met Adam’s every need, even to the point of
providing him a worthy companion in Eve.

Yet in the midst of this idealistic place, God planted the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil and declared that “when you eat of it you will
surely die” (2:17 NIV). This death is not to be understood as physical death.
Rather, it is the death of relationship between God and his creation. That is
an insight from this side of the story, not one known by Adam or Eve. Again
the question, Why the tree?

A. Nature of God. Answering that question plunges us into the depths of
truth about God and humankind.

Genesis 1:26, the record of God’s pronouncement, “Let us make
man in our image . . .,” is the declaration of a being who finds his
own existence too joyous to hoard. Itis the declaration of a God who
wants to share the quality and nature and eternity of his life with
humankind. The words are not the description of a God who desires
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to have another plaything to manipulate. Rather, God is shown as
one who at the very core is a giving, sharing being.

God’s gift to humankind is not damnation from a tree, even
though the tree is central to the story. God’s gift is and always has
been himself. Yet to have God, there must be something like that
tree in every person’s experience.

B. Nature of humans. Scholars have long debated the nature of humans,
and still the debate goes on. The balance between the sovereignty
of God and the freedom of humans is difficult to determine. Yet the
prevailing Christian view is that humans are responsible beings before
God. They are not puppets manipulated by strings on the fingers of
a benign dictator called God. Humans are free to respond to God,
to accept his gift or to reject it. Just as God, at the core of his being,
is loving, giving, and sharing; so humans, at the core of their beings,
are responsible and free to say yes or no.

C. Nature of gift. Added to the complexities of a sovereign God and free
humans is the nature of gift. A teenage boy desired to have a motor-
cycle. The weekend before his birthday his father took him shopping.
They passed a moped, and the father asked the boy if he would like to
have one. The son’s response was sarcastic. “I wouldn’t have one,” he
retorted. “I want a Kawasaki.” The Kawasakis were much bigger and
more expensive. They walked on and finished their shopping, and it
was some years before the boy learned that his father had saved his
money and had been prepared to buy him the moped as a birthday
gift if he would accept it; but he would not.

For a gift to be a gift, it must be freely given and freely accepted.
If the giver is not free to give, then it is not a gift; it is extortion. If
the receiver is not free to receive, it is dictatorial high-handedness.

Il. Role of the tree.

How does one blend together God’s giving, humankind’s receiving, and
the nature of the gift? The Genesis story does it with the presence of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil.

A. Symbol of acceptance. Man lived in the midst of God’s perfect creation.
To demonstrate that Adam and Eve freely accepted God’s gift of him-
self, God asked obedience to only one command: “But of the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it” (2:17). In a
word, Adam and Eve were to trust God and obey him. To do so would
maintain the relationship of free gift. To disobey would be to reject
God’s gift, resulting in death.

Adam and Eve chose the course of rebellion against God and were
driven from their perfect garden. Their relationship with God was
broken when their bodies ceased to be the pure abode of the Spirit
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of fellowship with God. Their view of themselves was altered, and
barriers were erected in their relationship with each other. Although
they did not physically die, they perished nevertheless because of
their disobedience.

Lest one believe that God rejoices in the fact that Adam and Eve or
men and women of today perish, recall the words of 2 Peter 3:9: “The
Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.
He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to
come to repentance” (NIV). God does not revel in humankind’s dis-
obedience. Rather, he wishes for all to come to repentance. He wishes
for all to freely accept his gift and to demonstrate that acceptance by
living a life characterized by trust and obedience to God.

B. Evidence of trust. The dictionary defines trust as “assured reliance”
or “confident dependence on the character, ability, and strength” of
someone. Trust is something each of us lives with every day.

1. Between parent and child. If a parent says to a child, “Get out
of the road; here comes a car,” that parent does not want to talk
about the width of the road, the speed of the car, or the likely
outcome if the child does not move. Every parent wants the kind
of relationship with his or her child that evidences “confident
dependence.” If the parent says, “Get out of the road,” the child
trusts the parent and moves.

2. Between husband and wife. The same is true in marriage. Some-
times spouses do not agree and it is necessary for one to say to
the other, “I do not necessarily agree with all that you are saying,
but because I trust you, I am willing to do this your way.”

3. Through Christ. Ultimately we are talking about a trusting
relationship with God through Jesus Christ. God’s evidence of
his desire for your repentance and mine was the gift of his Son.
“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal
life” (John 3:16 NIV).

a. Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve were invited into relationship
with God. Their trust in God was to be evidenced through
avoiding contact with the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil. Yet they said no to God. They refused to obey him.
They would not accept his gift of himself or participate in
his very life.

b. Israel. Their decision to trust God or to disobey is the same
kind of decision every person has faced. Deuteronomy 30:19
declares, “This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses
against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings
and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children
may live” (NIV).
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c. New Testament. In the New Testament, Romans 6:23 says,
“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal
life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (NIV).

I11. Results of the tree.

Whether it be Adam and Eve, the children of Israel, or you and me, the
decision is the same. Will we trust God and find eternal life, or will we trust
ourselves and reap death and the curse?

For those who have responded in a “confident dependence” on God
through faith in Jesus Christ, hear also the words of Romans 8:14-15: “Those
who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive
a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of
sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father’” (NIV).

The sons and daughters of God are to live each day in the same type of
“assured reliance” on God. That does not mean we will always understand
everything God wants us to do. It means only that we will obey.

Conclusion

Tennyson’s famous poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade” has these
lines: “Ours is not to reason why, ours is but to do or die.” To some extent
those lines characterize the Christian’s confident dependence or trust in
God. Into every life will come trees of testing. Hopefully our faithfulness will
transform them into trees of trusting.

SUNDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 8

Title: The High Cost of Disobedience

Text: “Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea
grew calm. At this the men greatly feared the Lorp, and they offered a
sacrifice to the LorD and made vows to him. But the LorD provided a great
fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three
nights” (Jonah 1:15-17 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Jonah 1:4-17

Introduction

Sooner or later, every genuine Christian comes to understand fully
and clearly what the apostle Paul meant when he wrote, “You are not your
own; you were bought at a price” (1 Cor. 6:19-20 NIV). This means that we
are the exclusive possessions of the almighty God. He who has all power in
heaven, on earth, and under the earth owns us. Because of this, he is intensely
concerned about how we live our lives. And his concern is such that he gets
involved in our lives. Sometimes this involvement is positive—that is, he
pours out blessings on us that we can hardly contain. But at other times his
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involvement is negative—that is, he deals with us as loving parents deal with
a disobedient child.

It is at this point that we pick up Jonah’s story. His disobedience was
not the result of thoughtlessness or carelessness. It was planned, calculated,
intentional. Not only did he sharply disagree with God’s assignment that
he go and preach to the heathen Assyrians in Nineveh, he flatly refused to
consider it at alll And so intense was Jonah’s rejection of God’s assignment
that he did not just say no to God and remain at home in Gath Hepher.
Rather, he determined to put as much distance between himself and Nineveh,
geographically, as he possibly could.

This often happens with disobedient Christians. Our “running from God”
may not be geographical. There are many ways a person can “run from God.”
Sometimes we “run down” and get tired of our evasive tactics and return to
God. Other times—unfortunately, most of the time—God must break into
our “game plans” and get our attention in rather abrupt and painful ways.

I. God’s reaction to Jonah’s disobedience (Jonah 1:4-5).

A. The text literally reads that God “hurled” a mighty wind and storm upon
the sea. And even though the sailors aboard the ship on which Jonah
was a passenger were doubtlessly well accustomed to storms on the
Mediterranean, they had never encountered a tempest like this one!
The tragedy is that these men were being forced to suffer this fear
because of the sin of another! Very often our disobedience toward
God will cause other people to suffer as well as ourselves. None of us
is an island. Each of us has a sphere of influence; we touch the lives
of those around us either positively or negatively.

B. But where was Jonah during this storm? He was down in the hold of the
ship, fast asleep. He had reached a second stage in his disobedience
toward God. At first he was running, trying to find an escape route.
The second stage was this false sense of security. At least on the sur-
face of his consciousness, Jonah felt that he had successfully dealt with
this troubling assignment from God. Disobedience in Christians’ lives
can progress to the point that we become insensitive to wrongdoing.
‘We become comfortable, for a little while, in our sin. We feel, at least
subconsciously, that we are “getting by” with our sin, that God is dis-
creetly looking the other way. Jonah was an existentialist, thinking,
What is happening right now is all that really matters.

Il. God’s instrumentality (1:6-16).

A. Something happened that ought to have been the greatest embarrassment
that could possibly have come to Jonah. He had to be called to prayer
by a heathen! The captain of the ship, a Phoenician who worshiped
false gods, awakened Jonah and implored him to call on his God.
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Apparently Jonah prayed some perfunctory prayer, for the storm did
not lessen in its intensity.

B. Now here is an amazing stroke of common sense displayed by these heathen
sailors. They came to the conclusion that there was someone on board
who was guilty of some great crime, or else this terrible storm would
not be beating down upon them. Their dilemma was to find out who
the guilty person might be. They cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah.

When this happened, the sailors began to question Jonah. They
did this not because they doubted the casting of the lots, but rather
because they wanted Jonah to confess whatever it was he was guilty
of. This was unusually good and logical thinking on the part of
these pagans.

C. Jonahwas in a corner. He had no recourse but to make a full confession—
which he did, to these men, but not to God! Jonah apparently told
them the whole story. The sailors were terrified, for the violence of
the storm breaking around them demonstrated the power of Jonah’s
God far better than Jonah could have. They asked Jonah what they
should do to make the sea calm again. Jonah’s answer shows the dis-
obedient prophet in a better light than we find him anywhere else in
the book. He said, “Pick me up and throw me into the sea, . .. and it
will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has
come upon you” (v. 12 NIV).

The sailors had more compassion for Jonah than he had for the
people of Nineveh (v. 14). “Then they took Jonah and threw him
overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. At this the men greatly
feared the LorD, and they offered a sacrifice to the LorD and made
vows to him” (vv. 15-16 NIV).

I1l. God’s sovereignty (1:17).

A. Everything here is miraculous. God’s timing was a miracle. He arranged
for the ship and the great fish to converge on course at that precise
moment and at that precise spot. When Jonah was thrown overboard
by these sailors, the fish was there with his mouth open!

The most important thing here is not the fish, but Jonah. Noth-
ing pleases Satan more than for us to get sidetracked on the fish
and on how it was physically possible for Jonah to live for three days
and nights in the suffocating innards of that great fish. That can be
explained only in terms of the miraculous. Jesus himself called this
a “sign” in Matthew 12:39, and we ought to leave it at that.

B. Thereis a dual application here. Jonah is a picture of Israel. Jonah, like
Israel, was chosen by God to be a witness. Both were divinely com-
missioned, and both were disobedient. Likewise, Jonah is a type of
the disobedient Christian.
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Conclusion

We can be certain of one thing: The cost of our disobedience toward
God is high, and ultimately we must pay. May God help us to learn this lesson
before it is too late. Jonah paid dearly for his disobedience.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 11

Title: The Protevangelium—the First Gospel Message

Text: “1 will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your
offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel”
(Gen. 3:15 NIV).

“Do not think I will accuse you before the Father. Your accuser is Moses, on
whom your hopes are set. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for
he wrote about me. But since you do not believe what he wrote, how are
you going to believe what I say?” (John 5:45-47 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:15; John 5:45-47; 1 Peter 1:8-11

Introduction

Genesis 3:15 stands at the head of a long line of thrilling statements in
the Bible that gave humankind assurance that God would send a Redeemer to
salvage lost human beings from their eternally hopeless state. We call Genesis
3:15 the “Protevangelium” because it is the first promise of a coming Redeemer
in the Scriptures. The New Testament passage we have chosen as part of our
text (John 5:45-47) is evidence that Jesus took special pains to emphasize his
firm belief in the truth of the Pentateuch—that it was historically accurate
and divinely authentic. On the particular day Jesus spoke these words, the
Jews were criticizing him for healing the lame man at the Pool of Bethesda
on the Sabbath. Again and again throughout his teaching and preaching,
Jesus quoted from the books of Moses.

This evening we will examine this remarkable foregleam of our Savior’s
coming to be humankind’s Redeemer.

. What was its cause?
What was the occasion that prompted it?

A. The first two chapters of Genesis contain the brilliant account of the creation of
the world, climaxing like the mighty crescendo of an orchestra with the creation
of humans. But into that scene of pristine beauty and total innocence
came the serpent, Satan. And the third chapter of Genesis brings the
first darkness into this picture. In a moment Satan wiped away man’s
innocence. Adam and Eve sinned; they disobeyed God; they openly,
blatantly, and willfully defied the command of the almighty God.
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B. When Adam and Eve realized what they had done, they tried to hide them-
selves from God. But they could not, for in the cool of the evening they
heard God’s steps in the garden. God called, “Adam, where are you?”
In his answer, Adam said four things to God:

1. “I heard you in the garden.” God could have abandoned Adam
and Eve. He could have said, “I will start over. I will make
another creature who will obey me and who will appreciate all
of this beauty and perfection I have created.” But because God’s
nature is love—a kind of love we cannot understand as human
beings—he immediately reached out to that sinning pair. So
Adam heard God’s voice in the garden, and the voice was a plea
of searching love.

2. Then Adam said, “I was afraid.” He was seized with a new emo-
tion he had never experienced before—fear, the first by-product
of sin. Ever since that day fear and anxiety have plagued people.
Many of our illnesses, both physical and mental, are the result
of fear and anxiety.

3. The third thing Adam said was, “Because I was naked.” Why
was he afraid? Because he knew his sin was open before God.
He could not cover his sin and hide himself from God. He was
humiliated before God.

4. The fourth thing Adam said was, “I hid.” That is humans’ natural
reaction when they sin. They want to run, to get away from the
light of truth. Jesus said, “Men loved darkness instead of light
because their deeds were evil” (John 3:19 NIV).

Il. The content of this fantastic foregleam of Christ in Genesis 3:15.

A. In his first epistle, the apostle Peter tells his readers that the prophets of old,
including Moses, had been inspired of God to speak and to write both of the
sufferings of Christ and of the glory or vindication of Christ that would follow
(1 Peter 1:8—11). What was Christ’s “suffering”? It was his rejection by
humankind. And what was his “glory”? It began with his resurrection
and ascension back to the Father; it will end with his eternal glory,
as he will reign as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Therefore, Gen-
esis 3:15—the words of God spoken initially to Satan—contains two
statements: one concerning the suffering of Christ and the other
describing his ultimate victory.

B. We can note two things about this verse as a whole.

1. It was spoken to Satan, although it was clearly in the hearing of
Adam and Eve. This means, consequently, that the great drama
of redemption has repercussions beyond the human race. The
cross of Christ meant not only salvation for sinful humankind,
but also the defeat of the Devil and the deliverance of natural
creation from Satan’s deadly grip and blighting power.
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2. The second thing we see about this statement God made is that
it was a promise of redemption made immediately upon the fall of
man. Nothing could illustrate the love, goodness, and grace of
God better than this.

Then God said to Satan, “I will put enmity between you and the woman.”
The woman represents redeemed humanity, or more specifically, the
church. This means there will be continual warfare between Satan
and the people of God.

I11. The conclusion of this marvelous foregleam of the coming Christ.
“He will crush your head, and you will strike his heel” (Gen. 3:15 NIV).

A.

“He” is Christ. The word translated “strike” literally means in the
Hebrew “to desire to swallow up.” The idea seems to be that of bitter
pursuit and hatred. And from the time of Christ’s birth, Satan did
dog our Lord’s steps with a determination to destroy him if he could.
But he couldn’t; and Jesus summed it all up when he said, “No one
takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (John
10:18 NIV).

Therefore, in the dawning of time, God told Satan conclusively that he
would be destroyed, and he told him who would do it/ On the cross Satan
“struck the heel” of Christ by causing him to suffer physical death.
But this suffering was not final. Christ arose victorious, never to
suffer or die again. God will crush Satan under our feet. For he
said to us, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7
NIV). And he also said, “The one who is in you is greater than the
one who is in the world” (1 John 4:4 NIV). In Christ, Christians are
invincible before Satan.

Conclusion

So what do we have? In this remarkable conversation between God and
Satan, God revealed one of the most glorious of all the Old Testament prom-
ises of the coming Savior. And all of this he did because he is love—and his
love permitted him to prepare a way for us to return to him and to be received
into his family. That is the way of salvation. Itis open to all who will receive it.

SUNDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 15

Title: Why Eve?

Text: “Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the
Lorp God had made. He said to the woman, ‘Did God really say, “You must
not eat from any tree in the garden”’” (Gen. 3:1 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:1-10
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Hymns: “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” Williams
“When We Walk with the Lord,” Sammis
“He Hideth My Soul,” Crosby

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, thank you for the gift of life that you have
bestowed on us. Thank you for the gift of love evidenced in Christ Jesus and
in this congregation of fellow believers. Thank you for your written Word,
the Bible, which helps us know you more. And thank you for the presence
of your Holy Spirit, who guides us day by day. May we be faithful to the
message of love, service, and obedience that these bring, and may we share
the message with those around us through this offering and in every other
way you make possible. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

The story is told of a traveler who, in the early days of our country, was
wading across a river at one of its fording places. He was no more than a third
of the way across the river when a group of five horsemen came splashing
toward him. The horsemen stopped and the lead rider brusquely demanded
of the young traveler where he was going. Standing knee-deep in water and
facing five men on horseback, the young traveler told of his destination.
Then summoning his courage, the traveler moved toward the middle rider
and asked if he might ride behind him across the rest of the river. The
horseman obliged, and the young man rode not only across the river but to
the next fork in the road where the paths of the traveler and the five men
on horseback parted. Before the parties went their separate ways, the lead
rider privately asked the young traveler why he had asked only the middle
horseman for a ride.

“Because his face said he cared, and I thought he might help me,” was
the reply.

One kind face among five.

In nonverbal ways all of us send signals about ourselves. Some signals
say good things about us. Others say things not so becoming. As we continue
our study in Genesis 3:1-10, we want to ask ourselves what it was about Eve
that caused the serpent to choose her for his attack. Why didn’t he begin
with Adam? What signals did the woman send that indicated she was the
easier target?

I. Eve encounters the serpent.

Genesis 3 begins with the serpent’s question to Eve. His initial words
indicate his evil purpose, for he twists the command of God: “Did God really
say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” (v. 1 NIV).

A. Eve corrects the serpent. In verses 2-3, Eve corrects the misrepresenta-
tion of the serpent with the true commands of God. But how did Eve
know these commands? Chronology is vital to properly understanding
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the story. Genesis 2:15-17 records God’s prohibition concerning the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The creation of Eve does not
occur until verses 21-22 of that chapter. Evidently Eve learned of the
taboo on the tree in the center of the garden from her husband. Thus,
when the serpent approached, she could relate the word of God she
had learned from Adam.

B. The serpent beguiles Fve. The tempter would not be satisfied with one
rebuff. Again he pressed Eve, but this time he attacked the character
of God, and this time Eve succumbed to the temptation. Still unan-
swered is the question “Why Eve?” Perhaps it was precisely because
she had secondhand knowledge about the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil. Adam had lived the experience with God. That alone
may have made him a more difficult target. With all of his subtlety, the
serpent went after the one who had to rely on the words of another
rather than the one who had personally lived out the experience.

Il. We seek a firsthand experience.

Today many of us would like to have a firsthand experience with God.
We long for an audible voice to speak out of the clouds or a bright light to
overpower us, similar to what the apostle Paul experienced at his conversion.
We seek the kind of experience that would drive away all lingering doubts.

A. The miraculous will not satisfy. The story of the rich man and Lazarus,
recorded in Luke 16, is helpful here. The rich man died and went to
the place of the unrighteous dead called Hades. Lazarus, a beggar,
also died and was taken into Abraham’s bosom. When Dives saw
Lazarus in Abraham’s bosom, he asked if Lazarus could come and
place just a drop of water on his tongue to help relieve the torture
of Hades. Abraham declared it was impossible.

Dives then said, “I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s
house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will
not also come to this place of torment” (vv. 27-28 NIV).

“They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them,”
was Abraham’s reply (v. 29 NIV).

But Dives argued for the spectacular. “‘No, father Abraham,” he
said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent’”
(v. 30 NIV).

Abraham’s final answer is most interesting. “If they do not listen
to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if some-
one rises from the dead” (v. 31 NIV).

Even though we long for the spectacular, that irrefutable proof,
God says that if we won’t hear Moses and the prophets, if we won’t hear
the recorded, written Word of God, if we won’t hear the testimonies
around us, then we will not believe even if we have the spectacular.

278



Sunday Morning, September |5

B. Secondhand reports are enough. Perhaps this is why God does not pro-
vide the spectacular for us.

1. Thomas. Again we turn to Scripture, John 20:19-25. The story
is of our Lord’s first appearance to the disciples after his resur-
rection. Unfortunately, Thomas was not present. When the other
disciples told him of the miracle of Jesus’ appearance, Thomas
declared that he would not believe until he put his fingers into
the nail holes of Jesus’ hands and his hand into the spear wound.
Thomas would be satisfied with nothing less than a firsthand
experience. The report of his fellow disciples was not enough.

In verse 26-29, the story of the next appearance of Jesus is
recorded. This time Thomas was present, and the Lord invited
him to fulfill his wishes, to feel the nail holes and the spear
wound. At this Thomas cried, “My Lord and my God!” (v. 28).

Do not miss Jesus’ response to Thomas. He said, “Because
you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have
not seen and yet have believed” (v. 29 NIV).

Isn’t that exactly where we are? We don’t have the pillars of
fire or giant clouds to direct us as did the children of Israel when
they left Egypt. Most of us do not experience an audible voice or
blinding lights. Yet we do have the recorded Word of God, the
Bible; and we do have the commendation of Jesus, “Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

2. Moses. In Old Testament times, the people feared to go before
God, so they asked Moses to go on their behalf. God’s commands
came through Moses. The people believed this report and obeyed
even though they did not have firsthand experience.

I11. The Holy Spirit helps us hear.
How do we hear the Word of God? Through his Holy Spirit.

A. Work of the Spirit for non-Christians. In John 16:5-16, Jesus declares that
the Holy Spirit will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and
righteousness and judgment. This is the work of the Holy Spirit for
those who do not know Christ as Lord and Savior.

B. Work of the Spirit for Christians. For Christians, the Holy Spirit will be
the guide into all truth (v. 13). As Jesus declared earlier, the Holy
Spirit will teach us all things and cause us to understand all that he
has said (John 14:26).

Conclusion

When God speaks to us through whatever instrument he chooses, our
responsibility is to obey. Hebrews 3:7-8 is addressed to the “holy brothers,
who share in the heavenly calling” (v. 1 NIV). Today we would call them
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Christians. The message is this: “So, as the Holy Spirit says: “Today, if you
hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during
the time of testing in the desert’” (vv. 7-8 NIV). Rather, as verse 12 declares,
“See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns
away from the living God” (NIV).

Lvewas responsible. Eve heard the commands of God, even though they came
secondhand. She corrected the Devil with her knowledge of God’s command-
ments. She was responsible for obeying those commandments just as if God
had said to her personally, “You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil.” But Eve hardened her heart. She deliberately chose to disobey
God. Her secondhand knowledge of God’s commandments was not enough.

We are responsible. You and I have the Word of God in Scripture. We have
that ultimate Word of God in Jesus Christ, the Word that was made flesh and
now lives in us because of our faith in him. We also have God’s continuing
presence in the form of the Holy Spirit, who guides us into all truth, who
helps us know when God is speaking.

Jesus declares in Luke 11:28, “Blessed . . . are those who hear the word of
God and obey it” (NIV). Hopefully we will be found among those who do not
have to have the miraculous but are satisfied with the Word of God available
to us. From the standpoint of obedience to that Word, the signals we send
must be certain signals about our faith in and commitment to Jesus Christ.
Satan will find no easy targets among us, even if our reports are secondhand.

SUNDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 15

Title: The Deep Agony of Chastisement

Text: “From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lorp his God. He said: ‘In
my distress I called to the LorD, and he answered me. From the depths of
the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry. You hurled me into
the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me;
all your waves and breakers swept over me’” (Jonah 2:1-3 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Jonah 2:1-9

Introduction

How can we classify Jonah in regard to his relationship with God? Either
he was an apostate (one who has fallen away from the knowledge of God’s
truth without hope of ever being restored) or a castaway (one who has been
rejected for service) or what the New Testament calls an “overtaken” saint
(from the teaching that a believer can be “overtaken” in a fault—Gal. 6:1).
Jonah was not an apostate; he was a genuine child of God, and he was restored.
He was not a castaway, for ultimately he did go to Nineveh and preach.

Jonah was an “overtaken” saint of God, a disobedient child of the King.
He had deliberately refused to do that thing he knew God would have him
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do. And God always has a chastening experience for the “overtaken” believer.
How long does it last? For Jonah, it lasted three days and three nights. For
others, it may last a week, a month, a year, or even years.

In the face of this, let us examine Jonah’s agony in the midst of his
chastening experience.

I. Jonah’s distress (2:1-6).

A. Though Jonah obviously recorded this prayer some time after the experience,
God apparently had given him a “photographic memory” in regard to that
event. He had had time to reflect and to get all of the experience into
perspective. The fact that Jonah called on the Lord in his distress
(v. 2) is proof that he belonged to God, that he was a disobedient
believer and not an apostate. For in spite of this terrible predicament
in which Jonah found himself, he instinctively called on the Lord.

B. Then Jonah said, “From the depths of the grave I called for help” (v. 2 NIV).
Jonah did not mean that he thought he was dead and that God would
call him back from the grave and give him a second chance. Rather,
he was saying that the human impossibility of his situation was such
that from every logical consideration, he was as good as dead. For
this great sea monster had Jonah securely in his innards and like
a giant submarine had carried him down to the depths of the sea.

We are amazed today at the sophistication of our radio commu-
nications. We can communicate with people even while they are in
the space station. Well, Jonah found out how sophisticated God’s
communication system is. When he cried out to God from the belly
of that fish in the depths of the sea, God heard him instantly. One
of the most reassuring promises in the Bible says, “Before they call I
will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear” (Isa. 65:24 NIV).

C. Then Jonah came to realize something else. Everything that had happened
to him was no accident. He had not been swept off the deck of that
ship by one of the great waves of the storm that was churning the
waters of the Mediterranean. For he says, “You hurled me into the
deep, into the very heart of the seas” (Jonah 2:3 NIV). Thus, in spite
of Jonah’s deliberate disobedience, his planned and calculated run-
ning from God, itis commendable that he was able to see God’s hand
clearly in all that was happening to him and to call on God for help
rather than curse him because of the dilemma.

Il. Jonah’s reaction (2:6-7).

A. Where was Jonah’s “pit”? Physically, of course, it was this suffocating
prison inside the fish, with his head wrapped in seaweed, surrounded
by all of the sea creatures the fish had consumed. But Jonah was
also submerged in a “spiritual pit,” a place of separation from God
that believers experience when they sin. Now Jonah was isolated and
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alone with his own conscience in this fish. While he was aboard the
ship in the storm with the other sailors, he had company. But in the
fish, it was just God, himself, and his sin of disobedience. That was
far worse than the storm that had raged on the surface of the sea.
B. What is thrilling about this is that even though Jonah’s soul was overwhelmed
by his circumstances, he remembered the Lord (v. 7). He didn’t whimper and
cry and wallow in self-pity. He saw God’s hand in his circumstances
and began to pray. His prayer was not a ritual or memorized prayer.
He wasn’t worried about his choice of words and sentence structure.
He simply poured out his soul to the Lord. He recognized God’s
greatness and majesty and acknowledged God’s sovereignty in life in
general and in the lives of his children in particular. Then he con-
fessed his sin of disobedience. He didn’t blame his environment, the
circumstances, or someone else. Jonah’s reaction to his chastening
experience was the kind that a true child of God will have.

lll. Jonah’s promise (2:8-9).

A. The implication of Jonah’s words here is that there are many who turn to a
host of other sources for help when they find themselves in trouble. He calls
these other sources “worthless idols” (v. 8 NIV). Granted, there are
times when our problems are physical. God has blessed the world with
the miracles of medical science. He has endowed men and women
with abilities and talents in this field, and he often cooperates with
them in bringing relief from physical problems. But at other times
our problems are spiritual, as was the case with Jonah. Itis then that
it is worthless to turn to “other sources” for help. They may treat
symptoms, but they cannot touch the festering source of our trouble.

B. Jonah discovered the source of his problem, and he turned to God for help. That
was the only place he could turn. In spite of his agony in the fish, he
could sing a song of thanksgiving, for he believed God was dependable
and faithful to keep his promises. He knew help was on the way.

Conclusion

When we, as disobedient children of God, repent of our disobedience, the
“frowning providence” of God that allowed our trial, or chastening, becomes
the “smiling face” of God’s marvelous grace.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 18

Title: Christ and the Animal Sacrifices

Text: “The LorD God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and
clothed them” (Gen. 3:21 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:21; 1 Peter 1:18-19
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Introduction

As we began our study of these foregleams of Christin the Old Testament,
we discovered a picture of Christ in the very first verse of the Bible: “In the
beginning God created” (Gen. 1:1). In the New Testament we read, “Through
him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been
made” (John 1:3 NIV).

Then the shadow became even a bit more detailed when we saw the
creation of Eve from Adam’s wounded side, and we discovered another picture
of the Lord Jesus. The light increased as we saw Adam as a type of Christ in
his love for his bride, a love that was so great that he was willing to die in sin
that she would be able to produce seed from which would eventually come
the Savior, the Lord Jesus.

Last Wednesday night we studied the first prophecy of the coming
Redeemer in Genesis 3:15. Tonight we move six verses forward—to Genesis
3:2]1—and we see an unmistakable picture of how our Redeemer would
accomplish his wonderful salvation. Someone has described this as the first
clear gospel sermon ever preached, and it was preached in the form of an
object lesson for Adam and Eve by God himself.

I. The situation.

A. Adam and Eve had sinned. They had openly and willfully disobeyed
God’s commandment, which had expressly forbidden them to eat of
the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. When they
sinned, a number of disastrous things happened. They were seized
with a new emotion—fear. They experienced shame and humilia-
tion, which they had never known before. They had the urge to run
and hide, which was another new experience for them. Sin had so
distorted their thinking that instead of running o God for help, they
ran from him and frantically began trying to do something in order
to make themselves presentable before God once more.

Before Adam and Eve sinned, they were clothed with innocence.
But when they sinned, their innocence was stripped away. “Then the
eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked;
so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves”
(Gen. 3:7 NIV).

B. Their act of making fig-leaf coverings for themselves is a picture of the gen-
eral procedure of the sinner who is conscious of his or her spiritual nakedness
or guilt before God. The spiritual “coverings” the sinner makes come
with various deceptions. Sometimes they are in the form of religious
observances. The ancients threw their children in the Ganges River
to appease their god. The Muslims make their pilgrimage to Mecca
to worship at that shrine. And there are those who do good deeds in
order to quiet their guilty consciences before God.
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When Adam and Eve came face to face with God, they saw the
total inadequacy of the coverings they had made. So it is when sin-
ners are truly faced with their sins. They know, in that humiliating
moment, that all of their efforts to hide and cover their sins have been
totally futile. Thus we have the situation in which Adam and Eve were
found. They were trapped, cornered. There was nothing they could
have done to alleviate that terrible situation. There was no place to
hide and no place to run.

Il. The sacrifice.

‘We move now to the glorious intervention of the Lord God in order that
Adam and Eve might be saved from this seemingly hopeless situation.

A. While Adam and Fve were hiding, having realized after hearing God’s voice
calling to them that their fig-leaf coverings were insufficient, God was forming
a new approach, a new means of relating himself to Adam and Fve. While
Adam and Eve were hiding from God, he was searching for them.
What a thrilling demonstration of God’s grace! That is what Paul
meant when he said, “Where sin increased, grace increased all the
more” (Rom. 5:20 NIV).

The beautiful thing about this was that God sought them not to
accuse them (their guilty consciences had already done that), nor to
condemn them (again, they were already condemned by their guilt),
but to make a way for them to come back to him.

B. So what did God do? He took an animal, shed its innocent blood, and
from its skin made coverings for the guilty pair. When God did this,
he laid down an eternal principle from which humans cannot escape.
In this first animal sacrifice—which is a type of the Lord Jesus’ death
on the cross—God laid down three inviolable rules for an acceptable
sacrifice or atonement for sin.

1. It was all done by God. The animal was God’s gift; it was not
provided by Adam. So was Jesus God’s gift to sinful humankind
(John 3:16).

2. The atonement must be by the death of an innocent substitute.
The animal or animals that God killed in order to provide the
skins to cover Adam and Eve’s nakedness had no part in their
sin. Thus, Jesus, “who had no sin,” became sin for us (2 Cor.
5:21 NIV).

3. This atonement must be by the shedding of blood. While the
blood is not specifically mentioned in the account here, it is
certainly implied, for there would have been no way for God
to have procured the skins from the animals without shedding
their blood.
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I1l. The significance of this sacrifice.

A. From this event—when God killed the animal and made coverings for Adam
and Eve—uwe can trace the doctrine of blood atonement for sins throughout
the Bible. Where these conditions are met, God accepts the provision;
but where any part of this is missing, God must reject it. But then,
as the noonday sun rises higher in the sky, the shadows disappear,
and the one to whom all of this pointed appears on the scene. In
the fullness of time, God sent his Son, and he was proclaimed by
John the Baptist as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the
world” (John 1:29 NIV).

B. Jesus met every one of the requirements of that first clear picture of him in
Genesis 3:21.

1. Jesus was God’s free gift—“For God so loved the world that he
gave his one and only Son” (John 3:16 NIV). The fig-leaf cov-
ering Adam made himself, the product of his own labor, was
insufficient.

2. Christ died as a substitute for sinners. “For if, when we were God’s
enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his
Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved
through his life!” (Rom. 5:10 NIV).

3. Redemption through Christ must be by the shedding of his blood.
In the New Testament portion of our text, we read, “For you know
that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that
you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to
you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ,
a lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:18-19 NIV).

Conclusion

So what do we have here? All of this was foreshadowed and promised in
the first acceptable sacrifice—an animal sacrifice—recorded in the dawn
of human history. God has made provision for humans’ sins, and it is all his
doing. We cannot do anything except receive, by faith, this incomparable
gift of God’s Son.

Indeed, God has etched on every page of the Bible the person of our
Lord Jesus Christ. If we open this book, we will see him. Truly we are “without
excuse” if we pass by and refuse the grace and love of God.

SUNDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 22

Title: God’s Bad Reputation

Text: ““You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. ‘For God
knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like
God, knowing good and evil’” (Gen. 3:4 NIV).
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Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:1-10

Hymns:

“Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” Williams
“Grace Greater Than Our Sin,” Johnston
“Nothing but the Blood,” Lowry

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, we thank you for your longsuffering

love that seeks us when we go astray, that restores us from our fallen ways,
that upholds until this very day. We thank you for Jesus Christ, the clearest
example of your unfailing love, and for your Holy Spirit who guides us day
by day. May our response be that of openness to your Christ, our Savior, as
he speaks in this hour; and may our service reflect our heartfelt gratitude to
you as we give and as we go. In the name of Christ we pray. Amen.

Introduction

Have you ever been lied about? Do you know the pain of false rumors
circulating about you or about something you supposedly did? If you have
not yet experienced this phenomenon, you probably will. At some time or
another all of us become the target of rumor mongers.

l. The Devil lies about God.
A. Satan lied to Eve. Although Satan directed his initial attack at Eve,

the real target was God himself, and the ammunition was words
attributed to God. The serpent contended that God had forbidden
the couple to eat the fruit from any tree in the garden. Already the
serpent was lying about God.

1. Eve corrected the serpent. She knew the words of the Lord. She

knew that God had commanded that they not eat from only one
tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Thus, armed
with knowledge of the Word of God, Eve corrected the serpent.
She could speak from confidence born out of certain knowledge
gained from learning the Word of God.

It is as if Eve was getting a foretaste of what Jesus would
experience years later when he encountered the Tempter in the
desert. Three times Satan tempted Jesus to sin, but each time
the attempts were repelled when Jesus turned to the sure Word
of God to declare, “It is written . . .” Eve did not have the written
Word, but she had knowledge of the Word of God and with it
resisted the first foray by her enemy.

. We can prove the nature of factual charges. One of the things

that doubtlessly helped Eve was the factual nature of the charge
against God. When Satan contended that God had said she could
not eat from the various trees in the garden, Eve knew better.
She could judge the truthfulness of the statement immediately.
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3. Satan made God out to be the enemy. Satan would not be denied
his goal of breaking the fellowship between God and humankind
by only one rebuff. So he changed his attack and branded God as
Eve’s enemy. He said, “You will not surely die . . . For God knows
that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will
be like God, knowing good and evil” (3:4 NIV). We have only
to look beneath the words to their meaning to grasp the violent
nature of the Devil’s attack.

The very nature of the divine Creator was under attack. But
then Satan went further. He planted the notion of rebellion in
Eve’s mind. Although unspoken, the suggestion is still present.
The only way to care for oneselfis to rebel against God. The only
way to establish oneselfis at the expense of others, namely, God.
If God is really my enemy, if he is really using me, Eve reasoned, then
rebellion is the only course of action.

4. Itis difficult to refute attacks on one’s nature. Eve could handle
the factual charges about what God said or did not say. She could
not handle the attacks on the nature of God himself. There is a
lot of difference between saying John hit Joe and charging that
John is greedy or Joe is lazy. It is difficult, even today, to refute
charges about the character of another.

B. We hear charges today.

1. In families. Some charges are factual. They involve “so-and-so
said” or “so-and-so did.” These are the factual charges that, with
enough time, can be proved or disproved. But how does one cor-
rect charges about the nature of individuals?

2. In business. Frequently employees and employers scream at each
other across bargaining tables and picket lines: “All you care
about is yourself.” Each brands the other as the enemy.

3. From misunderstandings. It has often been said that what you
see depends on where you stand. What one marriage partner
sees as expressions of love, the other may see as being “used.”
What the child sees as “lording authority,” the parent may see
as appropriate discipline. What the employer sees as acceptable
working conditions, the employee may see as lack of concern by
management.

Neither perspective may be entirely correct or entirely incor-
rect, but the different perspectives cause unnecessary tensions.

I1. Joys of sin for a season.

A. Sin approaches in the most attractive garb possible. Like an animal is lured
out of the safety of its den by a tempting bait, so sin attempts to lure
the Christian into its snare.
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As Eve looked at the tree, the fruit appealed to her at the most
basic level. It appealed to her survival needs by offering her
food. What could be more basic than doing those things that
help one survive?
But the appeal was more than food. The fruit appealed to Eve
on the aesthetic level. It was attractive and appealed to the eye.
And the fruit was still more. It offered the opportunity for what
psychologists call “self-actualizing.” Eve could be fulfilled per-
sonally because eating the fruit would make her like God.

On all the levels of need identified by psychologists, the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil lured Eve toward sin.

B. The Bible points to joy of sins for a season (Heb. 11:25). Most of us can
attest to the allure of sin. It can be as practical as overeating when
the mind runs wild imagining how delicious a particular dessert
will taste. Momentarily our minds are captured by the passionate
moments certain perfumes and aftershaves are supposed to produce.
Even teetotalers sing beer commercial jingles and desire the experi-
ences promised by the melodies.

C. Sin lures out its prey.

1.

We can almost see Eve walk around the edge of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil. Every circle brings her closer and
closer to the forbidden fruit. Yet as she draws closer, nothing
happens.

. With jerky motions, Eve reaches toward the fruit only to draw

back in fright of the promised consequences. Again she reaches
toward the tree, and this time her fingers brush against the leaves;
nothing happens. Now her doubts of God are growing. Her mind
recalls God saying that if she touched the tree, she would die.
Yet she feels no different than before the contact. Now, with defi-
ance beating in her heart, she picks the fruit; nothing happens.

. Evelifts the fruit to her lips and bites into it; nothing happens. Only

the juices from the sweetness of the forbidden fruit are on her lips.
Now she is convinced that the serpent is right—God is her enemy.
With boldness she recruits her husband into her sin of rebellion.

D. Sin has its payday.

1.

One can overeat and enjoy every mouthful, but there is a price
to pay. Overeating is unhealthy. One must exercise sufficiently to
work off the extra calories or grow fat. In light of the price of over-
eating, the extra bites are never as good as one imagines them.

. The search for passion often results in unfaithfulness that

destroys relationships and wrecks lives.

. Exciting partying experiences end up with one out of every

seven drinkers captured by alcohol. The toll in ruined lives is
uncountable.
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4. Adam and Eve found that God was right. They suffered the death
of relationship with each other and brokenness before God. They
believed the Devil’s lie about God, and they paid the price.

I1l. God’s response to a bad reputation.

A. By what you don’t do. Who would have blamed God had he called his
experience with man a mistake and given Adam and Eve physical
death as well as spiritual death? Thankfully, God did not respond in
vengeance. Rather, despite Adam and Eve’s buying into the lie about
him, God reacted in mercy toward the disobedient.

B. By what you do.

1. In Genesis 3:15 God took the initiative to reach out to an unde-
serving man and promised that not only was reconciliation
possible but that it would occur.

2. In Genesis 12:1-3 God took the initiative and promised bless-
ings to Abraham and his descendants and, through them, to
the whole world.

3. InJohn 1:1-14 God offered Jesus Christ to do for us what none of
us can do for ourselves. God reached out to undeserving human-
kind and offered himself.

We can almost hear the words of Jesus on Calvary, with arms
outstretched as he declares to the world, “Look, God is not your
enemy. God is not against you. See how much he loves you.” And
Jesus died so that “whoever believes in him shall not perish but
have eternal life” (John 3:16 NIV).

Conclusion

Do not believe the Devil’s lie about God. From the beginning God has
reached out in mercy, grace, and steadfast love. He is reaching out even
today. The Bible says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the LorD will be
saved” (Joel 2:32 NIV). Today you can be saved if you will turn your back on
the bad reputation the Devil is trying to give God and accept Christ as your
personal Savior.

SUNDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 22

Title: The Loving Patience of God

Text: “Then the word of the LorD came to Jonah a second time: ‘Go

to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you”
(Jonah 3:1-2 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Jonah 2:10-3:9

9

289



Sunday Evening, September 22

Introduction

What does the word patience mean to you? There are three definitions
of this common term. Most people conceive patience in terms of a stoical
endurance. Itis the act of facing a situation with a dogged determination to
stick it out. Whereas we may admire such strength and determination, such
an attitude usually deteriorates in time and turns to self-pity and bitterness. A
second kind of patience characterizes those people who are eternal optimists,
determined to look for the silver lining in a situation. Sometimes these people,
as commendable as their optimism may be, only succeed in hiding their head
in the sand. They fantasize and refuse to accept reality. Their philosophy is
that if you ignore a situation long enough, it will finally go away.

Then there is a third kind of patience that is rare indeed. It is the kind
of patience God had toward Jonah and the kind of patience he has toward
us at many points in our lives. It turns a seemingly impossible situation into
a learning experience. Even though Jonah had some serious problems even
after he had preached in Nineveh, still he learned some lessons about God
through his experience with the storm and in the fish that he never could
have learned anywhere else. Thus, we shall look at the loving patience of God
toward his disobedient servant.

l. God’s second call to Jonah (2:10-3:2).

A. Does it surprise you that God “spoke” to this sea monster? Why not? He made
that creature! And he gave it a command that it clearly understood,
for it “vomited Jonah onto dry land” (2:10 NIV).

However, before this spectacular event occurred, Jonah was
convinced that there was nothing he could do about the situation.
He had prayed, as we learned in our last study, but that was all he
could do. Very often this is the way God deals with us. He brings us
to the place where there is absolutely no way of escape. We come to a
dead end. God brings us to the utter end of ourselves. Why does he
do this? He does it so that we can see, beyond any shadow of doubt,
that when he rescues us or delivers us from our impossible situation,
it is totally his doing.

This was precisely the point to which God brought Jonah. Jonah
came to accept the fact that he was totally helpless. He had hit rock
bottom. God had Jonah’s undivided attention.

B. Then God spoke to the fish, and out Jonah came. When God speaks, he
liberates, he delivers, because his Word is truth. “Then you will know
the truth, and the truth will set you free,” Jesus said (John 8:32 NIV).

The first two verses of chapter 3 present to us the high point of
the book of Jonah. Here we have one of the most beautiful expres-
sions in the Bible of God’s love for his disobedient people. “The
word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time” (v. 1 NIV). Other
passages of Scripture suggest the same truth (see, e.g., Lam. 3:19-24).
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In Ephesians 2 Paul says that we are “by nature objects of wrath” (v. 3
NIV). Then he adds, “But because of his great love for us, God, who
is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in
transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved” (vv. 4-5 NIV). Yes,
God came to Jonah a second time. He is the God of the second look.

Il. Jonah’s reaction to the fact that God gave him a second chance
(3:3-4).

A. Jonah learned an important lesson here—one that is just as timely for us today
as it was for him in that ancient time. He learned that God’s will does not
change. The first time God came to Jonah, God said, “Go to the great
city of Nineveh and preach againstit” (1:2 NIV). God said, “Go,” and
Jonah said, “No.” Jonah may have thought that if God had a little
time to think about it, he would change his mind about Nineveh. So
Jonah decided to take a Mediterranean holiday. But Jonah learned
that God does not change his mind. God said, “Jonah, go to Nineveh,”
the first time; and he said, “Jonah, go to Nineveh,” the second time!

B. “Jonah obeyed the word of theLORD and went to Nineveh” (3:3 NIV). Jonah
would have preferred God to send someone else to do the job. But
Jonah found out that ze was the one God had chosen and called for
his task. God selected Jonah to do a work nobody else could do as
effectively. Likewise, God has something for you and me to do in his
kingdom that no one else can do as effectively. And he will help us
do it. Paul learned this lesson when he said, “I can do everything
through him who gives me strength” (Phil. 4:13 NIV).

lll. Nineveh’s response (3:5-9).

A. Jesus said that Jonah was a sign to the Ninevites. He meant that the account
of all that had happened to Jonah because of his disobedience had
reached Nineveh before the prophet even arrived. They knew all
about Jonah and that Jonah’s God punishes sin. They also learned
that he forgives and spares sinners when they repent.

B. Therecord gives us only five words of Jonah’s sermon in the original language.
In English the phrase is longer: “Forty more days and Nineveh will
be overturned” (v. 4 NIV). Nowhere in the Bible or outside of it do
we find where one sermon from a servant of God was used so greatly,
for the whole city of Nineveh repented of sin and believed God.

Note that the people did not set their eyes on Jonah. He didn’t
become a national hero, an overnight sensation, or a household
word. The account says the people believed God. And note also that
the response of the people was so spontaneous that they did not wait
for orders from the king. When Jonah’s message reached their ears,
they repented. And when the king heard it, he did exactly as the
people were doing. And because of that, God spared the city. Their
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repentance automatically moved God’s impending judgment away
from them. God works the same way today.

Conclusion

The emphasis in this study concerns God’s dealings with us when we are
disobedient. He chastens us, disciplines us, corrects us—all in order to get
our attention. He “comes to us a second time.” He gives us a second chance.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 25

Title: Christ and Noah’s Ark

Text: “So God said to Noah, ‘I am going to put an end to all people, for the
earth is filled with violence because of them. I am surely going to destroy
both them and the earth. So make yourself an ark of cypress wood; make
rooms in it and coat it with pitch inside and out’” (Gen. 6:13—-14 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 6:13-15; Hebrews 11:7

Introduction

Few Bible stories lodge more securely in our memories than the story of
Noah and the ark. Our concern in this study is to see if Noah’s ark indeed is
a picture of our Lord Jesus. And we will discover that Noah’s ark provides one
of the clearest foregleams of Christin all of the Old Testament. The writer of
Hebrews declared, “By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen,
in holy fear built an ark to save his family. By his faith he condemned the
world and became heir of the righteousness that comes by faith” (11:7 NIV).

Noah was saved because he had faith in the word of God concerning the
construction of an ark in which he and his family would escape destruction.
We are saved in the same way—by faith in God’s Word concerning his Son,
who is our Savior, from the coming judgment of God thatis going to be poured
out on the world. Therefore, it is obvious that Noah’s ark is a shadow, a type,
of the coming Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.

I. The plan of God.

A. “So God said to Noah.” We do not know how God communicated
with Noah. But that is not important; Noah received the message
clearly and plainly. God told Noah he was “going to put an end to
all people.” Violence and corruption were rampant, but all sin, evil,
sorrow, trouble, and suffering were about to come to an end. God
said, “I am surely going to destroy both them and the earth.” When
Jesus preached and taught concerning the coming judgment of God
on the earth, he used the flood in Noah’s day as a picture of that last
great event (see Matt. 24:37-39).
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So the countdown in Noak’s day was begun. But note: Judgment is always
mixed with mercy. There were a few righteous people on the earth.
In fact, there were eight people: Noah and his wife and his three
sons and their wives.

Then God proceeded to give Noah explicit and detailed instruc-
tions for building the ark. It was not to be constructed by Noah’s
plans. So we see that the idea of an ark for the preservation of Noah
and his family originated in the mind and heart of God. It was not
the brainchild of Noah. In fact, there is no hint that Noah even
anticipated a flood.

C. Just as the ark was planned by God alone, down to the last detail, so

the Lord Jesus Christ, the antitype of the ark, was foreordained by
God to make provision for those who would be saved by receiving
him. Peter wrote, speaking of Christ, “He was chosen before the
creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your
sake” (1 Peter 1:20 NIV).

I1. The purpose of God.

A.

In our last study we saw how God made provision for the covering of Adam
and Eve’s nakedness by killing an animal and making garments from its skin.
It was God’s idea and God’s provision all the way through. The point
is that humans must have no part in the plan of salvation.

Incidentally, modern shipbuilders tell us that these dimensions
God gave Noah for the building of the ark are the most ideal meas-
urements to insure the safest and most seaworthy craft. Noah had
no model to work from, yet the ark had the ideal dimensions for a
ship accepted by shipbuilders even today!
The beautiful thing to note is that Noah believed what God said about the
ark. Never did he appear to doubt God’s Word or the feasibility of
his instructions. He believed God and accepted God’s instructions
by faith. Likewise, Jesus, a type of the ark, must be accepted by faith.
Peter wrote, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even
though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled
with an inexpressible and glorious joy” (1 Peter 1:8 NIV).

Just as Noah had nothing else to base his faith on other than
the word of God, so we today must receive Jesus Christ only on the
authority of the Word of God.

. Not only was God’s purpose to provide one way of salvation for sinful human-

kind, but to provide the only way whereby people can be saved. There was
only one door in the ark. Today such an arrangement would not be
permitted. A ship of this size would have several exits and be equipped
with life rafts and life preservers for its passengers. But none of these
things is mentioned, for they were completely unnecessary. As we
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will see, God provided for the complete safety of the occupants of
the ark, for God was with them. “God was reconciling the world to
himself in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:19 NIV).

I11. The provision of God for the salvation of helpless and hopeless
humanity.

A. Note that with all the careful details and dimensions God gave Noah about the
building of the ark, there are no dimensions for the size of the door. We don’t
know how high it was or how wide. Symbolically it signifies that all can
gain entrance. The invitation God extended sinful humankind is uni-
versal. Itis for everyone who will come. The door is wide enough and
tall enough to admit any who will believe and receive Christ as Savior.

Jesus said, “I am the door,” and by that he meant that he was
the only entrance to the kingdom of God. He was not « door, but
the door. There are not many ways to heaven; there is only one way.
“Sincerity” is not the key that opens heaven’s door; obedience to the
stipulations laid down by Holy Scripture is the key.

B. The Scriptures declare also that the Lord does not want any to perish, but wants
“everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9 NIV). Again the door is swung
wide to receive all who will come. But there came that moment when
God shut the door of the ark. That meant his extended invitation
through Noah’s preaching was over. Mercy and grace were finished.
Likewise, there will be a time when God’s grace will be finished in
terms of inviting sinful humankind to come to the Savior. Then the
door will be shut.

Conclusion

In that fantastic sea-going vessel Noah built, in which he followed explic-
itly the plans and blueprints God set forth for him, we have a marvelous
foregleam of the Lord Jesus. There is room for all who will come and believe.
The door is open now to receive all who will respond. And for those who are
in Christ, as in Noah’s ark, there is safety from the storms that would forever
separate people from God.

SUNDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 29

Title: Fig Leaves

Text: “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they
were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for
themselves” (Gen. 3:7 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 3:1-10
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Hymns: “He Lives,” Ackley
“At Calvary,” Newell
“I Stand Amazed,” Gabriel

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, we come before you with praise in our
hearts for your work in our lives. You have granted us forgiveness from

sin because of our faith in your Son. Yet around us are many who are still
loaded down with guilt and shame. You have given us peace that never
fails. Yet the franticness of others demonstrates that many do not know
this enduring peace. You have given us joy because we know you and are
known by you. But the frowning faces around us testify that many have not
accepted your forgiveness and peace and joy. As we present these offerings,
may they be used to lift up Christ Jesus so men and women near and far
might be drawn to him and might know the precious gifts we experience
each day. In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen.

Introduction

What was the first thing Adam and Eve did after they rebelled against
God? According to the text, their first act was to make themselves coverings
of fig leaves because they realized they were naked. It is interesting that in
the closing verse of chapter 2, the writer points out that Adam and Eve could
live together without clothes and feel no shame. Yet as soon as they ate of the
forbidden fruit, they sought some kind of covering to hide behind.

Evidently their sin brought with it a kind of embarrassment, a kind of
shame. Adam did not want to be seen by Eve nor Eve by Adam, so they sewed
clothes out of fig leaves. “It is all right for you to see this outward covering,
but it is not all right for you to see me as I really am,” they were saying to
each other. Behind this act was the unspoken admission that things were not
all right on the inside, that a sense of shame had driven out the feeling of
innocence of Genesis 2:25.

That feeling of Adam and Eve is no different than the feeling of people
today who do not know Jesus Christ, nor is the act of hiding behind fig leaves
any different than the acts of people today. What we may hide behind may not
be actual fig leaves, but they serve the same purpose. They become something
we hold up to others and say, “See these, but don’t see me. don’t see what I'm
really like on the inside.”

What are some of these modern-day fig leaves? Let me suggest a few.

I. Possessions.

A. Importance of possessions. Some of us spend our lives pursuing posses-
sions. That pursuit goes on until our possessions begin to possess
us. We strive for the most expensive house on the block. We buy the
car that tells the world we are a success. We show off the labels on
our clothes. We surround ourselves with luxuries of every type. Our
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possessions say something about us. They tell the world about our
status in life, and status is important to us.

B. Inadequacies of possessions. But our self-images are fragile. There is
always someone a little better off than us, always someone ahead of
us in buying a new toy we wish we had. Eventually our possessions
can no longer sustain us. They cannot prevent us from knowing our-
selves. From deep inside, feelings of inadequacy emerge. Our images
of success can’t stop the feelings of failure that pain us. Guilt and
shame are once again our companions.

We cry to the world, “Look at my fig leaves. See them, but don’t
see me. don’t see what I'm really like on the inside.” We know our-
selves too well, and what we know we don’t like. We feel dirty on the
inside. Madison Avenue has yet to make a soap that can wash away
that kind of feeling.

Il. Pleasure.

The Declaration of Independence of the United States of America declares
that man has been given certain inalienable rights. Among these are “life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” This generation seems to have rewritten
that phrase to read, “life, liberty and the pursuit of pleasure.” We could
describe the 2000s as the “Me Generation.” We live in a time characterized
by the slogan, “If it makes you happy, do it.” Self-indulgence is the expected,
not the scorned.

A. Public attitude. Some of our nation’s laws encourage this slothful
attitude. Abortions are still available on demand. In some places,
prostitution is legal. Where it is not, many officials speak of “victim-
less crimes.” They say law enforcement officers have more important
things to do than enforce laws against prostitution, a crime in which
supposedly no one is really hurt. Gambling is now legal in most states
through government-sponsored lotteries. Casino gambling is now a
tax-raising device in many areas of the country, not justin Las Vegas
and Atlantic City.

B. Personal attitudes. But the laws of a country and the civil attitudes only
reflect the personal moral patterns of the people. Abortion rates and
sexually transmitted disease epidemics must be considered in light
of the promiscuity and infidelity of individuals. It is interesting that
Americans cannot even buy toothpaste without selecting it on the
basis of its sex appeal.

Hindus know the tragic results of pleasure seeking. They teach
that there are Seven Noble Paths to finding God, one of which is
pleasure. After a time the pleasure seeker will realize the futility of
his or her search, the pleasures will lose their value, and the seeker
will go after something higher in life.
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For many, pleasures are losing their value and the results are
tragic. People are finding that they have been reduced to “things”
rather than persons. People have become only toys to satisfy someone
else and then be discarded. Relationships do not exist. Values do not
exist. People end up used, broken, and alone.

Yet people pursue pleasure as if there were no tomorrow, as if
they could hide behind the fig leaves of self-indulgence forever, as
if there were no God.

I1l. A Christless religion.

Others take a different track. They believe in God, but theirs is a Christless
religion. The vast majority of Americans believe in God, yet only about 40 per-
cent of Americans attend church or synagogue on a regular basis.

A.

“Man Upstairs.” This Christless religion could be called the “Man
Upstairs” religion. These people acknowledge that some higher power
exists, but they usually picture that power as a doddering old man
with a long white beard who wants everyone to get along. The idea
of God coming in the form of man to die for their sins is foreign to
their thinking. God remains a far-off, unimportant figure with some
sort of magical powers.

Any religion. Some in this group place more importance on sincerity
of belief than in the truth of the belief. One can hear them say, “We
are all headed toward the same goal anyway, so one religion is as
good as another.” The important thing, they will argue, is that one
sincerely believe in whatever it is he or she believes in. But Jesus Christ
declared, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to
the Father except through me” (John 14:6 NIV).

IV. Salvation through works.

Some people believe in God and in Jesus Christ. Yet they have trouble
relating to God through Christ. This is true for some in the church as well
as outside of it.

A.

Unchurched people. One unchurched man once explained to me why
he did not consider church participation important. He recounted
how he worked two jobs to help care for his large family, how he was
a moral man and an upright citizen. “I believe God will take all of
thatinto consideration on Judgment Day,” he declared. This man was
treating God like he was part of a union negotiation. On one side was
God and on the other was the nonchurchgoer. Between them, they
would work out an acceptable plan for both parties. Such an attitude
is a repetition of Adam’s sin. God set the standard. We either accept
it or reject it. The terms never change.
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B. Church members. Some church members have trouble finding God.
Behind their anxious pursuit is the notion that they must earn God’s
love. Such people are driven by a compulsion that says, “If I can do
just one more thing, God will have to love me.” They sing in the choir,
serve on several committees, attend every time the doors are open.
They can never do enough. Butinstead of finding joy and fulfillment
in their service, these people end up anxious, frustrated, and scared
that they have left something undone that must yet be accomplished
before they can make God love them. Their efforts are as futile as
Adam and Eve’s trying to hide from God behind aprons of fig leaves.

V. The answer.

If all of these are nothing but fig leaves behind which people hide, what is
the answer to knowing God, to finding forgiveness and cleansing? The Bible
gives us that answer in Colossians 1:26-27.

There is no other hope than that which is built on Jesus Christ. Men and
women continue to hide behind fig leaves, but God’s remedy is plain. The
remedy for all of humankind’s spiritual ills is Jesus Christ. He alone provides
the way to the Father. He alone brings forgiveness of sin. He alone cleanses us
from all unrighteousness. He alone gives us purpose and meaning. He alone
accepts us as we are. He alone is the Friend who sticks closer than a brother.
He alone is our hope of glory.

Conclusion

You can know this Christ today. He can be yours and you can be his. The
Bible says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom.
10:13 NIV). This morning, in the name of Christ, we invite you to forsake
whatever fig leaf you are hiding behind and come to Christ. Accept him as
your personal Lord and Savior as your only hope of glory.

SUNDAY EVENING, SEPTEMBER 29

Title: The Continuing Battle with Rebellion

Text: “God said to Jonah, ‘Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?’
‘I do,” he said. ‘I am angry enough to die’” (Jonah 4:9 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Jonah 3:10-4:10

Introduction

If you or I had been writing the story of Jonah, there is no doubt that we
would have concluded it with the tenth verse of chapter 3. That is the logical
ending. That would make it the kind of story we like to hear—the “happily
ever after” kind. But that is one of the unwavering characteristics of our Bible.
It never glosses over the sins of the men and women whose lives it records.
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Rather, it depicts these characters in their battle with temptation and sin. It
reveals them at the pinnacle of strength and victory; but when they sink to
the pits in their disobedience and sin, it records that too.

So it was with Jonah. Certainly God was disappointed with Jonah’s atti-
tudes and reactions, but he never stopped loving him. God would much
rather have demonstrated his love to Jonah by sending him blessings on top
of blessings—just as he would with us. But there was a streak of rebellion in
Jonah that, obviously, he had to fight all of his life. It is possible that Jonah
never became a consistently obedient servant of God. He may have been
stubborn and prejudiced all of his life. Consequently, much of the time God
had to send his love to Jonah in the form of chastening and discipline.

Jonah found out—and we must never forget—that God will never leave
his children alone. When we obey him, he is going to be with us in blessing;
when we disobey him, he is going to be with us in rebuke and chastening. If we
are his children, we cannot escape him. Thus, we come to our last study—]Jonah’s
continuing battle with rebellion.

I. Jonah’s displeasure (3:10-4:3).

A. From every human standard, Jonah had been a success. He had been
God’s spokesman in the pagan city of Nineveh, and God had used
his message in causing great conviction to come upon the people.
They had responded positively and repented of their sin, from the
lowliest peasant to the king on the throne.

A great sweeping reformation had come to the heathen metropo-
lis. Apparently it had been a city of evil and sin comparable to that of
Sodom and Gomorrah or Tyre and Sidon. Its wholesale iniquity had
risen like a stench in God’s nostrils. It was within forty days of total
destruction. Its time was running out. Butin his sovereign mercy, God
extended a reprieve, ifthe people would repent and forsake their sin.

B. Nineveh was so large that it took three days for Jonah to reach all of the
major sections of the city with his preaching. But in so doing, he reached
everyone. All of the people came under the hearing of Jonah’s mes-
sage of warning and repentance. As we learned in our last study,
the people listened carefully, and they believed Jonah’s God, not
just Jonah. And when Jonah’s preaching mission was over, God had
turned that great city right-side-up.

C. But then we read this disconcerting statement: “But Jonah was greatly dis-
pleased and became angry” (4:1 NIV). Why did Jonah become angry?
Was he worried about his reputation back in Israel? Was he afraid
that he would be the laughingstock of his people when he returned
home? Would they think Jonah was a turncoat?

Not really. Jonah simply begrudged the heathen Ninevites
the abundant mercy of God! Jonah had gratefully received God’s
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pardoning grace upon #Zis repentance in the belly of the fish, but he
was not willing for Nineveh to have the same pardon.

Then, with no apparent sense of shame or reluctance, Jonah laid
bare his angry feelings toward God for what had happened. In his
prejudice, he could not bear to see God show mercy and compassion
to those whom he did not like. So a despondent, chagrined, angry
Jonah set about to justify his running away from God in the first
place. He dared to quarrel with God because he had spared Nineveh.

Il. God’s reaction to Jonah’s displeasure (4:4-9).

A. Jonah went outside the city walls of Nineveh and built himself a shelter east
of the city. Some say that Jonah did this before the forty-day period of
grace had expired. He was hoping that perchance the repentance of
the Ninevites was not genuine and that God would still destroy them.

In any event, after Jonah had built his shelter, God caused a gourd
vine to spring up with miraculous speed. Jonah became “very happy”
about the shade this vine provided. Incidentally, this is the only place
in the book where Jonah is said to have been happy or glad—and it
was a selfish happiness for his own comfort!

B. God had a plan behind this. That night God singled out a worm who
would have a special task to perform during its existence. It was to
attack the tender stalk of the gourd vine; and overnight the vine with-
ered and wilted to the ground. When the sun rose the next morning,
it was accompanied by a sultry east wind, which God also sent. And the
combination of the blazing sun and the hot east wind almost caused
Jonah to suffer a heatstroke. He became faint and begged to die.

Then God said to him, “Do you have a right to be angry about
the vine?” And Jonah answered God with these unbelievable words:
“I am angry enough to die” (v. 9 NIV). I don’t think there is a pic-
ture in all the Bible of an individual—one of God’s children—who
showed such stubborn rebellion as Jonah!

I1l. God’s compassion (4:10-11).

A. How great is God’s wisdom and compassion! What irresistible logic God
used with Jonah, and what boundless love and pity he demonstrated to
him! And notice the greatness of the city of Nineveh as God describes
it. Those who “cannot tell their right hand from their left hand” (v. 11
NIV) are children who had not reached the age of accountability.
And if we are to assume that these children represented even one-
fifth of the total population of the city, there would have been some
600,000 inhabitants of Nineveh.

B. Furthermore, we see the tenderness of God for his creation in the fact that he
even spared the cattle in the city. If God was willing and ready to spare
Sodom if only ten righteous people could be found there, surely he
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wanted to have pity and spare 120,000 children who had not reached
the age of discernment and willful sin. Would to God that you and
I could have just a tiny fraction of the compassion and concern of
God for those in our world who are morally and spiritually destitute
in their sin.

Conclusion

In this strange little book of Jonah, we have an amazing account of God’s
mercy and concern for all people. And we have the disappointing picture of
how God’s own people can be guilty of such gross spiritual sins as prejudice
and rebellion against God.

But we also see how we cannot escape God if we are indeed his own. He
will never leave us in our disobedience—he will chasten us as children. Why?
Because he is our heavenly Father and we are his children. May God help us
to learn the good lesson of obedience and submission to the Father’s will and
thus know the joy of having him release on us the untold blessings of heaven.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

OCTOBER

B Sunday Mornings

Luke 15 is a gold mine of spiritual truth to be discovered and mined.
The suggested theme for this month’s morning messages is “Responding
to God’s Sorrow and Increasing God’s Joy.”

B Sunday Evenings

The suggested theme for Sunday evenings this month is “Sharing
the Good News of Salvation.” Those who are experiencing the salvation
of Christ have a story to tell.

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue the series “Foregleams of Christ in the Old Testament.”

WEDNESDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 2

Title: Christ and Isaac, the Son of Promise

Text: “The Lorp had said to Abram, ‘Leave your country, your people and
your father’s household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you
into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and
you will be a blessing’” (Gen. 12:1-2 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 12:1-2; 18:10-12; 21:1-3; 22:1-3

Introduction

The first eleven chapters of Genesis cover the record of the Creation, the
fall of man, the coming of the flood, and the building of the Tower of Babel;
and they give brief histories of many different individuals.

Soon after the flood, people forgot God and began to worship idols. Yet
before the knowledge of the true God should disappear, God stepped in and
called a man named Abram. In God’s sovereign grace he separated Abram
from his idols in Ur of the Chaldeans. God came seeking Abram just as he
comes today seeking sinners. People do not seek God; God seeks people.

This relationship with Abram was to be a new beginning on the earth,
which would find its full expression in the coming of Jesus to provide salvation
for sinful humankind. God’s promise to Abram was that his offspring, his
children, would bless the entire world. So the key to the fulfilling of this
promise God made to Abram lay in the birth of his heir, his son. And itis in
this event that we find a “foregleam” of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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I. The promise God made to Abram (Gen. 12:1-2).

A.

B.

C.

As always, the initiative came from God, who moved at this point in his sov-
ereign power to continue the unveiling of his plan of redemption for sinful
humankind. God’s call to Abram came without Abram’s having taken
a single step toward God. He was, as Paul described him, “dead in
trespasses and sin.” But God broke into his life. And so itis with every
person who becomes a believer. No one can move toward God until
God first calls him or her. In various ways, God “breaks into” our
lives and calls us to himself.

God told Abram to leave three things.

1. His country. For Abram this meant the literal, physical, geograph-
ical breaking of ties. He was to begin a journey, become a pilgrim.
He was to break with his old life—socially, politically, ideologically.

2. He was to leave his people. Even though Abraham took Terah,
his father, and Lot, his nephew, against God’s will, he was told
to leave his family behind. This means, for Christians, that there
are times when family interest, when it is opposed to the plan
and purpose of God, must be bypassed. There are times when we
must go against our worldly wishes and the desires of our family
in order to follow God.

3. He was to leave his father’s household. This was the break that
was too great for Abram’s strength. Therefore, it was not until
his father died two years later that Abram was able to enjoy the
fullness of God’s blessings in his life. Many Christians today are
not enjoying the fullness of God’s blessings in their lives because
they have not fully relinquished those things that are contrary
to God’s will for them.

We must see also, however, that God’s call to Abram was not entirely negative.
There was a positive side, and this was by far the most important part
of his call. Abram would be led by God “to the land I will show you.”
God had a plan, a purpose, for something better. The separation
was a means to an end. When God insists that we renounce certain
things, certain patterns of life, it is because he has something better
in store for us.

Then God made a promise to Abram: “I will make you into a
great nation.” That meant one thing: Abram would have a child, or
children—and through that child and his children and his children’s
children, a great and mighty nation would arise through which God
would carry out his plan and purpose for the salvation of sinful
humankind.

Il. The preparation.

A.

Years passed, and Abram and his wife, Sarah, had no children. To their
dismay, they discovered that Sarah was barren. In their impatience
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they made a tragic mistake: They decided to “help God out.” With
Sarah’s permission, Abram had a son, Ishmael, by his wife’s servant.
That was not God’s plan. So one day, when Abram was one hundred
years old and Sarah was ninety, God moved again to fulfill his prom-
ise (see Gen. 18).

B. Sarah, like the Virgin Mary, was totally baffled and confused at this news.
The angel said to Mary, “For with God nothing shall be impossible”
(Luke 1:37). This is identical in meaning with God’s words when he
announced the miraculous birth of Isaac: “Is anything too hard for
the LorDp?” (Gen. 18:14 NIV). So, thus far, we can see emerging the
striking details of the birth of Isaac, which parallel those events sur-
rounding the promise of and preparation for the coming of Jesus.

lll. The presentation (Gen. 21:1-3).

A. We need to understand that, while the births of Isaac and John the Baptist
were not as great as the birth of Jesus, their births were wonderful miracles
nonetheless. They were the result of a supernatural act of God.

Abram had such great faith in God that he believed this miracu-
lous thing—that he and Sarah could have a son in their old age—was
possible. Paul described Abram’s faith in Romans 4:20-22. Abram
believed what God said about the promise of a son because God said
it, and for no other reason. And Sarah, though at first she laughed,
later believed (see Heb. 11:11).

B. Isaac then, as a type of Christ, is a shadow and a type of the virgin birth of
our Savior. To be saved, one must accept by faith the record that God
has given us concerning his Son. “Whosoever believeth that Jesus is
the Christ is born of God” (1 John 5:1).

IV. The prophecy in the story of Isaac, which points to the Lord Jesus
(Gen. 22:1-2).
A. This event is a sermon in itself. It is one of the most sacred moments in Old
Testament history. The parallels and similarities between Jesus and
Isaac at this point are remarkable. Isaac was Abram and Sarah’s “only
begotten son.” Like Isaac, Jesus was “the only begotten of the Father”
in heaven. All of Abram’s love was centered on Isaac. Jesus also was
the well-beloved of the Father.
B. The Land of Moriah, where Abram took Isaac, was the region in Palestine
where the city of Jerusalem was built. In this region was Mount Calvary.
See also how the entire exchange is between father and son. No other
person was to have a partin it. Someone has said that when the final
moment came with Jesus on the cross, God “closed the door, snuffed
out the lights of heaven, drew a black curtain across the windows of
the sky, and hung a black crepe on heaven’s door until the agoniz-
ing cry was heard, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”
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Conclusion

Thus we have in the story of Isaac, the son promised to Abram and
Sarah, a beautiful Old Testament foregleam of the Lord Jesus. His birth was
miraculous, and the plan for his sacrifice on Mount Moriah was a beautiful
picture of our Lord’s death on the cross.

SUNDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 6

Title: The Savior’s Concern and Our Concern

Text: “But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man
welcomes sinners and eats with them’” (Luke 15:2 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 15:1-7

Hymns: “There Is a Green Hill Far Away,” Alexander
“Alas, and Did My Savior Bleed,” Watts
“The Ninety and Nine,” Clephane

Offertory Prayer: Father God, thank you for giving your Son to live and love
and to die on a cross for our sins. Thank you for giving us the gift of your
divine Spirit. Thank you for giving us the fellowship of the church. Thank
you for giving us your precious book, the Bible. We come bringing tithes
and offerings today to the end that others will come to experience these
gifts. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Introduction

Our Lord came into a world that believed that God cared only for the
good and obedient. The people of his day thought that God was impassive
and unconcerned and unmoved about those who were nonreligious. They
thought that God could not be interested in anyone except the very best of
people. Consequently, Jesus’ conduct was greatly misunderstood by them.

Jesus was severely criticized by the religious people of his day because he
was concerned for the welfare of the nonreligious people around him. He
responded to this charge with the great parables found in Luke 15, which are
really one parable made up of three short stories that deal with God’s deep
concern for all of humankind—the stories of the lost sheep, the lost coin,
and the lost son. Let us try to put ourselves in the middle of this parable and
hear what Jesus was trying to communicate to his contemporaries.

I. The ninety and nine who were safe.

When we followers of Christ in the present day read this parable, we
immediately identify with the ninety-nine sheep that were safe in the fold.
We rejoice over being one of the ninety-nine. We are content to be included
in the fortunate majority of this parable. We are grateful for the fact that
we have come to know the Good Shepherd, and we enjoy the safety and
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provisions of his loving care. Because of our unconscious identification with
the ninety-nine, we miss the point of the parable. We become apathetic and
indifferent in regard to the lost sheep thatis outin the darkness of the night.

Without intending to, we become brothers to the elder brother who enters
the picture toward the end of this chapter. We forget the grace of God that
reached out to us, and we become self-righteous and coldhearted.

Il. The lost sheep.

It is not the ninety-nine but the lost sheep that is under consideration in
this parable. The lost sheep is the symbol of those without God, those who
are out in the darkness and danger of a midnight where there is no light, no
joy, and no safety. Christ as the Good Shepherd came into the darkness of
our world to reveal the concern God has for us.

Ill. The searching shepherd.

The shepherd had concern in his heart for the welfare of the lost sheep
when he discovered it was missing from the flock. Because of his concern for
the sheep, and because of his love for each one, he went outinto the darkness
and danger and loneliness of the night, continuing to search until the lost
sheep was found and restored. He experienced great joy upon finding the
lost sheep, and he lovingly carried it to the safety of the fold.

IV. The Good Shepherd continues to seek the lost sheep.
Our Lord wants to use the church in the world today to seek the lost.

A. He wants to use pastors in this quest.

B. He wants the deacons to participate in the search.

C. The Good Shepherd needs good Sunday school teachers to teach the Word and
disciple people in Bible study.

D. The Good Shepherd, through the Holy Spirit, has bestowed on the individual
members of the church the gifts they need to be effective in searching for lost
sheep.

Conclusion

Do we really care about those who are not enjoying the safety of the fold?
Are we willing to take a spiritual inventory to see whether or not we are like
the Pharisees and teachers of the law who had no concern for the unbelieving
and irreligious people around them? Are we willing to be honest with ourselves
and with God at the point of measuring the concern in our hearts for those
who do not yet know him?

Jesus was doing something more than telling an interesting story about a
shepherd and a lost sheep. He was saying something about God’s individual
and personal care for people. He wants us to have that same kind of concern.

This parable tells us that God is a sheep counter. If one sheep is outside the
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safety of the fold, the Father God is concerned. If you are outside the safety of
the fold, be assured that God is concerned. Christ is seeking you through the
church and through your Christian friends. Christ is seeking you. He wants
to find you and receive you. He wants to restore you to the Father. He wants
you to experience the safety of belonging to the Father God.

SUNDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 6

Title: A Testimony of Redemption

Text: “Let the redeemed of the LORD say so, whom he has redeemed from
the hand of the adversary” (Ps. 107:2 NASB).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 107:1-32

Introduction

The phone rang loudly in the silent room. I thought, “Who would be
calling at eleven o’clock Wednesday night?” It was a person I had known several
years before. She said, “You’ll never guess what happened to me tonight. The
most wonderful thing in the world!” I replied, “You got married.” And she
said, “No, something far more wonderful than even that! I was saved! I truly
repented of my sins and trusted Christ, and I know that he saved me. It’s
wonderful! I just had to tell somebody.”

After I had rejoiced in that wonderful news and hung up the phone, I
thought about her last statement: “I just had to tell somebody.” That’s the way
it is when we are saved: We want to share the news.

The writer of the psalm we will be studying today is not writing in the glow
of arecent experience of redemption. He is reflecting on a lifetime of blessings
that have come through God’s redemption. The psalm is carefully construed
like a hymn with four verses and a refrain that is sung with each verse. Itis an
inspiring testimony of what the Lord has done in our redemption.

I. The Lord has satisfied the longing soul (Ps. 107:1-9).
A. The plight of the unredeemed (vv. 4-5).

1. “They wandered in the wilderness.” Life without God is direc-
tionless. Life without direction is a journey of wandering and
getting nowhere.

2. “They found no city to dwell in.” The soul without God cannot
find a peaceful dwelling place no matter how many places he or
she may look.

3. They were “hungry and thirsty.” After one has searched for life
and peace and found only wilderness and frustration, he or she
hungers and thirsts for life and peace.

4. “Their soul fainted in them.” Their longing souls were ready to
give up.
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B. The redemption of the Lord when they cry out to him (vv. 6-9).

1. “Then they cried unto the Lorbp in their trouble” (v. 6). When
sinful, selfish living leads where it always does—to trouble and
heartache—then some will wisely cry out to the Lord.

2. “He delivered them out of their distresses” (v. 6). The Lord is
the great deliverer! By the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the Lord can
offer deliverance from the guilt of sin.

3. “He led them forth by the right way” (v. 7). Having received the
Lord’s redemption, the people never return to their wanderings
again. The same Lord who saves them also leads them in the
right way. There is a certainty in the way they travel and the des-
tination toward which they progress, for he leads them so “that
they might go to a city of habitation,” a place of belonging, of
security and peace.

4. “He satisfieth the longing soul” (v. 9). The longing souls are fully
satisfied, filled with goodness, because the Lord performs this
miracle in them.

This first verse of the hymn of redemption leads to the refrain, “Oh that
men would praise the Lorb for his goodness, and for his wonderful works to
the children of men!” (v. 8).

Il. The Lord has broken the chains of sin (Ps. 107:10-16).

A. The slavery of sin described (vv. 10, 12).

1. They “sitin darkness” (v. 10). Those who live in sin go into dark-
ness, not into the light.

2. They are “in the shadow of death” (v. 10). Death hangs omi-
nously before the lost sinner, for “the wages of sin is death”
(Rom. 6:23).

3. They are “bound in affliction and iron” (Ps. 107:10). Not only
do the sinful experience afflictions, but they are helpless to
overcome or escape them. Sin enslaves just as if one were bound
with iron.

4. “They fell down, and there was none to help” (v. 12). Their slav-
ery in sin, their helplessness in their chains, overcomes them
and they fall. There, ruined by sin and helpless to overcome it,
“there was none to help.”

B. The cause for such terrible slavery is seen (v. 11).

1. “Because they rebelled against the words of God.” God’s words
make demands on all, but these refused to obey and turned away
from the words of God.

2. They “spurned the counsel of the Most High” (NASB). God called
upon them to repent, but they rejected his call. God does this
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through the preaching of his Word and through the concerned
counsel of Christians.
C. The Lord gives complete salvation, breaking the chains of sin, when they call
on him (vu. 13-14, 16).

1. “He saved them out of their distresses” (v. 13b). When they cried
desperately for God to help them, he saved them completely. He
will hear your cry today.

2. “He brought them out of darkness and the shadow of death”
(v. 14). He provides complete deliverance—no more darkness
and no more fear of death.

3. He “brake their bands in sunder” (v. 14); and verse 16, “He hath
broken the gates of brass, and cut the bars of iron in sunder.” He
broke away the handcuffs and leg irons and then destroyed the
cell and the jail as well. That’s complete deliverance!

The refrain is, “Oh that men would praise the LorDp for his goodness .. .”
(v. 15).

I1l. The Lord has healed their backslidings (Ps. 107:17-22).

A. The picture of backsliding.

1. Backsliding is the mark of fools. “Fools because of their trans-
gression . . . are afflicted” (v. 17).

2. Backsliding is caused by starving the soul of spiritual food. “Their
soul abhorreth all manner of meat” (v. 18).

3. Backsliding produces distress and trouble.

B. The way out of backsliding. “Then they cry unto the LORD in their
trouble” (v. 19).

C. God heals the backslider. “He sent his word, and healed them” (v. 20).
The same Word they neglected, and so starved their souls, is then
sent to heal them. So the refrain is, “Oh that men would praise the
LorD...” (v. 21).

IV. The Lord calms the storms of life (Ps. 107:23-31).
A. The storms of life are vividly described: “The stormy wind . . . the waves . ..

They mount up . . . They go down again . . . their soul is melted . . .
and are at their wit’s end” (vv. 25-27). The storms of life can over-
whelm us.

B. God’s answer to those who cry out of the storm.
1. They cried to the Lord in desperation and total dependence.
So must we.
2. “He bringeth them out . .. He maketh the storm a calm ... Then
are they glad” (vv. 28-30).
3. “He bringeth them unto their desired haven” (v. 30). After the
storms of life, the Lord takes us to the wonderful haven of rest.
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Conclusion

Complete redemption comes from the merciful God, giving us, the
redeemed, a great testimony to share. So the writer concludes: “Oh that men
would praise the LorD . . . Let them exalt him also in the congregation of
the people” (107:31-32). So we ought to gladly give testimony of God’s saving
grace in Christ and exalt his name in the assembled church.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 9

Title: Christ and Isaac’s Bride

Text: “But [you] will go to my country and my own relatives and get a wife
for my son Isaac” (Gen. 24:4 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 24:1-4

Introduction

Last week we saw a beautiful foregleam of Christ in the life of Isaac—in
the promise of his birth, in his being offered as a sacrifice on Mount Moriah,
and in his being rescued from death. Now, in the remainder of Genesis 22,
Isaac is not mentioned again until he goes outinto the field to meet Rebekah,
his bride. His name is not mentioned once in the rest of chapter 22 or in all of
chapter 23. There is a symbolism here, perhaps. After Jesus was crucified on
Calvary, he disappeared for three days. (Later, after forty days, he ascended
back to his Father in heaven.) The entire story of the securing of the bride
for Isaac sparkles with foregleams of Christ and ks bride, the church.

I. The role of the servant.

A. When Isaac was forty years old, Abram called his servant Eliezer, which means
“God’s helper or guide,” to go into a far country and bring back a bride for
his son. When Abraham’s servant, Eliezer, who represents the Holy
Spirit, met Rebekah, he showed her all of the wealth and riches of
Isaac and told her the purpose for which he had come.

Note the hard proposition that the servant put to the prospective
bride for Isaac. First, she was asked to believe a man she had never
met before. Second, she was requested to go to a land from which
she was never to return. She was to totally abandon her old lifestyle
and begin anew in a new land. Third, she was asked to marry a man
whom she as yet had not seen.

B. As we have noted, Eliezer represents the Holy Spirit and his mission in the
world. Just as Eliezer went into the “far country” to seek out a bride
for Isaac, so the Holy Spirit has come into the “far country” of the
world to gather together the bride of Christ, the church.

No one could come to Christ, become a part of his church,
his bride, unless the Holy Spirit introduced us. We must first feel
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conviction of our sins and a desire to receive Christ. God came call-
ing and looking for Adam and Eve. Likewise, the Holy Spirit came
into the world for the primary purpose of seeking out a bride for
Christ. Every time a person is born again, a part of the Holy Spirit’s
mission is being fulfilled.

Il. The reaction of the bride.

A.

This was a monwmental test of faith for Rebekah. Yet she believed the word
of the servant whom Abraham had sent; and upon the evidence of
the jewels that he presented as a token of the reality of the trans-
action, she was willing to set out with him to this strange land. We
have no record of how much “convincing” the servant had to do to
win Rebekah. The story tells us that Rebekah prepared herself and
went with this man, Eliezer, to a country with which she was totally
unfamiliar. She hardly knew the direction they were traveling, but
she simply trusted her leader. She believed he knew the way.

One day Rebekah lifted up her eyes and saw a man walking toward her. She
had never seen him before, but she must have recognized him because
of the faultless description Eliezer had given her.

The prophetic symbolism is clear. God the Father also had an
only Son. After he had offered him up to die on the cross, he too
sent his servant, the Holy Spirit, into the far country of this wicked
world to call out a bride, the church, for his Son, the Lord Jesus.
The same instructions that were put to Rebekah are put to sinners
today: First, believe someone you have never met before—the Holy
Spirit who whispers in your heart and tells you that you are a sinner
in need of a Savior. Second, go with him, allow him to lead you into
the land of the redeemed, from which you will never return. And
third, be joined to one whom you have never seen before. You must
accept by faith the Lord Jesus, your “Bridegroom,” though you have
never seen him.

I1l. The rest of the journey.

A.

As Christians, we may not know the next step we arve to take, but we trust
our Lord, and we permit him to lead. Rebekah did not know the way to
the land of her beloved bridegroom, Isaac, but she trusted Eliezer,
the servant, to lead her there. Sometimes our days are dreary and
hard, but when the journey seems long, the Holy Spirit tells us more
about the one whom we will one day meet face to face. And we take
courage and press on.

Then the Holy Spirit takes some of the precious jewels from the
Book of our blessed Master, and with the glittering promises of its
truth, he encourages us along the way. The Holy Spirit talks to us not
of himself, but only of him whom we are going to meet. This is what
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John meant when he said, “When he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he
will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will
speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.
He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making
it known to you” (John 16:13-14 NIV).

B. One of these days, as the shadows of this life start to fall, we will lift wp our
eyes and there—suddenly in the heavens—uwe will see Jesus, just as Rebekah
saw Isaac approaching in the field. And the Spirit within us will say,
“That’s him!” And we will rise to meet him in the air, going into the
open arms of him whom, though we have not seen him, we have
learned to love.

Conclusion

In this beautiful story of Abraham’s search for a bride for Isaac, we have
the incomparable picture of the Holy Spirit’s search for those who will receive
Jesus as Savior and become a part of his bride, the church. The invitation is
extended, and it is a universal one.

SUNDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 13

Title: Searching for Silver Treasures

Text: “Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she
not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?”
(Luke 15:8 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 15:1-10

Hymns: “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee,” Van Dyke
“Though Your Sins Be As Scarlet,” Crosby
“Whosoever Will,” Bliss

Offertory Prayer: Father God, thank you for affirming our worth as persons
in sending your Son Jesus Christ to minister to us and to die for us on a
cross. Thank you for every indication of your concern for our welfare.
Thank you for placing within our hearts a concern for others. We come
bringing tithes and offerings in the name of our Lord to the end that
others may experience your mercy and come to know the good news of
your love through Jesus Christ. Amen.

Introduction

Luke 15 contains the parable about lost things. It tells the stories of a
lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son. This threefold parable reveals God’s
sorrow over lost things, his activity in the interest of lost people, and his joy
when the lost are found. This great parable contains a picture of a needy,
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suffering world that needs to be rescued and restored to its Shepherd, its
Owner, and its Father.

This great parable gives us a portrayal of God’s purpose for the church.
It reveals an excellent purpose for each Sunday school class. It tells us why the
choir should lead the congregation in singing the good news. It gives a board
of deacons their reason for being. All of us need to place ourselves right in
the middle of this parable and identify with each section of it.

This parable reveals to us that God is a sheep counter. When one out of
a hundred is lost, God is aware of it and concerned. This parable also reveals
that God is a coin counter. When one coin is lost, he is concerned.

I. Christ came into the world in search of lost coins—the coins of
human souls.

A. Before people come to know Jesus Christ, they are lost and away from God like
the lost coin was away from the woman who once owned it.

B. People are lost from themselves and from their higher selves until they find
their true identity with God.

C. People are lost from each other until they become the sons and daughters of
God through faith in Christ. People by nature experience alienation
and loneliness and, oftentimes, real despair.

D. The lost coins—the lost souls of this world—are valuable to God.

Il. The woman and the lost coin.

A. The silver coin had security value to the woman. It was one-tenth of her
possessions.

B. The silver coin may have great sentimental value to the woman. In the
Middle East in those days, a headdress with ten silver coins attached
often signified that the woman wearing it was married. It would have
value comparable to a wedding ring with ten diamond insets. Perhaps
one of these coins is what the woman in the parable lost.

I once knew a woman who lost a diamond from a ring. She and
her husband were distressed until they had exhausted every possibility
and finally did find it. God is concerned to the extent that he sent
his Son to rescue people from perishing (John 3:16).

I1l. The woman’s search for the lost coin.

A. She lighted a lamp in order to search her house for the lost coin. Let all of
us put ourselves in the midst of this parable and make a personal
application. We are to be the light of the world, shining in a dark
place so that those around us can find the way to God through our
testimony (Phil. 2:14-16). We are to illuminate the way fo God and the
way of God. We are to demonstrate the difference that Jesus Christ
makes in one’s life.
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B. The woman sought carefully and diligently for the lost coin. She swept the
floor. Each of us who has experienced the love of God in Jesus Christ
needs to have personal concern for those around us who do not yet
know him.

C. The woman was persistent in her search. Giving up or quitting in this
matter of communicating the love of God to others should not be
an option for us.

IV. Notice the joy of finding lost treasures (Luke 15:9-10).

A. Consider the joy of the woman when she found the lost coin. Consider the
joy you can experience when you are used by the Holy Spirit to help
find and rescue a lost soul.

B. Consider the joy of the neighbors (15:9). Not only did the woman rejoice,
but her neighbors also rejoiced over the recovery of the lost coin.
Everyone rejoices when someone comes to know God’s love and mercy.

C. God experiences his greatest joy when a person is born into his family through the
miracle of the new birth as a result of receiving Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.

D. Consider the joy of the angels (15:10). Even the angels of God rejoice
when someone is saved.

E. Ave the redeemed in heaven able to rejoice at the moment that one is saved?
We cannot be certain, but we could infer such by the statement that
“there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sin-
ner who repents” (15:10 NIV). It is possible that this is a reference
to the joy of the redeemed when someone makes the decision to
become a Christian.

Let us consider the joy of the lost coin that regains its value. While a
coin is lost, it is valueless. It has value only in the hands of someone who can
use it as a medium of exchange. Have you ever known anyone yet who came
to know Jesus Christ as Savior who did not experience great joy as he or she
was restored and had the experience that brought him or her to know God?

Conclusion

From this parable we need to recognize that each person is of supreme
value to God. God is a sheep counter and a coin counter. You can be saved
today because God wants you to experience your full potential value. You
can do so through faith in Jesus Christ and faithfulness to him. Decide now
to let him be Lord of your life.

SUNDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 13

Title: The Salvation of a Scarlet Woman

Text: “Jesus answered and said unto her, Whosoever drinketh of this water
shall thirst again: But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him
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shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of
water springing up into everlasting life” (John 4:13-14).

Scripture Reading: John 4:4-30, 39-42

Introduction

Jesus was concerned about a certain village of people that needed salva-
tion. The people were a despised group—Samaritans, half-breed Jews. They
were rejected by society, both Jewish and Gentile. But they were not rejected by
Jesus! They needed him, so “he had to go through Samaria” (John 4:4 NIV).
Most Jews traveled around that region, but Jesus felt compelled to go there.

How does one reach a village with salvation? One way would be to save a
sinner who would witness to the rest. This is the method Jesus chose. Although
this was a casual contact, it was not an accident. This woman, so frustrated
in seeking true love and immoral in conduct, came to the community well at
high noon. No doubt she was lonely and empty. Certainly she did not dream
that a miracle was about to happen—and to her!

I. Curiosity aroused (John 4:4-14).

A. Why?Why would this Jew travel through Samaria? Why would he talk
to her? For a rabbi to talk to a woman in public was a violation of
custom. And to talk to a sinful Samaritan woman was totally taboo.
But Jesus broke the racial and social barriers because all people are
equally important to him, and he wants to save all.

B. What? What was this living water? Jesus certainly spoke truthfully
when he said that water from the community well would satisfy thirst
only temporarily. But his water would stop thirst forever. Living water?
What was that?

C. Who?Who is this man? “Art thou greater than our father Jacob?” she
asked (v. 12). Her curiosity was aroused.

Are you curious about Jesus? Does the offer he makes of eternal
life intrigue you? Does the transformed life of your friend who trusted
Christ make you wonder if Jesus could do that in your life too?

Il. Craving awakened (John 4:15).

“Sir, give me this water.” The woman’s soul desired something that
satisfied.

A. She could have understood his meaning. She seemed to have some under-
standing of the Scriptures, and the term living water could have had
meaning for her. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, the Psalms, and Zechariah
all used it to refer to salvation and messianic blessings. Her words
“ThatI thirst not, neither come hither to draw” may have been words
of jesting sarcasm to cover her deep craving for salvation.
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B. Her craving for life was unexpected. The people of the village expected
nothing good of her. No one dreamed that she would have a hunger
for cleansing and salvation.

I11. Conviction felt (John 4:16-24).

A. Her sinfulness was revealed. When craving for forgiveness awakens, then
sinfulness must be revealed. For no salvation comes until we deal with
our sins and confess our guilt and need. When one is reluctant to
repent, conviction can convulse one’s soul. Jesus knew this woman
needed to face herself as a sinner, so he said, “Go, call thy husband,
and come hither” (v. 16). He then informed her that he knew she
had been married five times and now lived with a man who was not
her husband.

B. Her escape from admittance of sin was blocked. She tried to change the
subject to religion rather than her sins. She wanted to discuss where
people should worship, but Jesus talked about how people worship.
“God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit
and in truth” (v. 24).

IV. Conversion experienced (John 4:25-26).

A. “Christ: when he is come . . .” As the woman heard Jesus tell her that
the way to God did not depend on place or race, but upon the heart,
she thought about the promised Savior, the Christ.

B. Jesus revealed himself as the Messiah, the Christ. “I that speak unto thee
am he.” Jesus is the one who shows us the Father. He is the way. The
woman’s reaction now must be to more than a Jewish man or even a
prophet. She was in the very presence of the promised Savior.

C. She forgot her thirst and even her waterpot. Her inner thirst had to be
satisfied.

V. Confession expressed (John 4:28-29).

This woman was unashamed to talk about the one who had revealed all
her sins. She challenged the townspeople with the question, “Is not this the
Christ?”

Her confession was powerful in effect. The men of the city came out to
see and hear Jesus for themselves. As a result, many believed in him. “Many
more believed because of his own word; and said unto the woman, Now we
believe, not because of thy saying: for we have heard him ourselves, and know
that this is indeed the Christ, the Saviour of the world” (vv. 41-42).

Conclusion

Every person, whether he or she recognizes it or not, is thirsty for the
living water, salvation from sin. Everyone desires the fountain of eternal life.
But it is available only in Jesus Christ. If one is curious enough to recognize
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and confess sin and guilt, and has faith enough to experience salvation, then
it will be natural to express confession of Christ as Savior and Lord. The
salvation of the scarlet woman sets the pattern for the conversion of all who
need to be saved.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 16

Title: Christ and Joseph

Text: “God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth
and to save your lives by a great deliverance. So then, it was not you who
sent me here, but God. He made me father to Pharaoh, lord of his entire
household and ruler of all Egypt” (Gen. 45:7-8 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Genesis 45:1-15

Introduction

Four men stand out in the last thirty-nine chapters of Genesis, who, in a
sense, are symbolic of four successive steps in God’s program of redemption.
Abraham is the great example of divine, sovereign election by grace. Abraham
was not searching for God at all; God came looking for Abraham. Likewise,
to this very day no unbeliever takes the initiative and searches for God.
Then Isaac is the example of selective calling. He was the child of promise,
born miraculously to Abraham and Sarah in their old age. He represented
the Lord Jesus Christ as the sacrifice for sin. Then came Jacob, the twin
brother of Esau, who represented the miracle of salvation by grace alone. There
was nothing commendable in Jacob that would have qualified him for his
place of distinction in God’s plan. Yet God saw through the imperfections
and weaknesses in Jacob’s life to one whom he could use to carry along the
development of his plan of redemption.

Finally came Joseph, who is the great picture of glorification. Joseph was
vindicated and exalted by God after having suffered at the hands of his family
and his enemies. Thus, beginning with divine election and ending with
glorification, God revealed in type his plan that Paul undoubtedly had in
mind when he wrote Romans 8:30: “And those he predestined, he also called;
those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified” (NIV).

In many ways Joseph is the most complete and satisfying type of the Lord
Jesus in Genesis. Between chapters 37 and 50 of Genesis there are over one
hundred incidents and details in the history of Joseph’s life that point to
the Lord Jesus. Tonight we will lift out of the story of Joseph the three most
obvious facts that point unmistakably to our Lord.

I. Joseph was beloved of his father (Gen. 37:1-4).

A. Two of the most thrilling moments in the earthly life of Jesus must have been
his baptism and his transfiguration on the mountain with Moses and Elijah,

317



Wednesday Evening, October |6

in the presence of Peter, James, and John. On those two occasions, God
thundered from heaven his love and approval for his Son.

Likewise, Joseph was loved by Jacob because “he had been born
to him in his old age” (Gen. 37:3 NIV). Jacob had other sons, but
they were not close to their father. There is a contrast here. Jesus was
the only Son of God the Father; God did not have other offspring.

B. To further prove that Joseph shared a favored position with his father, Jacob
gave him a coat of many colors. In Old Testament times, this was the
dress of the heir, the one who was to receive the inheritance of his
father. In the same way, Paul tells us that Christ has been appointed
by God as “heir of all things” (Heb. 1:2). And the wonderful thing
about this is that we who are his share in this inheritance! We are
“heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17).

Thus, in the beginning of the record of Joseph’s life we see this
significant fact that he was beloved of his father in a special and
unique way. And we hear Jesus say to his own disciples, “I and my
Father are one . .. He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John
10:30; 14:9).

1. Joseph was hated by his brothers.

A. Joseph’s brothers had been a disappointment to their father. Obviously a
relationship of trust was lacking between them and Jacob, for Jacob
felt it necessary to send Joseph out into the fields to “check on” his
brothers, to see if they were tending the flocks as they should. And
sure enough, they were not. They had refused to accept their father’s
will and follow his instructions.

Thus, when they saw Joseph obeying his father and seeking to
please him in all things, they hated him bitterly. The Scripture says
that they “could not speak a kind word to him” (Gen. 37:4 NIV).
Here is an example of the lost person who cannot love God within
himself. We know also that this was the attitude of Jesus’ kinsmen
toward him—his own half-brothers who grew up with him in Naza-
reth as well as his fellow Jews.

B. Then Joseph caused his brothers to hate him all the more when he came for-
ward with the strange dreams he had had. There were prophetic dreams,
dreams God had given him for the purpose of warning his broth-
ers. In one dream Joseph saw his brothers as sheaves of wheat in the
field, bowing down to him. In a second dream Joseph saw the sun
and moon and eleven stars bowing down to him. By the time Joseph
related the second dream to his brothers, their anger toward him
was at the boiling point (Gen. 37:8).

In all of this, we can see a graphic picture of Jesus’ enemies. They
hated him too for what he claimed to be. John tells us, “For this reason
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the Jews tried all the harder to kill him; . . . he was even calling God
his own Father, making himself equal with God” (John 5:18 NIV).

I11. Joseph became the savior of his people.

A.

The story of Joseph’s life after he was sold by his brothers to the Ishmaelite slave
traders reads almost like a mystery novel. But through it all we see paral-
lels to Jesus’ life. Jesus also was tried and convicted on false charges.
He was “numbered with the transgressors” and treated as a common
criminal, as was Joseph.

Then, to shorten a rather lengthy story, Joseph interpreted Phar-
aoh’s dream and ultimately was exalted to a high position in Egypt.
During this time a great famine in Canaan forced Joseph’s father,
Jacob, to send his sons (Joseph’s brothers) to Egypt to purchase
grain. They had no idea that their brother Joseph, whom they had
hated and sold into slavery, was still alive, much less second in com-
mand in Egypt!

. The dealings that resulted between Joseph and his brothers were at once ago-

nizing and beautiful. All that Joseph did was not out of revenge; there
was a purpose and plan in it all. For conviction came upon these
brothers while they were in jail. They remembered how they had
dealt with their brother Joseph. Finally, Joseph wrung from them a
confession of their guilt and sin. The result was that Joseph “threw
his arms around his brother Benjamin and wept, and Benjamin
embraced him, weeping. And he kissed all his brothers and wept over
them. Afterward his brothers talked with him” (Gen. 45:14-15 NIV).

Conclusion

What a beautiful picture we have of the Lord Jesus Christ as foreshadowed
and prefigured in the life of Joseph. He was beloved by his father, a special
son, with a special mission to perform. He was hated by his brothers; he “came
unto his own, but his own received him not.” He was, most gloriously, “the
savior of his people.” He loved his brothers in spite of their sin against him.
So too the Lord Jesus loved his enemies and even died for them.

SUNDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 20

Title: Living in the Far Country at Our Address

Text: “Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set
off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living”
(Luke 15:13 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 15:11-32

Hymns:

“This Is My Father’s World,” Babcock

319



Sunday Morning, October 20

“I Will Arise and Go to Jesus,” Hart
“Only Trust Him,” Stockton

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we come to your house today that we may sit
at your table and enjoy the banquet of your grace. Thank you for being so
generous to us. Thank you for providing for us so abundantly. Today, from
that which we have earned, we come bringing tithes and offerings. Bless
these gifts to the end that your name will be honored and lifted up and
that people will come to know your love and your purpose for their lives.
Through Jesus Christ our Lord we pray. Amen.

Introduction

Our Lord spoke words of stern rebuke, but in a discrete manner, to
the religious leaders of his day when they found fault with him because he
was associating with nonreligious people. He responded to their charge by
giving this parable of the seeking shepherd, the seeking woman, and the
waiting and compassionate father. Very little attention is given to the elder
brother whose attitude toward the returning brother portrayed the attitude
of religious people of that day toward the return of sinners to God. Before
we find ourselves too critical of those people, we need to examine our own
performance record to see if we have unintentionally acted like we were the
twin brother of the elder son.

I. We exclude ourselves from this story.

The average professing Christian who reads this story usually does so with
some degree of pious self-satisfaction. We think of the parable as the “parable
of the prodigal son,” when in reality it is the parable of the brokenhearted
father who yearns for the return of a foolish and self-destructive son. We fail
to identify with this parable for a number of reasons.

A. We have never demanded our inheritance from our parents before their death
as the prodigal did.

B. Neither have we applied for a passport into a foreign country so that we could
get away from the restraints of home.

C. Most of us who read this parable are not living in illicit sex outside of wedlock,
and consequently, we miss the point of this parable.

D. Most of us who read this are not working in a pigpen, nor are we bordering
on starvation, so we do not see ourselves at all in this parable. In fact, most
of us who read this parable are bothered by excess weight rather
than being starved.

E. Most of us do not have a prodigal brother, and so we do not even identify
with the elder brother.

We come to the conclusion that this parable has no application
or message for us personally. How sad to think that we could be so
insensitive to what our Lord was trying to communicate.
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Il. Are we twin brothers of the elder brother?

A. Do we find it easy to be satisfied with ourselves as we are because of
self-righteousness?

1. Most of us can rejoice over the fact that we have never killed
anybody.

2. Most of us have never taken up the habit of smoking.

3. Some can boast of the fact that they have never taken one drink
of alcohol, much less been in danger of becoming an alcoholic.

B. Do we find it easy to be judgmental toward those who have brought injury
and poverty upon themselves because of self-inflicted wounds? It is easy to
be hasty and harsh in arriving at judgments concerning others.

C. How long has it been since you have enjoyed a feast with God because of the
return of a prodigal? When the prodigal returned, the father sent word
to all that they should come and enjoy the feast. Some of us live so far
away from where salvation experiences are taking place that we don’t
even know that a feast with God is a present possibility for those who
are helping him rescue people from the far country.

I1l. Where is the far country?

The late Dr. Ellis A. Fuller said concerning the far country, “Itis anywhere
that a man tries to live without God.” The far country is just one step away
from the will of the Father God.

The far country is so close that all of us are familiar with it, yet some of
us do not recognize that we are living either in the far country or right on
its border.

A. The far country begins when we demand our freedom to do what is contrary
to the Father’s good will.

B. The far country begins when we see life as an opportunity to be selfishly happy.

C. The far country begins for a person when he or she shows absolutely no con-
cern to improve the quality of his or her spiritual vitality or effectiveness in
communicating the great love of God to those who are in sin.

IV. Are we twins of the prodigal who returned?

Some of us may be identical twins of the prodigal while others of us bear
at least some similarities to him.

A. Have we departed from where we once were in the Father’s house?
B. Have we wasted our time, talents, and treasure in selfish pursuits?
C. Have we found our hearts hungry and thirsty for the food and fellowship of
God’s home and family?
1. The desire for selfish freedom leads to the far country.
2. Neglecting to nourish our souls on the food of God can lead us
to the far country.
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3. Greed for material possessions can cause us to drift into the far
country.
4. Unresolved resentment can lead us to the far country.
5. Some of us allow trouble to cause us to drift away from God.
D. Have you found life to be a fruitless rat race that brings no satisfaction to
your heart? It could be that you are in the far country without being
aware of it.

Conclusion

The prodigal acted as an irresponsible and self-destructive person for
a period in his life. However, just because people act irresponsibly on one
occasion doesn’t mean they have to remain that way always.

1. The prodigal came to great want.

2. The prodigal came to his senses and evaluated himself.

3. When the prodigal decided to return to his father, he came at
once. He came as he was.

4. The prodigal discovered that he was met a great way off. He
found that provisions had already been made for his return. He
experienced great rejoicing.

If you have been living in the far country, even at your address, it is time
to come home to the Father God.

SUNDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 20

Title: Reconciliation
Text: “If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature” (2 Cor. 5:17).

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 5:17-21

Introduction

Four pastors were discussing how much churches today need revival.
One spoke of how many members did not have any joy in their salvation.
Another spoke about those who had irregular attendance and did not witness
to the lost. Then one of the men said, “I think the real need of most of my
congregation is a true understanding of what it means to be reconciled to
God.” He went straight to the heart of the problem, for reconciliation is the
very heart of the New Testament.

I. The meaning of reconciliation.

The word reconciliation has been used primarily to refer to former enemies
becoming friends. In the New Testament it is nearly always used of a changed
relationship between a person and God. For example, “Being now justified
by his blood, we shall be saved from wrath through him. For if, when we were

322



Sunday Evening, October 20

enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, being
reconciled, we shall be saved by his life” (Rom. 5:9-10). The unsaved person
lives a lifestyle in opposition to God and is destined to suffer God’s wrath.
But God so loved us that he gave his Son to experience our punishment and
death so that we might have peace with God.

An illustration of this is seen in the Old Testament story of Hosea and
Gomer. They were married, but she was unfaithful to him. She left him
and went into a life of sensual, sinful pleasure. She represents all people
who are unfaithful to God. The marriage relationship was broken, and this
brought tragic results to Gomer. Likewise, sin causes us to be lost from God.
But Gomer’s sin also broke Hosea’s heart. He represents our loving God.
Then when sin had run its course, Hosea, who still loved his wife in spite of
her unworthiness, paid the price for her redemption. The relationship was
restored. She could no longer continue the old life. She was to be exclusively
devoted to the one who loved her and redeemed her. So we have been bought
with the high price of the blood of Christ; we belong to him and so are
reconciled to him.

Il. The agent of reconciliation.
“God . .. hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 5:18).

A. The agent of reconciliation is Jesus Christ. He is the one promised by
the prophets, who fulfilled the words they wrote. Having been born
of the Virgin Mary, he lived a perfect life. He went willingly to the
cross to bear our sins (1 Peter 2:24). He rose from the dead and is
alive forever. “This man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins
for ever, sat down on the right hand of God . . . For by one offering
he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified” (Heb. 10:12, 14).

B. The agent was made sin for us. “For he hath made him to be sin for us,
who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God
in him” (2 Cor. 5:21). When Jesus died, he took our sins and made
them his own.

C. This was all the work of God. “God was in Christ, reconciling the world
unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them” (2 Cor. 5:19).
The very heart and person of God were in the sacrifice of Christ.
God is truly the God of love and sacrifice!

l1l. The totality of reconciliation.
A. In Christ the reconciled person is a new creature. Literally, he or she is a
new creation—completely new!
B. The old has passed away. The old life, the sins, the guilt, the deadness,
the rebellious heart are all gone. The perfect sacrifice of Christ
guarantees this.

323



Sunday Evening, October 20

C. “All things are become new” (2 Cor. 5:17). When all of the old has been
removed, the heart is not left empty. In Christ everything in life—in
fact, life itself—is new because one is now indwelt by the Holy Spirit.
Peace, power, relationships, love, purpose, destiny—all things are
new in Christ!

D. See the wonderful wholeness of the new life. “And all things are of God”
(2 Cor. 5:18). The whole plan of life—spiritual, physical, mental, emo-
tional, and social—is of God. Thus, the focus of life changes from
self to God. The present tense indicates that the new life is still new
every today that comes.

IV. The secret of reconciliation.

A. The secret is to be “in Christ.” This happens by faith. When you put
your faith and trust in Christ, you and Christ enter into a complete,
unchangeable relationship.

B. Thereis a terrible possibility. The Scripture says, “/fany man is in Christ.”
If. This indicates the possibility that a person might miss Christ. This
would be the most awful tragedy imaginable.

C. Consider the open invitation: “Any man.” The way to reconciliation is
open to any person. The gospel is for “whosoever.” God, who is no
respecter of persons, wants all people to be saved and says, “Whoso-
ever will, let him take the water of life freely” (Rev. 22:17).

V. The ministry of reconciliation.

A. God has given us this ministry. “And hath committed unto us the word
of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:19). The main work of each Christian
and each church is to call people to reconciliation through faith in
Jesus Christ.

B. This ministry gives us a noble status. “Now then we are ambassadors for
Christ” (2 Cor. 5:20). We are Christ’s official representatives with his
message, his power, and his authority to give that message.

C. This ministry involves us in wrgent evangelism. “As though God were
making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf:
Be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20 NIV). We implore, we beg, we
exhort people to be reconciled to God. This describes the urgent
appeal that comes from caring hearts committed to obeying Christ.

Conclusion

We have a great salvation by which we are completely reconciled to God.
It gives us life that is completely new and completely God-centered. It also
involves us in evangelizing others for our Lord. We should be grateful for
our new life, and we should be totally committed to reaching others with
salvation.
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WEDNESDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 23

Title: Build Me a Sanctuary!

Text: “Have them make a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them”
(Ex. 25:8 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 25:1-9

Introduction

In our study of “Foregleams of Christ in the Old Testament,” we come
to one of the most fascinating of all the Old Testament types and symbols—
the tabernacle, or tent of worship, which God instructed Moses to build
in the wilderness between Egypt and the Promised Land. There are many
remarkable things about the tabernacle. To begin with, it was the very first
place of worship ever built in honor of the Lord Jehovah. And it is most
significant that God gave Moses detailed instructions for its building. It was
not an edifice born out of Moses’ imagination and ingenuity.

In this study session, we will concentrate on an overview of this unusual
place of worship. In subsequent studies we will study it, part by part, from the
standpoint of its furnishings, its design, and its place of importance among
the people of God.

I. The Designer.

A. After God had delivered Israel from their four hundred years of Egyptian
slavery, Moses had led them down to the southern tip of the Sinai peninsula.
He had moved, and the people had followed him, as the cloud of
God’s glory had moved in the sky above them. Finally, they came to
majestic, awesome, craggy Mount Sinai. While they were camped at
the base of the mountain, God had given Moses the law, and along
with it instructions for the building of the tabernacle. The purpose of
the tabernacle was to allow God to dwell among his people in order
to meet their needs (Ex. 25:8-9). Here we see God’s compassion for
his people. They knew so little about him, for they had no sacred
Scriptures as we do today. God longed to identify himself with his
people and to dwell among them. God wants fellowship with those
who place their faith in him.

B. Note that it was God who wanted to dwell with the people. Never had they
asked this of God—God sought them! Over and over we have seen
that fact in our study of the Old Testament. It has always been God
who has first come seeking us.

But because of the sinfulness of the people, God could not dwell
in their midst in just any way. So he prescribed the way that this could
be done. Throughout the Scriptures we can note the progress God

325



Wednesday Evening, October 23

made in the way he revealed himself to people. First, he walked in
the Garden of Eden in the cool of the day and revealed himself to
Adam and Eve. Second, he revealed himself to Moses in the burn-
ing bush. Third, when the Israelites had been delivered from Egypt,
God revealed himself to them in a pillar of cloud by day and fire by
night. Fourth, after Moses had completed the tabernacle as God had
instructed him, God appeared over it in the same cloud. “The cloud
of the LorD was over the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud
by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel during all their travels”
(Ex. 40:38 NIV). Fifth, God later revealed himself in the temple built
by Solomon, after the design of the tabernacle.

Sixth, during the New Testament era, God dwelt among his
people in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus was the radi-
ance of God’s glory among us—the express image of the Father in
heaven. Then, after Jesus ascended to the Father, he sent the Holy
Spirit to indwell every believer.

Il. The design of this strange building.

A.

As we have noted, God was careful to lay out for Moses the exact design for the
tabernacle. Moses was not given free reign to experiment with some
design of his own.

The tabernacle building itself was 45 feet long and about 15 feet
wide. The back end of it and the two sides were constructed of boards,
and the entrance had a curtain of fine linen in blue, purple, and
scarlet. The building itself stood in a courtyard surrounded by a
fence made of curtains of fine, pure white linen about 81/2 feet
high, enclosing an area 175 feet long and 871/2 feet wide. Within the
enclosure, or courtyard, there were two pieces of furniture. At one
entrance to the courtyard there was the “brazen altar,” an altar made
of brass, upon which the sacrifice of a spotless lamb was burning
continually. Between this altar and the tabernacle itself there was a
laver, a washing basin, at which the priest washed his hands and feet
before entering the Holy Place of the tabernacle.

. Inside the tabernacle building were two rooms—a larger one and a smaller

one. The larger room was called the “Holy Place,” and there were
three pieces of furniture in that room. As one entered, at the right
was the “table of shewbread.” Straight ahead, in front of the curtain
dividing the Holy Place from the smaller room, was a golden altar of
incense. On the left side of the room was the golden, seven-branched
candelabra, the flames of which were kept burning continually.
Next came the smaller room called the “Holy of Holies,” the
most sacred and awesome part of the tabernacle. There was one
piece of furniture inside that room, the ark of the covenant. This
chestlike object contained the two tables of stone upon which the Ten
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Commandments were inscribed, a pot of manna, and Aaron’s rod,
which represented the God-ordained priesthood among the people.
Incidentally, no one could enter this room except the high priest, and
he could do so only once a year—on the Day of Atonement, when he
brought the sacrificial blood in to make atonement for his sins and
the sins of the people.

I1l. Those for whom it was designed.

A. To do this, we must leave the Old Testament briefly and go to the New Testa-
ment. The order of approach to God on the part of sinful humankind,
as outlined in the tabernacle, is shown beautifully in the Gospel of
John. John the Baptist introduced Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who
takes away the sin of the world” (1:29 NIV). This points to the sacrifice
that burned on the brazen altar in the courtyard. That, representing
the sacrificial death of Christ on the cross, is the first step in one’s
reconciliation with God. The laver for washing represents the contin-
ual cleansing of the Word of God as itis read, studied, and digested.
The table of shewbread speaks of Jesus as the Bread of Life, and
the golden candelabra points to him as the Light of the World. The
golden altar of incense represents the prayer of the priest ascending
to God on behalf of the people. Jesus’ prayer in John 17 was for us.
This altar also represents the privilege we have, as “priests of God,”
to pray before heaven’s throne of grace.

B. Finally, inside the veil separating the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies, is
the mercy seat. This is the throne of God, the presence of God, where
we are told to “come boldly” and place before him our needs, our
petitions, the yearnings and pleadings of our hearts.

Conclusion

So here we have the overview of the tabernacle and its teaching to us.
Next week we will walk slowly and deliberately through the courtyard of
this complex and through the building, and we will look at the details of its
structure. We will see even more of our Lord Jesus Christ symbolized here.
In all of it we can determine God’s purpose in providing salvation for sinful
humankind.

SUNDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 27

Title: Bringing Joy in Heaven and on Earth

Text: “1 tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven
over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who
do not need to repent” (Luke 15:7 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 15:1-7, 10, 22-24
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Hymns: “God, Our Father, We Adore Thee,” Frazer
“There’s a Glad New Song,” Fisher
“Since Jesus Came into My Heart,” McDaniel

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we thank you today for all of the blessings
that are associated with our earthly life. By faith and with hope we thank
you for all of the blessings that will be associated with our heavenly life in
the hereafter. Today we come bringing tithes and offerings to express our
gratitude to you and our desire to see others hear the gospel and come to
know Jesus Christ as Savior. Bless these gifts to that end. We pray in Jesus’
name. Amen.

Introduction

What does it take to fill your heart with joy? What does it take to fill a
child’s heart with joy? What does it take to bring joy to your parents? What
does it take to bring joy to your spouse? To what degree do you bring joy
to others? During the past week did you do anything that was designed to
produce joy for others?

When the Christ child was born, the angel announced his birth with
these words: “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will
be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to
you; he is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10-11 NIV).

To some, happiness is a toy. To the student, happiness is a good grade.
To the athlete, happiness is a victory. To young people in love, happiness is
marriage. To the farmer, happiness is a good harvest. To the young graduate,
happiness is a career. Someone has said that the best way to spell the word
happy is with the letters H-O-M-E.

Our Scripture for today tells us that it is possible for us to bring joy to those
who are in heaven as well as to those who are on earth. God also invites us to
find the joy of being the means whereby the lost may experience salvation.
This parable tells us that God needs our faithful cooperation in finding the
lost sheep and thus bringing joy to the heart of the Shepherd and to all those
associated with him.

I. There can be joy in heaven and on earth when a sinner repents.

The parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son provides us
with a picture of God’s heartbreak over lost things.

A. God sees the lost world and the sheep that have gone astray. Satan has been
saying to humanity from the dawn of human history that God is not
good and that he cannot be trusted. People have listened to these
lies and gone astray.

B. God sees us as lost valuables. We are of supreme value to God. He loves
us so much that he gave his Son to die for us.
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C. God sees a lost world as lost sons and daughters bent on a pathway of self-
destructiveness and ruin.

Satan would lead everyone to believe that there is something
better than the Father’s will and the Father’s home, and many have
believed these lies.

D. God sees all of us as those who need to repent. Repentance in the mind and
heartis the human response that brings joy in heaven and on earth.

Repentanceis a religious word that needs to be better understood
by people today. Repentance is more than sadness for sin. Repent-
ance is more than reformation. Repentance is more than a simple
decision to walk a straight and narrow path.

Repentance is a deep inward change of mind that results in a
different kind of life and conduct. It is a change of attitude toward
God, sin, self, others, and things. Repentance is a change of attitude
and direction that produces joy in heaven and on earth.

We are able to repent—that is, to come to a new attitude toward
God—when we hear the good news of how he loves us in and through
Jesus Christ.

Il. The joy of heaven and earth.

A. There is joy in the heart of the sheep that is found.
Forgiveness is experienced.
Spiritual cleanness is enjoyed.
Acceptance by God is a fact.
New relationships are formed.
A new nature is received.
An appetite for spiritual things develops.
. Assurance of a heavenly home brings joy.
B. There is joy in the family of God when a person repents.
1. The church rejoices.
2. Alarger circle of friends rejoices.
3. Everyone in the family circle rejoices.
C. There is joy in heaven when one repents.
Jesus speaks of the fact that “there is rejoicing in the presence of
the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:10 NIV).
1. God the Father rejoices.
2. God the Son, our Savior, rejoices.
3. God the Holy Spirit rejoices.
4. The angels of God rejoice.

N O Utk 00 00—

I1l. What can we do to produce joy in heaven?

We need to let genuine Christian compassion come into our hearts. We
need to let the love that God has for sinners invade our total being. We need
to recognize the supreme value of spiritual values.
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A. We must aggressively proclaim the good news of a God who is good to the lost
prodigals who are out in the world.

B. We as Spirit-filled followers of Jesus Christ must be good models so as to serve
as lights in a dark place and as the salt that creates thirst.

C. We must cooperate together as the church in ministries of outreach, mercy,
and helpfulness.

D. We must personally obey the Great Commission of our Lord in our individ-
ual worlds.

E. We must trust in the Holy Spirit of God to take our testimonies and use them
to bring about faith in the hearts of those who need to come to Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

How long has it been since you did something to bring joy in heaven? You
brought joy to heaven when you trusted Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and
Savior. You have produced joy in heaven if you have helped someone else trust
in Christ as Lord and Savior. You can bring joy in heaven if you help someone
return to the Father’s house with an attitude of trust and commitment.

God the Father hungers to see the lost found, restored, and renewed by
his Holy Spirit. Let us rejoice in the opportunity that is ours to produce joy
both in heaven and on earth.

If you have not yet received Jesus Christ as Savior, you can bring joy in
heaven and on earth by receiving him now.

SUNDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 27

Title: Faith Worth Passing On

Text: “When I call to remembrance the unfeigned faith that is in thee,
which dwelt first in thy grandmother Lois, and thy mother Eunice; and I am
persuaded that in thee also” (2 Tim. 1:5).

Scripture Reading: 2 Timothy 1:1-2:2

Introduction

One afternoon during a revival, the pastor and evangelist were visiting
prospects. As they drove up to a lovely brick home, the pastor said, “In this
home the mother is a Christian but is not an active church member. The father
is not a Christian and never attends church. Their seventeen-year-old son is not
a Christian but does attend our services.” As they arrived, the son was coming
out the front door to get in his car. He explained that his parents were away
and that he had to hurry to make an appointment. As they invited him to the
services, he said, “You know, preacher, I sure wish Mother were faithful to the
church. I think if she really meant business with her faith, it wouldn’t be very
long until Dad and I both would go all the way with God.” There was only one
person in that home with faith, and hers was not worth passing on.

330



Sunday Evening, October 27

This is true of many people in our churches today. They have professed
faith in Christ and have joined the church. Perhaps for a brief time they
were faithful. Then they became indifferent and neglected the Lord and his
church. This is a great detriment to evangelism. It blocks the road to salvation
for countless persons.

Thank God it was not that way with Paul. He went to Lystra and preached
the gospel. God opened the heart of a lady named Lois, and she believed
and was saved. She had the kind of faith that was contagious, and soon her
daughter Eunice believed. She passed on the faith to her son, Timothy. He
became a colaborer with Paul in the work of world evangelization. Later, when
Paul wrote to him, he described this faith worth passing on.

I. Faith worth passing on originates in a personal experience with
Christ.

Paul had been saved. Then Lois was saved. In this chain of evangelism,
each link is a fresh experience in Christ. That is always the starting place.

1. Faith worth passing on has a faithfulness about it.

A. Note the quality of it. “Unfeigned faith” means “with no pretense.” It
is totally sincere with no hypocrisy. So our Christian faith must be
completely sincere. We must be the same on weekdays as we are on
Sunday.

B. Note the permanence of it. “Faith . . . which dwelt first in thy grand-
mother.” Phillips translates it, “Faith which found a home in the heart
of Lois first” (TLB). That’s the idea. It was faith that was permanent,
living in a home. This is descriptive of daily, sincere commitment to
Jesus Christ.

I1l. Faith worth passing on has a fruitfulness about it.

A. The fruit of faith’s contagiousness. When several cases of chicken pox
are reported in an elementary school, no promotion campaign is
needed to spread chicken pox. It spreads because there is exposure
and it is contagious. It is the same way with faith in Christ that is
transparently loyal and constant.

B. The fruit of faith’s practical service. Jesus went about doing good, and
the common people thronged to him. So when Christians take every
opportunity to “do good to all,” others catch their faith.

C. The fruit of faith’s divect witness for Christ. Saving faith is a faith to share
with others. We all are witnesses. We must witness face to face with

people.

IV. Faith worth passing on has a fearlessness about it.

To be dominated by fear is a paralyzing experience. Many people endure
this awful lifestyle month after month. But that kind of fear is not from
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God. “God hath not given us the spirit of fear” (2 Tim. 1:7). Faith is trust
without reservation. God’s love overcomes fear, for “there is no fear in love;
but perfect love casteth out fear” (1 John 4:18). Young Timothy was a pastor
in a large city where persecution was a real possibility, but he could serve
without fear!

V. Faith worth passing on has a forcefulness about it (2 Tim. 1:7).

A. It is the forcefulness of power. This is the word from which we get the
English word dynamite and which refers to the innate power of the
almighty God. Our Lord has made that divine power available to
us, his children.

B. 1t is the forcefulness of love. God’s kind of love is not only powerful, but
itis the guiding force for the power he gives us. It is unlimited power,
limited in its use only by love.

C. 1t is the forcefulness of a sound mind. It is the forcefulness of unlimited
power, limited in its use by love and guided in its service by the kind
of sound mind that only God can give.

Conclusion

This is the faith that is certainly worth passing on and must be passed
on...and on ... and on. But even this kind of faith must be renewed
regularly. “Wherefore I put thee in remembrance that thou stir up the gift
of God, which is in thee” (2 Tim. 1:6).

Will you examine your faith? Will you ask the Lord to “stir it up” again
until it blazes afresh in power, love, and a sound mind to reach out to all
about you who do not yet know our Lord?

WEDNESDAY EVENING, OCTOBER 30

Title: One Way—the Curtains of the Tabernacle

Text: “There, above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the
ark of the Testimony, I will meet with you and give you all my commands for
the Israelites” (Ex. 25:22 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 26:1-14

Introduction

Last week we presented a bird’s-eye view of the tabernacle, or the tent
of worship, which God instructed Moses to build. We listened as God told
Moses why he was to build this unusual tent with all of its furnishings. We
saw the symbolism of each piece of furniture as it spoke prophetically of the
coming Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. Tonight we will focus on the curtain
of the tabernacle.
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I. The fence enclosing the courtyard (Ex. 27:9).

A. The amazing thing we discover about this fence is that it was not constructed
of boards or slats; rather, finely woven white linen was hung between the posts.
But then, before we consider the curtained fence itself, we might ask:
Why was this outer court necessary, since God actually dwelt inside
the building, in the Holy of Holies? With all other things consid-
ered, it would appear that the outer court says that God demands
separation from the world. There had to be a place where the priest
could become “separate” before entering God’s presence, because
God cannot tolerate sin.

This does not mean that God expects his people to withdraw
and be cut off from the world. We are “in” the world, just as the tab-
ernacle was in the midst of the people. But we should be obviously
different from the world in a refreshing sort of way. We should have
something unbelievers cannot find in their own lives or in the world.

Certainly this was so with Jesus. No life ever lived on earth was
more “separate,” more different than his. Yet he was constantly min-
gling with the people, rubbing shoulders with them, giving himself
to them.

B. The panels of this fence were made of white linen, a pure color represen-
tative of righteousness. Concerning the church, the Scripture declares,
“And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in fine linen,
clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness of saints”
(Rev. 19:8). Thus, the indication is that the courtyard was encircled
with the righteousness that God demands. We cannot provide this
for ourselves; God provides it for us. Before we can come into his
presence in prayer, we must be surrounded by and enveloped in the
righteousness of his Son.

C. The posts that supported these linen panels were high enough that no one could
climb over them. No person could scale this “fence of righteousness”
on his own; he had to enter by the gate God had provided. People
still would rather enter God’s presence by their own method, by way
of their own good works.

As we walk around that white linen fence, too tall to climb over,
we feel a sense of hopelessness. First, the brilliant whiteness of it
blinds us; we cannot look at it. We are cut off! God is inside, and he is
perfect and sinless. We are outside, and in spite of our finest efforts,
we still fall far short of God’s quality of goodness. Any way you look
at it, it seems to be an impossible situation.

Il. As we circle the courtyard, we come to the east end, and there we
find one gate, and only one (Ex. 27:16).

A. There was no other entrance to this courtyard, just as there is no other way
to God the Father except through Jesus Christ (John 10:7-9). Thus, the one
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gate points to the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the only way of salvation.
Throughout the New Testament we find abundant evidence and
references to the fact that Jesus Christ is humankind’s only hope
for salvation.

B. Then there were four colors in the curtains of this gate—Dblue, purple, scarlet,
and white. All through the tabernacle we shall find these colors. They
too represent the Lord Jesus by symbolizing several characteristics
of his being.

1. Blue is the color of heaven; it speaks of Christ’s heavenly charac-
ter. He was with God before he came to earth.

2. Purple, which is a mixture of scarlet and blue, was the color most
frequently associated with royalty. So this color pointed to Jesus
as Christ the King. As a mixture of blue and scarlet, the purple
color also pointed to Christ as the one who combined the heav-
enly nature he had with the sacrifice for sin—the shedding of
his blood.

3. Scarlet is the color of blood. This color in the curtains of the
gate looked forward to Jesus, who would come and give his life
and shed his blood on the cross for our sins.

4. Finally, white symbolizes purity and perfection. Thus, it spoke of
Christ’s perfect character. When Jesus was born into this world
and entered a human body, he “was in all points tempted like as
we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). Never at any time while Jesus
was on earth was there anything about him that even hinted at
the imperfect, sinful nature of our humanity.

C. These colors on the gate, representing the character of our Lord Jesus Christ,
are seen throughout the tabernacle. They were on the door leading into
the Holy Place and woven into the great veil that separated the Holy
Place from the Holy of Holies. Always they represent Christ who is
the only means of access to God. There is no other way.

This is the amazing, inconceivable glory of our God. He is per-
fect, holy, sinless. He is the essence of everything that humans are
not. And to make the distance between humans and God infinitely
farther apart, humans elected to turn away from God and to choose
sin. Why didn’t God write off humans, annihilate them, obliterate
them from the face of the earth?

This is the mystery of God’s love that we will never understand
in this life. Even in the eternity of heaven we will be amazed atitand
glorify God for it throughout endless eons.

Conclusion

Thus, the gate is there. The entrance is provided. The invitation from
God is given. Itis for whosoever will come. Itis for all who will repent of their
sins and receive this all-sufficient Christ.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

NOVEMBER

B Sunday Mornings

Humans are basically acquisitive creatures. They are selfish because
of their insecurity away from God. Christ desires to change people from
being “getters” into being “givers.” The suggested theme for this month
is “Understanding and Developing the Grace of Giving.”

B Sunday Evenings

Using the book of Exodus as the scriptural source, present a series of
messages centered around the theme “How God Works with His People.”

B Wednesday Evenings

Continue and complete the series of messianic studies using the
theme “Foregleams of Christ in the Old Testament.”

SUNDAY MORNING, NOVEMBER 3

Title: The Grace of Giving and the Glory of Christ

Text: “As for Titus, he is my partner and fellow worker in your service; and
as for our brethren, they are messengers of the churches, the glory of
Christ” (2 Cor. 8:23 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 8:7-9, 16-23

Hymns: “All Creatures of Our God and King,” Williams
“Saved, Saved!” Scholfield
“Grace Greater Than Our Sin,” Towner

Offertory Prayer: Father in heaven, help us to recognize that you are always
the giver of every good and perfect gift. Thank you for giving us the great
salvation we have through Jesus Christ. Thank you for the gift of your

Holy Spirit as an indwelling presence. Thank you for the opportunities

to cooperate with you in ministering to a needy world. We come today
bringing tithes and offerings that they might be used to help those who are
seeking to proclaim the message of your love to the ends of the earth. In
Christ’s name. Amen.

Introduction
Paul writes to the church at Corinth to encourage them to follow through
on the plans they had made the previous year to provide a generous relief
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offering for the poor saints in Jerusalem. Paul writes of his practice of encour-
aging Gentile converts to Christianity to be generous in benevolent gifts to
Jewish Christians in his letter to the Galatians (2:9-10). He had given more
specific instructions to the church at Corinth regarding this offering in his
first letter (cf. 16:1-4).

Paul was eager that Jewish Christians recognize the genuineness of the
conversion experience of those who came to know Jesus Christ out of idolatry
and paganism. Jewish Christians were sincere and conscientious in doubting
whether these people could be genuine followers of Jesus Christ unless they
also followed all of the traditions, customs, and rituals associated with Judaism.
Because generosity was such a remarkable trait, Paul saw that this would be
a means by which Gentile Christians could convince Jewish Christians of the
genuineness of their relationship to Jesus Christ.

Second Corinthians chapters 8 and 9 are concerned with the response of
the followers of Christ in Corinth to this opportunity for ministering through
a generous offering.

In this passage of Scripture, the apostle imparts to us the truth that
generous and joyous giving is a grace thatis to be developed by the followers
of Christ (8:7).

Generosity is not instinctual. Generosity does not come easily to humanity,
which has believed from the dawn of human history that one must arrange
for his or her own well-being. It has been Satan’s strategy to imply that God
is not good and that he is trying to deprive and restrict us rather than enrich
and help us. The apostle is urging these immature believers to accept the
philosophy of Jesus and come to believe that it is more blessed to give than
to receive. He encourages them by the example of Jesus Christ, who demon-
strated the grace of God by giving himself so completely on behalf of all of
us (2 Cor. 8:9). Because of God’s grace, Jesus Christ became poor that we
through his poverty might become rich. Paul encourages us to have that same
kind of attitude and engage in that same kind of activity.

As Paul describes the process by which this generous offering is to be
carried from Asia Minor to the church in Jerusalem, he goes into great
detail to describe how people who have been appointed by the congregation
in Corinth will accompany him. Then he makes a shocking statement as he
comes to the end of the words of our text. He describes the arrival of these
messengers with the offering as “the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 8:23). What does
that mean? What was he trying to communicate to these givers? What was
he trying to communicate to us today as we give generously in the name of
Christ to meet the needs of others?

The word glory is used in many different ways throughout Scripture. It is
used as an adjective and as a verb. And in this particular passage itis used as
a noun to describe those who come with a generous gift to relieve the pain
of those who are experiencing great poverty and who are in great need. He
describes them as being “the glory of Christ.”
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When used as a noun, the word glory describes “a visible manifestation
of the invisible God” throughout the Old Testament.

I. The Lord led them day and night.

The Lord appeared by day “in a pillar of cloud . . . and by night in a
pillar of fire to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night”
(Ex. 13:21 RSV). This pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night
were visible symbols of the presence of the invisible God who was leading the
Israelites out of the bondage of Egypt into the liberty of the Promised Land.
The following chapters describe how the people were both comforted and
frightened by this visible presence of the invisible God.

Il. “The glory of the Lorp settled on Mount Sinai”
(Ex. 24:16 RSV).

At this particular juncture in the journey of the children of Israel, the
glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai. The glory of the Lord concealed
the presence of the Lord, while at the same time revealed his presence to the
people. When the glory of God moved, they moved. When the glory of God
remained in one place, they remained there.

1. “The glory of the Lorb filled the tabernacle” (Ex. 40:34).

The tabernacle had been built as a visible symbol of the dwelling place
of the Most High God. It contained the sacred furniture that was to be used
in the sacrificial system. In the Holy of Holies, the invisible God was to dwell,
and he was to be reverenced.

When they completely finished the construction of the tabernacle, “the
glory of the Lorp filled the tabernacle.” The word glory is the word used to
describe the visible manifestation of the invisible God.

IV. “The glory of the Lorb filled the house of the Lorp”
(1 Kings 8:11 RSV).

When Solomon had completely finished the construction of the mag-
nificent temple on Mount Moriah, they conducted a dedication service. God
honored their gifts and their worship by filling the temple with the visible
manifestation of his invisible presence, and this is described as “the glory of
the LOorD.”

V. “The whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3).

In the year that King Uzziah died, Isaiah, a young man, went into the
temple, where he had a life-changing experience with the eternal God.
With the thoughts of an empty throne filling his mind and heart, the eye
of his soul was opened, and he was given a vision of God on a throne. He
heard the angelic beings speaking of this holy God and saying that “the
whole earth is full of his glory.” What he saw was the glory of the Lord.
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He saw the visible presence of the invisible God, described as the glory
of the Lord.

VI. Ezekiel saw the glory of the Lord (Ezek. 1:28).

Ezekiel’s inaugural vision by which he became a prophet of God contains
a verbal description of the indescribable God who came to him in a far
country to anoint him and to commission him to be his spokesman to the
exiles. Ezekiel describes this experience as “Such was the appearance of the
likeness of the glory of the LORD” (v. 28 RSV).

Conclusion

Peter, James, and John saw the glory of the Lord on the Mount of
Transfiguration when he was transfigured before them (Matt. 17:2-8). The
apostles saw the glory of the Lord when a cloud took him out of their sight
following his resurrection (Acts 1:9). This was no mere atmospheric condi-
tion. This was the shekinah glory that had both revealed and concealed the
presence of God throughout the Old Testament ages.

The exciting truth that Paul communicates in his letter to the Corinthians
is that these messengers who come bringing generous gifts to the poor out
of hearts that are filled with the presence of Christ are in reality “the glory
of Christ” in the world today. That givers are the glory of Christ—the visible
presence of the invisible God—should challenge and warm our hearts as we
seek to give ourselves in service to him today. Let us go out and give truly
genuine, caring love and affirmation to those around us and be the glory of
Christ in the world today.

Truly it is more blessed to give than to receive. There is more happiness
for the person who lives to give than for the person who lives to get. When
we give generously and gladly, we become the glory of Christ in the world
today. We become the visible presence of the invisible Christ. May God help
each of us rise to this opportunity.

SUNDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 3

Title: How God Confronts Us

Text: “When the Lorp saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him
from within the bush, ‘Moses! Moses!’

“And Moses said, ‘Here I am.’

“‘Do not come any closer,” God said. ‘“Take off your sandals, for the
place where you are standing is holy ground.” Then he said, ‘I am the
God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of
Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God”
(Ex. 3:4-6 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 3:1-22
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Introduction

A certain man went to Europe several years ago. He was excited because
he had always wanted to visit the Christian shrines in England and on the
Continent. He went to Aldersgate where John Wesley’s “heart was strangely
warmed” and to Wittenberg and Rome where Martin Luther sparked the
Reformation. But as he saw these places that have become shrines for many
Protestant Christians, he was disappointed. He had expected to be inspired
and awed, but these were just plain towns and buildings.

As the man thought about his disappointment, he realized that these had
been just ordinary places when the action had taken place that later made
them important. In each case the thing that made these churches and cities
shrines was that each was a simple setting in which a man had made a decision
concerning God’s will for himself, turning his whole life, facing God, and
choosing him over “things.” The events that followed were so significant that
people now travel for miles just to see the site where the decision was made.

Often we look for a special place or a dramatic circumstance in which we
can find God’s will or do God’s will. But when it actually comes to giving our
lives to God, committing ourselves to him, accepting his will for our lives, and
determining to try to live the Christian life, any location will do. Any place
where we commit our lives to Christ can be for us a burning bush of decision.

Were we to go once again into the area of Horeb and by some means
find the bush where God spoke to Moses, I am sure it would look just like
any other desert bush. That particular bush had significance simply because
there God spoke, there a man responded, and there a commitment was made.

For Moses it was a life-changing experience. There he accepted God’s com-
mission to lead the Hebrew people out of slavery and into the Promised Land.

But for you to be confronted with God and to have an experience with
God, you do not have to search out that same bush—any bush will do.
Whatever it is that causes you to open your heart to God can be for you an
experience similar to Moses’ experience at the burning bush. This is how
God confronts us.

I. When God confronts us, we need an awareness of God.

A. An awareness of God will allow us to see him in any situation. Anyone else
coming along may not have seen or heard God in the burning bush.
But Moses did. J. S. Whale observed that if most of us saw a bush on
fire and not consumed, we would not take off our shoes in reverence
but would whip out a camera to take a snapshot of it.

Christians often talk about God’s speaking to them in a situation,
leading them to an action, showing himself to them in an occurrence.
This can be said when the events are interpreted through the eyes of
faith. Someone looking on may call it merely coincidence, an accident,
or the natural working out of events, but looking at it through the
eyes of faith, the Christian can call it the working of God’s Holy Spirit.
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B. An awareness of God will allow faith to come alive in any situation. With
an awareness of God, faith can come alive in any situation—in lone-
liness, frustration, fear, anxiety, or a broken relationship. Any of the
outward circumstances in which we find ourselves when we commit
our lives to him is the situation in which faith can come alive.

When faith comes alive, any place—a house, a kitchen sink, an
office chair, a car—can be transformed into a shrine. The question
being asked today is not the traditional religious question “What
must I do to be saved?” but the contemporary question “How can I
find peace, wholeness, satisfaction, and fulfillment?” As the answer
to this question is found in faith in Jesus Christ, any place where faith
comes alive becomes a holy place.

Il. When God confronts us, we need an openness to God.

A. An openness to God will allow us to recognize him when he makes himself
known to us. Moses asked a question of God’s identity (Ex. 3:13). Notice
how God identified himself to Moses (vv. 13-14).

1. It showed continuity: “God of your fathers.”
2. It showed self-existence: “I am.”
3. It showed divine purpose: “I Am wHO I AM.”
Moses was able to recognize the God of redemption and
deliverance in that burning bush.

B. An openness to God will allow us to receive him when he makes himself known
to us. Moses not only asked a question of God’s identity, he also asked
a question of self-identity. “Who am I?” he asked in Exodus 3:11. Who
was he, indeed? Was he a child of Israel? Of Egypt? A fugitive? An
adopted grandson of the pharaoh? A priest’s son-in-law? A shepherd
of Midian? Who was he? He was God’s man.

From a prison cell Dietrich Bonhoeffer asked:

Whoam I? ...
Am I one person today and tomorrow another?
Am I both at once? a hypocrite before others,
and before myself a contemptible woebegone weakling?
Or is something within me still like a beaten army
fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?
Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.
Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine!
—The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Macmillan, 1963), 19-20

lIl. When God confronts us, we need an obedience to God.

A. The course of obedience. Have you ever thought how this whole experi-
ence would have turned out if Moses had refused to obey God and
had refused to accept God’s commission for him? We never would
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have heard of the burning bush. And we probably never would have
heard of Moses. God would have turned to someone else and some
other way to deliver his people.

But Moses was obedient. And history turned on his obedience
to this encounter with God.

B. The characterization of obedience. Obedience is absolutely necessary in
our relationship to God. Paul characterized Jesus Christ as being
obedient—even to death on the cross (Phil. 2:8). Paul testified to
King Agrippa that he was obedient to the vision he had of Christ
on the Damascus road (Acts 26:19). Augustine was obedient to the
voice he heard in the garden saying, “Take and read.” He read the
book of Romans and found Christ. And the church found a preacher
and theologian.

C. The courage for obedience. But where do we get the courage to be obe-
dient? It comes from the presence of God. God promised Moses, “I
will be with you” (Ex. 3:12 NIV).

Can we be assured of the outcome when we start on the path
of obedience? No, not really. We can only see the outcome when
it is all over. That is what obedience and faith mean. We can know
that God’s presence is with us, that God accepts us, and that God
will lead us. But we cannot know all that is involved until we begin
the walk with God. The “sign” would be that the children of Israel
would worship God on that same mountain. But many things would
transpire before they did so.

Conclusion

God may not confront us through such a dramatic experience as a
burning bush. But God confronts each one of us. In obedience and faith we
respond to him.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 6

Title: The Brazen Altar and Laver—First Steps toward God

Text: “Build an altar of acacia wood, three cubits high; it is to be square, five
cubits long and five cubits wide . . . Make a bronze basin, with its bronze
stand, for washing. Place it between the Tent of Meeting and the altar, and
put water in it” (Ex. 27:1; 30:18 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 27:1-8; 30:17-21

Introduction

Last week in our study we stood before the awesome, white-curtained
fence that surrounded the courtyard in which that unusual tent of worship
stood. We saw that the pure, white linen that formed the fence represented
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the righteousness of God. And we also saw that it was this perfection and
holiness that kept sinful people away from God.

As we circled the courtyard, we discovered that there was only one gate.
And with great relief and joy, we saw that the curtains of this gate—blue,
purple, scarlet, and white—represented the redeeming characteristics of our
Lord Jesus Christ. We saw that he is the one Door into the presence of God.
As we receive him, his righteousness becomes our righteousness, and we are
able to stand in God’s presence and be accepted by him.

Tonight we will walk through that gate on our way toward the presence
of God, represented by the fire burning on the mercy seat in the Holy of
Holies inside the tabernacle.

I. The brazen altar.

The first object we encounter as we enter the courtyard is the brazen
altar, the place of sacrifice. The brazen altar foreshadowed the cross on which
Christ shed his blood for the sins of the world (Ex. 27:1-2).

A. This impressive altar was seven and a half feet square, standing four and
a half feet high. On the hot coals of the altar lay the sacrificial lamb,
which had been slain and was being offered as a burnt offering to
God for the sins of the people. The lamb being sacrificed represents
the Lord Jesus Christ, who shed his blood and gave his life that our
sins might be forgiven.

We can see that the altar represents sacrifice. After the flood-
waters had receded in Noah’s day, the first thing Noah did when
he and his family stepped out of the ark onto dry land was to build
an altar. In Genesis 12 we read that Abraham built an altar even
before he pitched his tent. These men were careful to put God first
in their lives. Thus, the first and most important lesson we learn as
we approach this altar is that something must be done there that
we cannot do for ourselves. A sacrifice must be offered in our stead;
innocent blood must be shed.

B. Let’s look a bit more closely at this altar itself. It was made of wood and
covered with brass. Brass, in the Old Testament, was considered the
most fire-resistant of all metals. In fact, the brass of the Old Testa-
ment probably was closer to our copper than it was to the brass we
know today. Brass represents the fierceness of God’s wrath against sin.

The altar was foursquare, saying to us that the gospel message
is for the whole world—north, south, east, and west, for all people
everywhere. This is what Jesus meant when he said, “Go ye into all
the world, and preach the gospel” (Mark 16:15).

Wood speaks of the humanity of our Lord Jesus; he was God
manifest in the flesh. Brass is that which is capable of enduring fire.
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While he hung on the cross, our Lord endured the awful fire of
God’s wrath on the sins of the world, which had been placed on him.

C. The altar stood flat on the desert sand in the courtyard. It was not on some
high, exalted place. There were no steps to climb, leading up to it. It
was right on the ground, level with sinful humans. This was not true
of pagan altars on which sacrifices were made to false gods. They
were always in high places, with steep, ascending steps, making it
difficult for people to reach them.

Thus, the brazen altar could be approached with no effort. There
were no steps up to the altar—no “stepping stones” to Christ, no
“good works” required in order to be saved. We come to God just as
we are. God meets us at the point of our need and there provides
complete salvation.

Il. The laver, or basin.

Having identified with the spotless lamb being offered as a sacrifice on
the altar, we proceed to the only other piece of furniture in the courtyard
that stands between us and the tabernacle. It is the laver, or the washing
basin (Ex. 30:18-21).

A. Where did Moses get the brass for making the laver? Exodus 38:8 says that
he made it “of the looking glasses of the women.” Mirrors of that
time were made of polished brass. We shall refer to this fact and its
significance later in the study.

The laver is the “second step” in our progress toward God’s
presence. It is a type of the Word of God. Paul teaches us that the
Word of God is like water. As we read and study it, we are “washed”
and cleansed. The Word of God has a purifying and cleansing effect
on us.

The Word of God is compared with a mirror. James tells us that
as we look into these Scriptures, we “behold ourselves as a man look-
ing in a mirror.” God’s Word shows us what we are. It reveals the
progress we are making—or are not making. So we see our need of
daily washing in the Word of God. Every day we commit sins, either
of omission or of commission. We must daily seek God’s forgiveness
for these sins.

B. The New Testament has a remarkable comparison. John 13 contains the
account of the Last Supper, the Feast of the Passover. After the Pass-
over meal was finished, Jesus arose, took a towel and a basin of water,
and began to wash the disciples’ feet. What was he doing? He was
fulfilling the type of the laver! The feet represent the daily walk,
during which we come in contact with the dirt and dust of the earth.
Furthermore, we encounter daily defilement from temptation and sin.
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Itis between the brazen altar and the laver, which represents daily
consecration, that many believers stop growing spiritually. They do
not read and study God’s Word.

Conclusion

Peter objected to Christ washing his feet, suggesting that he needed
washing all over. Jesus said to him, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with
me” (John 13:8 NIV). He was talking about fellowship and growth. Perhaps
you have not gone past the altar, the cross. You have problems with temptation
and sin in your life. Your thoughts wander into areas where they should not
be. You need to advance to the laver, the place of washing. You need to look
in the “mirror” of the Word of God and receive daily cleansing as you read
and study its message.

SUNDAY MORNING, NOVEMBER 10

Title: Generous Sowing Means a Generous Harvest

Text: “The point is this: he who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and
he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully” (2 Cor. 9:6 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 9:6-12

Hymns: “To God Be the Glory,” Crosby
“I Stand Amazed in the Presence,” Gabriel
“I Gave My Life for Thee,” Havergal

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we want to thank you for the privilege of
worship today. Thank you for letting us come to your house. Thank you
for letting us be associated with the people around us as we come together
to worship you and to praise your awesome and holy name. We come

now bringing love gifts to express our gratitude for your generosity. Bless
these gifts to the end that others come to know your love and your mercy.
Through Jesus Christ our Lord we pray. Amen.

Introduction

In 2 Corinthians 8-9, the apostle Paul is writing to the disciples of our
Lord in the city of Corinth regarding a generous offering they have made
plans to provide for the poor saints in Jerusalem. He has commended them
for their generosity and their eagerness to be a part of providing relief for
those who were in genuine need.

The apostle was particularly interested in this being a generous and
worthy offering because it would not only relieve the conditions of distress
in Jerusalem, but it would also serve as a bridge to unite Jewish believers with
those who were converts from paganism and idolatry to the Christian faith.
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Paul knew that if a generous offering came from Gentile converts, this would
be very helpful in breaking down the cultural and religious barriers that
separated Gentile believers from Jewish believers (cf. Acts 6:1; Gal. 2:9-10).

In these two chapters Paul deals with the subject of the proper motivations
for generous giving, and he also discusses the principles of proper giving to
God and for the needs of others.

This section of the epistle contains pleas for generosity and for enthusiasm
in the giving of the offering. Furthermore, it contains a plea for a great faith
in God, and it also has a word of encouragement concerning their entering
into a real partnership with God and others in relieving the needs of those
in poverty.

Paul encourages his readers to be generous by reminding them of one
of the basic laws in agriculture. The gardener or the farmer will reap in
direct proportion to his using a proper amount of seed for the planting of
a garden plot or field. He emphasizes that it is foolish to be stingy with the
seed in sowing time. He who is stingy is robbing himself of the potential
harvest in the future. The apostle applies this to the practice of giving for
the glory of God and for the good of others. This principle works in every
area of life.

I. We reap in the measure that we have given ourselves to Bible
study (Josh. 1:8).

Many people are not even acquainted with biblical characters, much less
the great events of biblical history. They have no knowledge of the provisions
of God’s great salvation, which is offered through the ministry of Jesus Christ
and through the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit. Their lives are greatly
impoverished because they have never given themselves to the study of God’s
Holy Word. If we neglect to feed ourselves on the truth of God’s Word, we
cannot possibly grow up in the salvation God has provided (1 Peter 2:1-3).
The psalmist describes the happy and successful person as one who delights
in and meditates on the great truths of God’s Word (Ps. 1:1-3).

Il. We reap in the measure that we have given ourselves in prayer
(Matt. 6:6).

Jesus dogmatically declared that spiritual rewards come to those who
develop the habit of going apart into the private place for communion with
the Father God. These rewards and blessings are too numerous to list, but
many people miss them because they never give themselves to prayer. James
writes in his epistle, “You do not have, because you do not ask” (4:2 RSV).
This does not mean that we can get anything we ask for. It does mean that
God has many things for those of us who ask. On the other hand, those who
neglect prayer miss the blessings that come from prayer. We reap according
to the measure in which we have sown.
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I1l. We reap in the measure that we give voice to our Christian
testimony (Ps. 126:6).

One of the greatest sins that we are guilty of is being silent about the
goodness and grace of God revealed in and through Jesus Christ. It appears
that some of us are either ashamed of our relationship with Jesus Christ or
afraid to speak about his presence in our lives. The Holy Spirit can use our
personal testimony to impart the gift of faith to nonbelievers about us. When
we neglect to “plant the seed” of our personal testimonies concerning what
God has done in our own lives, we are depriving others of the blessing they
could receive. At the same time, we are robbing ourselves of the joy of the
harvest time God wants us to experience.

IV. We reap in the measure that we give of our material resources in
the service of God and for the good of others (2 Cor. 9:8).

The apostle Paul did not believe that God was a beggar or that God’s
treasury was in danger of going bankrupt. He did not believe that God became
richer because of the gifts of his people. Instead, he encouraged these people
in Corinth to become generous givers because God is a generous giver. The
apostle declares, “God loves a cheerful giver” (9:7 RSV). God does not love
the generous giver because the gifts enrich the heavenly treasury; God loves
the cheerful giver because that giver is becoming godlike. When we give out
of a heart of love and meet the needs of others, God sees in us those character
traits that remind him of his own nature. To be generous is to be godly. To
be stingy is to be ungodly.

Paul declares in verse 8 of this chapter that God responds to the generosity
of his children by blessing them in the manner in which they have given of
themselves into his service and for the good of others. God blesses not just by
addition, but by multiplication. Paul declares that God will bless the generous
person with divine generosity and that his or her needs will be met.

The word translated “cheerful” is the Greek word hilarion. This is the
word from which we get our word hilarious. One cannot be a hilarious giver
if he or she has a great feeling of insecurity. Those who find their security
in the possession of material things can never be hilarious givers, because
they can never accumulate enough to be totally secure. Paul is encouraging
the people to find their security in God, and then, out of the resources with
which he blesses them, to be a hilarious helper of others.

Conclusion

It is never wise to be stingy with seed at planting time. A farmer is very
generous with his seed because he recognizes that if the seed is not planted,
there can be no harvest. This law works in the realm of the spirit exactly as
it does in the realm of nature. We can become hilarious givers of ourselves
and of our substance if we will trust God to give us an abundant harvest.

346



Sunday Evening, November |0

SUNDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 10

Title: How God Delivers Us

Text: “By day the LorD went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to guide
them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so
that they could travel by day or night. Neither the pillar of cloud by
day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people”
(Ex. 13:21-22 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 12:29-32, 50; 13:1-2, 17-22

Introduction

James Dallas Egburt III was a seventeen-year-old computer genius who
disappeared for twenty-eight days in 1979. A college sophomore, he seemed
to be playing a real-life version of a complicated fantasy game popular at his
university called “Dungeons and Dragons.” Using an underground sewer
system, he was either hiding or being hidden and moved in a dangerous
real-life version of the game. After twenty-eight days he was discovered in
an undisclosed location. Nevertheless, his story had a tragic ending several
months later when he died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Obviously,
this boy had been enslaved by demonic forces and had needed deliverance.

There was a time when the Hebrews needed deliverance. They were
enslaved in Egypt by Pharaoh and his cruel taskmasters. When we reflect on
the deliverance of the Hebrews from Egypt, it looks as though Pharaoh was
playing a game. Clearly he was engaged in a contest with God.

Faced with God’s demand through Moses, “Let my people go,” Pharaoh
hardened his heart and rebelled. Thus, God brought about a series of plagues.
At times it looked as though Pharaoh would relent and release the Hebrews,
but then he would harden his heart, stiffen his neck, and not only keep them
in slavery but increase their burden. Finally, the tenth plague—the death of
the firstborn—was too much, and Pharaoh let the Hebrews go.

The exodus is to the Old Testament what the cross is to the New Testament.
It is the one central feature around which the activity and the revelation of
God gather. God had acted decisively to deliver his people!

The exodus itself was an amazing thing. Estimates of the number of
people involved range upward to 2.5 million! Rather than take the easier route
along the coast by probably the oldest highway in the world, the Hebrews went
through the wilderness to the Promised Land. There were reasons for this. A
negative reason was that the highway had Egyptian fortifications and patrols.
A positive reason was that they needed the time to organize themselves and
to comprehend what had happened.

God showed his presence with the Hebrews by visible signs: a cloud by day
and a pillar of fire by night. God delivers. How do we know? God delivered
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the Hebrews from bondage to freedom, from oppression to life. And God
delivers us today. How does he do this?

I. Realize that God himself delivers us.

A. We are incapable of delivering ourselves. It is obvious that God is the one
who delivered the Hebrews, because they were incapable of deliv-
ering themselves. They were slaves. From their behavior later on, it
became clear that they were disorganized and distraught people.
They complained. They lapsed into idolatry. They refused to follow
God by faith into the Promised Land.

Like the Hebrews, we, in our distraught and disorganized state,
cannot deliver ourselves from our sins or our problems.

B. God alone has the power to deliver us. The plagues against the Egyptians
were designed to show the superior power of God. Pharaoh himself
was considered a god by the Egyptians. More than once God indi-
cated to Moses that through these events they would know that alone
he was God.

C. Never forget that God delivers us. In teaching the little children about
the Passover, parents were to remind them that it was God who had
delivered them.

Nor must we forget that God is the one who delivers us from all of
our sin and troubles. In Romans 8:37 the apostle Paul concluded a list
of frightening circumstances with the words, “No, in all these things
we are more than conquerors through him who loved us” (NIV).

I1. Think of the things from which God delivers us.

A. God delivers us from unrelieved oppression. Egyptian oppression of the
Hebrews was unrelieved: day after day, hour after hour, they were
aware of it.

People today suffer from some of the same things.

1. World problems. When we think of world problems, we think
of lack of freedom, of political oppression, of military dictator-
ships, of hungry people, of threats of war. The world is full of
unrelieved hurt.

2. Personal problems. These problems can consist of continual
presence of pain, sexual harassment on a job, mental pressure
and stress at work, a difficult marriage, an invalid or sick child,
an aged and infirm parent. Often one calls out, “Is there any
relief from the constant pressure?”

B. God delivers us from unexplained burdens. The average Hebrew slave on
the construction site probably could not have explained why he was
a slave or why his burden got worse. The unexplained burdens get
us down. Is there any answer to the problem of evil and suffering?
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C. God delivers us from unrepentant sin. What was the relationship of these
people to God? It could not have been good. The demands of God
were presented to them. God can deliver from the burden of sin.

In our problems and pain we turn to God. In John Killenger’s
book Bread for the Wilderness, Wine for the Journey, he tells the story of
a young man who had considerable mental agony due to a serious
problem with his infant daughter. One of her hip joints was not grow-
ing properly, and an operation was planned.

In his personal journal he wrote that it would be easy to see the
Lord’s Prayer as being greatly out of touch with what really mattered
to him. In fact, he penned a paraphrase of the Lord’s Prayer with
words that began,

Our Father, who art in heaven,
why aren’t you down here on earth
doing something about my present difficulty?

But he did not pray that prayer. Instead, he tried to give thanks
for his daughter and for the joy she had brought into their home.
Then he reviewed the world around him as he tried to listen to the
voice of the Holy Spirit to see what he could be thankful for. Again,
he turned to the Lord’s Prayer, and his new prayer began with these
words:

Our Father, in spite of the present difficulty,

you are still in heaven and the world is still ordered.

May my response hallow your name.

The coming of your kingdom is more important than my
own difficulty—

so may I not hinder its coming by my worry.

The surgery was to happen a few days after the young father came
to that viewpoint. But when the doctors x-rayed the day before the
surgery, the joint had begun to grow properly. Apparently the girl
was going to be fine.

The cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night assure us that
God is always with us.

lIl. Be aware of how God delivers us.

A. God delivers by the power of his grace. The last plague against the Egyp-
tians was the death of the firstborn. In many ancient religions the
firstborn child was considered to belong to the deity. Some of the
Hebrews’ neighbors at this time even practiced the sacrifice of their
firstborn child to their god. By God’s grace the death angel passed
over the Hebrews, sparing their firstborn. God delivers by grace.
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B. Grace is obtained at God’s directives. We do not determine the ways of
grace. Grace always comes on God’s terms. When the death angel
passed over the homes of the Hebrews, it was because God directed
the slaying of the lamb and the marking of the doorposts with blood
as the means of deliverance.

In the wilderness when God delivered the people from the poi-
sonous snakes, he established a brass snake on a pole as the means
of deliverance.

When Naaman was healed of his leprosy, his bathing had to be
in the Jordan River, the means and the place of God’s choosing for
his deliverance.

When Jesus died on the cross, this was God’s means of forgive-
ness for our sins.

The fact that God’s grace comes on God’s terms or not at all
should not be so hard for us to understand; it happens all the time.
When we take out a credit card at a department store, we agree to
the store’s terms for use of the card. When we take out a loan at a
bank, the terms of the note and time of its repayment are at the
bank’s direction.

Conclusion

God does deliver us. He delivered the Hebrew people from slavery, and
that became the center point of their faith in him. He delivers us from our
sin and our troubles through the death of his Son Jesus Christ on the cross,
and that becomes the center point of our faith.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 13

Title: The Table of Shewbread and the Golden Lampstand—the Body of
Christ and the Light of the World

Text: “Make a table of acacia wood—two cubits long, a cubit wide and a
cubit and a half high . . . Make a lampstand of pure gold and hammer it
out, base and shaft; its flowerlike cups, buds and blossoms shall be of one
piece with it” (Ex. 25:23, 31 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 25:23-40

Introduction

Tonight, as we step inside the tabernacle itself, we enter the Holy Place,
or “the place of fellowship.” On the north wall of the room is the table of
shewbread. Upon it were placed twelve freshly baked loaves of bread each
week. On the south wall of the Holy Place stands the golden lampstand, also
known as “the candlestick,” one of the most beautiful and elaborate pieces
of furniture in the tabernacle.
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Although each piece of furniture was distinct in itself, each also related
to the other. We cannot grasp the full significance of one without under-
standing the others. As we shall see tonight, the table of shewbread speaks
of Christ, the Living Word upon whom we are to feed to receive spiritual
nourishment. The golden lampstand cast light on the table of shewbread.
Thus, as we study the Word of God, the Holy Spirit “sheds light” on it and
enables us to understand it.

Every believer is privileged to enter the Holy Place and have fellowship
with God by feeding on his Word at the table of shewbread, which is illumined
by the Holy Spirit in the candelabra. Or we might say it this way: Our relation-
ship with God is established in the outer court at the altar of sacrifice and
at the laver of cleansing. Our fellowship is established and maintained by the
study of the Word, by the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.

I. The construction of the table of shewbread (Ex. 25:23-24).

A. Thewood of the table represented the humanity of Jesus, whereas the gold with
which it was overlaid spoke of his deity. Though he was man, he was also
God. Moses was instructed to place loaves of bread on the table, a
symbol of Christ’s body. The bread was made from the fine flour
that resulted from a grinding process. Jesus experienced extreme
suffering (symbolized by the grinding of the grain), yet he retained
his sinless purity.

B. The bread was the result of a process of death and suffering, for the wheat
had been harvested, ground to powder, made into bread, and baked in a hot
oven. So Christ went through the experience of Gethsemane and the
burning heat of Calvary.

Il. The table’s provision for the people.

A. The table and its contents symbolized God’s provision for the people during
their wilderness journey. It symbolized the “spiritual food” God made
available for them. Because of its symbolism, it points to Jesus Christ.
Jesus was the Word of God in human flesh. As we learn of him, we
gain spiritual sustenance for strength, and we grow and develop as
Christians.

B. But what of the bread itself? Very practically, the bread was intended
to be food for the priests as they ministered daily in the Holy Place
before the Lord. Jesus said, “I am the bread of life: he that cometh
to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never
thirst” (John 6:35). Jesus is telling us that he, in the person of his
Word, is the sustaining food of the Christian.

I11. The construction of the lampstand (Ex. 25:31-32).

A. This lampstand, which was to be made of a talent of pure gold (which weighed
over ninety pounds!), was not to be cast in a mold. That s, it was not to look
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like anything else that had been made. It was to be hammered out
so that the entire lampstand was formed from the one piece of gold.
Unlike our tapers, the candles on this stand did not consume them-
selves as they burned. Rather, each branch supported a small golden
pot that was kept filled with oil, in which a burning wick floated.
What did the golden lampstand do for the Holy Place? It provided the only
source of light. Jesus said to his disciples that they were to be “the light
of the world.” It was important that the wicks that floated in the seven
golden pots be kept trimmed so that the light would not grow dim.
Therefore, as believers come daily to the light of the Word, Christ
draws us close to himself. He cleanses us and takes away the things
that are not of the Spirit so that our light may shine more brightly.

Conclusion

We thank God for the beautiful and meaningful symbolism in the table
of shewbread and the golden lampstand. We can say that Jesus is the Bread
of Life and the Light of the World.

SUNDAY MORNING, NOVEMBER 17

Title: God Makes Things New

Text: “A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you”
(Ezek. 36:26).

Scripture Reading: Ezekiel 36:22-31

Hymns:

“His Way with Thee,” Nusbaum
“Have Thine Own Way, Lord,” Pollard
“Whiter Than Snow,” Nicholson

Offertory Prayer: Our Father, help us never to take for granted the blessings
that we have and always to remember that they come from you. We will
never truly show our gratitude for them until we learn that it is “more
blessed to give than to receive.” Bless us in this offering. We pray in Jesus’
name. Amen.

Introduction

The Old Testament prophets were God’s spokesmen to their generation.
They came with an authentic message that was relevant to the situation in
which they found themselves. The prophets were not primarily predictors.
They were authentic, inspired spokesmen for God to their generation. Often
their messages have a double application, an immediate fulfillment and a
future fulfillment.

Isaiah was not the only messianic prophet. Ezekiel, the prophet among the
exiles, had a message for his day, but his prophecies also had great messianic
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significance. As we enter the Advent season of the year, in which we rejoice in
the coming of the Christ, we can enrich our spiritual lives as we look at the
messianic predictions coming to us through the prophet Ezekiel.

The book of Ezekiel is one of the most logically organized books among
the canonical prophets. The first twenty-four chapters warn that the city of
Jerusalem will be destroyed, and the people there will join the captives in
Babylon. Chapters 25 through 32 are prophecies directed against the nations
surrounding Judah and warning them of their fate. In chapters 33 through
39 Ezekiel gives messages of hope for Israel’s future. The first few chapters
of this section deal with the responsibility of the prophet as a watchman and
of the hearers as respondents, and contain an oracle about God’s concern
for his flock. Chapters 35 through 36 deal with the destruction of Edom and
the restoration of Israel. Our text appears in the latter chapter.

God promised to deliver and bless his people bountifully. He had made a
covenant with Abraham that his descendants would be a blessing to the world.
The messianic promise had not yet been fulfilled, and God was determined
that nothing would prevent it from being fulfilled.

I. Motivation—for the sake of the Lord’s name.

Although the Old Testament makes it abundantly clear that God is
compassionate and merciful toward all people, a fundamental fact that
accompanies many of his declarations is that God wishes to vindicate his
own name. Why is he concerned about this? The answer goes back to the call
of Abraham. Rather than destroy the world again by a flood, God decided to
start a new people and allow them to be missionaries to the rest of the world.
In those days, every nation and culture had a god of its own. Some, such as
the Egyptians, had a multitude of deities that they worshiped. God chose
Abraham, first of all, to let the rest of the world know there is only one God
and that he personifies holiness as well as redeeming love.

When the city of Jerusalem was destroyed and the temple fell in 586 BC,
skeptics considered this proof that Israel’s God was weak and unable to protect
his people. Restoring the nation then would be an act that proved that the
monotheistic God lives and has unlimited power.

A person’s name was always important because it stood for his or her
character. This proper name, given to a person either at birth or at some
significant time in his or her life, represented a trait that the namer saw or
hoped would develop in the person. Since Israel’s God possessed a name that
meant “I am that I am,” signifying eternal existence, God wished to make
it clear that he had all power and could redeem his people at any time he
chose. This fact prevented others from casting doubts on the ability of the
true God. God loved his name and wanted others to respect it because it
stood not only for unlimited existence but suggested the covenant that God
had made to Abraham to protect his own people and accomplish the work
he had given to them.
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Il. A new relationship.

Since sin always separates from God, forgiveness is necessary to bring
either a nation or an individual back to God. As Ezekiel, under the inspira-
tion of God, surveyed the scene, he saw that Israel’s greatest need was the
restoration of a relationship that had been broken by the nation’s rebellion
against God. As he delivered God’s message concerning the future, the first
thing he felt needed to be done was for the sin to be removed that severed
the relationship between Israel and God.

Likewise, sin destroys the relationship of an individual with God. In
Adam we all die; but in the death of Jesus Christ, God dealt with sin, and the
resurrection vindicated all that Jesus did on the cross. When one receives
Jesus as Savior, the sin debt is dealt with “once and for all.” Guilt is removed,
and a person has a new standing before God—forgiven through the atoning
work of Christ on the cross.

A new relationship is thus established that cannot be destroyed. Fellowship
may vary as a believer is obedient or disobedient. Growth may take place more
at certain times in one’s life than at other times. The person, however, who
has been genuinely saved by receiving Christ as Savior enjoys a relationship
that is new and cannot be taken away by anything or anyone.

I1l. A new heart.

The Hebrew word translated “heart” has more than the idea of feeling.
In fact, emotion is only a small part of its meaning. To the Hebrews, feeling
was associated with the kidneys or the intestines. The heart, to the Jewish
mind, was the seat of intelligence, understanding, and action. A person did
not “feel with his heart”; rather, he “thought with his heart” and therefore
acted as a result of volitional choices.

God promised his people a new heart. No longer would their under-
standing be dead and lifeless. Rather, God would impress into the heart an
understanding that would produce a living knowledge resulting in voluntary
obedience.

IV. A new spirit.

When the restoration came to the nation, God would deal with his people
on a different basis. A new living principle or motivation would be placed in
their lives. His very breath would permeate their attitudes. No longer would
they live for self and their own glory, but their great delight would be to be a
part of God’s purpose in the world.

Although material prosperity was promised, this was not to be the priority.
Underlying the promises of physical abundance, the prophets always, whether
explicitly stated in every instance or not, held out the spiritual aspect of God’s
work as the most important.

So much depends on one’s attitude! The spirit of a local fellowship is, in
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many ways, the most important thing about it. So with a nation! God looked
forward to the time when he would make everything about the nation new.

Conclusion

What God did for Israel he wishes to do for every individual. As Israel
had rebelled against God’s will, so all of us have sinned and “come short
of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). Everyone needs the forgiving grace and
mercy of God.

In addition to forgiveness, lost people need something else, and God
stands ready to give it. A change within must accompany the forgiveness of sin.
In justification, people secure a new standing before God. In regeneration,
however, they become new persons and all things become new to them.
Their manner of life will be different, and their approach to everything will
be transformed because God has made them new persons in Jesus Christ.

SUNDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 17

Title: How God Provides for Us

Text: “Moses also said, ‘You will know that it was the LorD when he gives
you meat to eat in the evening and all the bread you want in the morning,
because he has heard your grumbling against him. Who are we? You are not
grumbling against us, but against the Lorp’” (Ex. 16:8 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 16:1-9

Introduction

Robert Schuller’s television program, The Hour of Power, once featured
a testimony of God’s power to help a man do the impossible. A pastor with
mechanical arms and hands was standing with Schuller. Several years before,
this pastor had resigned from a large church in order to work with mentally
handicapped children. He dreamed of building a ranch in Arizona to serve
as a home where these children could grow and develop. Selling everything
he owned, he bought land in Arizona and attempted to construct his first
building. While working one day, he received an electric shock that caused
him to lose both hands and arms.

At first he battled with discouragement and despair. But finally he
resolved not to give up. With mechanical arms and hands he continued his
work. Various state newspapers featured articles on his life. Soon thousands
of donations were made to his project. He had originally hoped to have
his home on a sound operating basis within ten to fifteen years, but when
hundreds of thousands of dollars started pouring in, it was only a short time
before the home was in full operation. How miraculously God provides for
those who serve him!

Although we can learn several things about God’s character from the
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exodus experience of the children of Israel, today we will focus on how God
provides for his own. God cares: He heard the Israelites crying and groaning
in oppression. God delivers: He made a way of escape for them through the
Red Sea. God provides: He supplied their needs in the wilderness. It took
three months for the Israelites to get from Egypt to Mount Sinai. During this
time in which they made their way across the wilderness, they experienced
the care and provision of God in many ways. And just as God provided for
the children of Israel, he provides for us today.

I. God provides in the constant processes of life.

God provides for us in the common processes of life. Remember the pillar
of fire by night and the cloud by day (Ex. 13:22)? God was with the children
of Israel night and day in everything they did.

A. God is with us. God promised Moses, in calling him to the task of lead-
ing his people, “I will be with you” (3:12 NIV). God never relented
on that promise—or any other.

B. God believes in us. Even at those times when we hardly believe in our-
selves, God believes in us. The story of “Wrong Way Riegels”—the
University of California football player who recovered a Georgia
Tech fumble in the 1929 Rose Bowl game and ran the wrong way
for a touchdown—is well known. The sequel is not so well known.
That fateful play occurred in the first half of the football game. The
University of California was very quiet during the half-time inter-
mission. Roy Riegels sat in a corner with a blanket on his shoulders
and his face in his hands crying. When the time came to begin the
second half, the coach announced that the players who played the
first half would start the second half. They all got up and filed out
except Riegels. The coach asked him if he had not heard what he
said. Riegels replied that he could not go out there to play again; he
had ruined himself, he had ruined the coach, and he had ruined the
University of California. The coach then told him that the game was
only half over and that he should get up and go out and play ball.
During the second half Roy Riegels played inspired football.

C. God provides for us daily. We call God’s everyday provision and care
for us providence.

Il. God provides in the common problems of life.

A. An assertion: God provides in the common problems of life. Consider the
logistics of moving a crowd that could have numbered 2.5 million
people. What would be the greatest problem? It was probably that of
providing food and water for them. This God did. On two occasions
God gave water. The first time, at Marah, God made bitter water
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drinkable and sweet (15:22). The second time, at Rephidim, Moses
struck the rock and brought forth water (17:7). God fed the Israel-
ites with manna and quail. This provision is considered miraculous
because of prediction, timing, and source. From God’s provision
of these basic necessities, we learn that God provides the common
things in life.

B. An explanation: How God provides in the common problems of life.

1. God can turn the bitter to sweet. Robert L. Lee was the execu-
tive director of the Louisiana Baptist Convention for many years.
He had a brother who was diagnosed with cancer at the age of
seventeen. The family prayed unceasingly for the boy. The sar-
coma exposed on his neck was removed surgically. The tumor
that appeared on his thigh was treated with radiation. Incredibly,
that was the end of the dreaded disease. He became a successful
high school principal. A bitter experience was turned sweet by
the grace of God.

2. God gives to us what we cannot get in any other way. Food in the
wilderness was provided by the grace of God—there would have
been no other way to have obtained food. It could not have been
bought. It had to come from God.

3. God gives us these things as we need them. Notice in his instruc-
tions concerning the gathering of the manna that it could not
be kept and stored. It had to be gathered every day and used
that day. The manna, in Gerald Kennedy’s words, was “fresh
every morning.” Dietrich Bonhoeffer once remarked that he
believed that God gives us courage for each situation. But he
does not give it to us in advance lest we fail to live in faith and
dependence on him.

I1l. God provides in the critical pressures of life.

A. God provides in the critical internal pressures of life. Within the ranks of
the children of Israel, there was a critical pressure due to their mur-
muring against Moses and Aaron. As they traveled, they murmured
and complained. In answer to those complaints God provided food
and water as they needed it.

B. God provides in the critical external pressures of life. Israel also faced
critical pressures from the outside, problems they had not caused;
and they did not know how to deal with them. During the course
of their journey to Mount Sinai, the Israelites were attacked by the
Amalekites, kinfolk whose origins went back to the patriarchal era.
Amalek had been a grandson of Esau. The tribe was nomadic and
ranged over the Sinai Peninsula. Israel responded to the unprovoked
attack, and as long as Moses” hands were lifted, they won; when his
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hands fell, they lost. In his flagging strength, Moses had to have his
hands held up by Aaron and Hur.

In those critical pressures of life, God provided for the Israelites,
and he will do the same for us. He holds our hands up and gives us
strength.

Conclusion

God does provide. And he does it in unique and unusual ways as well
as in common and expected ways. Give your life in faith to the God who
provides in love.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 20

Title: The Golden Altar—the Place of Prayer

Text: “Make an altar of acacia wood for burning incense . . . Put the altar
in front of the curtain that is before the ark of the Testimony—before the
atonement cover that is over the Testimony—where I will meet with you”
(Ex. 30:1, 6 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 30:1-10

Introduction

As we continue our tour through the tabernacle Moses built in the wil-
derness, we will stand before the last of three pieces of furniture in the Holy
Place, the larger of the two rooms in this unique and magnificent “tent of
worship.” As we examine the furniture that was in the Holy Place, it is impor-
tant to remember that we are discussing the place of fellowship. This is the
most important element in the believer’s life—fellowship with God himself.
God is not so much concerned with what we do as he is with what we are, for
the doing comes from the being. And it is only from our fellowship with God
that we become what we ought to be.

So now we come to the golden altar of burnt incense. It stood before the
veil, which hung between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.

I. The construction and position of the altar.

A. Note carefully the position of this altar in the Holy Place. It was located as
close to the Holy of Holies—that sacred, smaller room where the
presence of God dwelt—as it could possibly be. Thus, the nearest
one could be to the presence of God without being inside the Holy
of Holies was to be at the altar of prayer. This says to us that we are
never as close to God as when we are at prayer.

B. Because of the importance of prayer in a believer’s life, Satan does all in
his power to interrupt this privilege. A prayerless Christian is a virtual
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stranger to God. Any relationship loses its vitality without communi-
cation. Thus, the altar of burnt incense, placed closest to the place
of God’s presence, was a continual reminder to the people that God
wanted to communicate with his people through prayer.

Il. The offering upon it.

A.

God told Moses that an offering of incense was to be on the coals of fire
of the altar continually. This was a type of Christ who, now in the
Father’s presence in heaven, makes continual intercessory prayer
for us (Heb. 9:24). John said, “My little children, these things write
I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1). John was
saying that when we as Christians sin, we are not to panic; we have
a representative standing by in heaven. He is seated at the right
hand of the Father. He knows us and loves us and is ready to plead
our case before the Father.
Outside the tabernacle, in the courtyard, there was the brazen altar we dis-
cussed earlier. On this altar made of wood and brass, a spotless lamb was
sacrificed. It represented the cross of Calvary, where Christ, the Lamb
of God, gave his life for our sins. So this “brazen altar” was the first
stop one must make on his way to God. Salvation—redemption and
reconciliation—took place at the brazen altar outside; that was for
the sinner, lost and undone, without hope in the world. Intercession—
continual prayer—takes place at the “golden altar,” and it is Christ
praying for all of us who have received him as Savior. And the Christ
we see there is not the dying Savior on the cross, but the risen Lord,
who is seated at the right hand of the Father in heaven, making
intercession for us.

To summarize, then, we can say that Christ saves us from much
more than just condemnation of sin—he saves us from everything
that contaminates us in our daily lives.

I1l. The golden altar as it relates to our prayer life.

A. The altar had a continual fire, and incense was burning wpon it; but there

B.

also were regular times of the day when it was specifically attended. We are
to pray continually, yet we are to have times for special prayer. Paul
admonished us, in his first Thessalonian epistle, to “pray without
ceasing.”

Even though we cannot intercede for others as Jesus does, we are personally
responsible to pray for others. When the people of Israel asked Samuel
to pray for them, he replied, “God forbid that I should sin against
the LORD in ceasing to pray for you” (1 Sam. 12:23).
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The most important thing we can do, as believers, is to engage
in intercessory prayer for others. This is a part of true worship, and
it is more precious to God than much of the “activity” in which we
are sometimes engaged.

Conclusion

The golden altar of burnt incense is important in our understanding
both of the ministry of Jesus for us now—as our Intercessor seated at the
right hand of the Father in heaven—and the ministry he expects us to have
for others. Are you a stranger at the altar of prayer?

SUNDAY MORNING, NOVEMBER 24

Title: It Is a Good Thing to Give Thanks

Text: “It is good to give thanks to the LoRrD, to sing praises to thy name, O
Most High” (Ps. 92:1 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Psalm 92:1-4; Ephesians 5:18-20

Hymns: “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty,” Neander
“Come, Ye Thankful People, Come,” Elvey
“Now Thank We All Our God,” Cruger

Offertory Prayer: Father God, we join our hearts with the heart of the
psalmist in praising you for your love and faithfulness. We come today
indicating our love for you by bringing tithes and offerings. Faithfully we
would be generous and supportive of your work in the world, not only with
our treasures, but with our time and talents and testimony. Through Jesus
Christ our Lord we pray. Amen.

Introduction

The psalmist experienced the joy of being thankful and became verbal
in his giving of thanks to the Lord. He declared, “It is good to give thanks
to the LOrD.” The psalmist was talking to the church as well as to himself. It
would be good for us as individuals to give thanks to our God in the presence
of his people. In Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, he urges his readers to speak
to each other in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, giving thanks to God.
He declares that this is the will of God for us in Christ Jesus (5:17-20).

The psalmist talks about the things for which he is thankful—the loving-
kindness of God, the steadfast, enduring love of God, and the faithfulness
of God. He discovered God to be reliable, trustworthy, and dependable. Not
only does he speak about the subjects for which we should be thankful, but he
also reveals the seasons in which we should be thankful. He speaks of giving
voice to thanksgiving both in the morning and at night.
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I. It is a good thing to give thanks to God.

James recognized that every good and perfect gift finds its source in the
generosity of God (1:17).

A. Itis a good thing for you personally to give thanks to God. Paul wrote to the
saints at Thessalonica and said, “Give thanks in all circumstances;
for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thess. 5:18 RSV).
Offering thanks will:

Disperse your depression.

Increase your joy in life.

Encourage your faith and hope for the future.

Help you to have a positive mental attitude.

. Encourage you to be generous toward God and others.

B. szmg thanks is a good thing for those about you.

1. Your offering of thanks to God will encourage others to have
faith in God.

2. Your thanksgiving will encourage an attitude of gratitude within
those about you.

C. The offering of thanks brings joy to the Father God. Every earthly parent
is caused to rejoice when a child comes and says, “Thank you. I love
you.” Likewise, our thanksgiving brings joy to God’s loving heart.

U‘.*"P"!\'Jt—‘

I1. It is a good thing for you to give thanks to others.

A. Itis a good thing to give thanks to your parents. Shakespeare puts into the
mouth of one of his characters, “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth
itis to have an ungrateful child.” You can bring joy to the hearts of
aged parents by thanking them for what they have done for you and
for what they have meant to you.

B. It is a good thing to give thanks to your mate. Let us thank God for and
offer thanks to our mate, for marriage is nourished by an attitude
of gratitude. A husband or wife can never say thank you too much
to the one who is sharing his or her life.

C. Itis a good thing to give thanks to your children.

1. Most parents are hypercritical of their children rather than being
complimentary. This can be a serious defect in parenting.
2. We need to affirm and applaud our children for good conduct
and wise choices.
3. We need to applaud our children for choosing the good and
avoiding the bad.
How long has it been since you sincerely offered thanks to your chil-
dren for what they mean to you and for what they have done for you?

D. It is a good thing to give thanks to your friends. Rich indeed is the per-

son who has a lot of friends. Rich indeed is the person who has one
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genuine friend. All of us would have more friends if we nourished the
relationships we have with others with expressions of thanksgiving.
E. Itis a good thing to give thanks to those who serve you in a significant manner.

1. Have you offered thanks to your children’s teachers?

2. How long has it been since you offered thanks to the police force
in your community for their protection or to the fire person-
nel who would come to your rescue should your house become
enflamed?

3. How long has it been since you have expressed thanks to hos-
pital personnel who wait to minister to your family should an
emergency arrive?

4. How long has it been since you have thanked the garbage collec-
tor who comes to pick up the garbage at your house?

5. How long has it been since you offered thanks to a salesperson
who helped you make a purchase?

6. How long has it been since you offered thanks to your neighbor?

Conclusion

It is a good thing to give thanks to God. It is also a good thing to give
thanks to others.

The best way to give thanks to God is to give him your heart. Give him
your confidence, your trust. Let your life be a life of thanksliving, and you
will experience far more joy in life and you will be a far greater blessing to
others than if you neglect to develop the habit of being a thankful person.

SUNDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 24

Title: How God Teaches Us

Text: “The sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder. Then Moses spoke
and the voice of God answered him. The Lorp descended to the top of
Mount Sinai and called Moses to the top of the mountain. So Moses went
up” (Ex. 19:19-20 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 19:16-20; 20:1-17

Introduction

Charles Dickens’s novel Great Expectations is the story of Philip Pirrip,
a village boy who was brought up by his difficult sister and her husband, a
gentle, humorous, kindly blacksmith named Joe Gargery.

“Pip” is introduced to the house of Miss Havisham, a lady half-crazed
by the desertion of her lover on her bridal night. She had brought up a girl
named Estella in a spirit of revenge. Estella was taught to use her beauty as a
means of torturing men. Pip falls in love with Estella and aspires to become
a gentleman.
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Money and the expectation of more wealth come to him from a mysterious
source. Pip thinks it has come from Miss Havisham. He goes to London and
abandons the humble Joe Gargery of whom he has become ashamed.

Then misfortunes come upon him. His benefactor turns out to be Abel
Magwitch, an escaped convict for whom Pip had rendered a service when he
was a boy. His great expectations fade away, and he becomes penniless. Estella
had married an enemy of his who had treated her cruelly.

Taught by adversity, Pip returns to Joe Gargery and honest labor. He is
finally reunited with Estella, who has also learned her lesson.

The title of this book, Great Expectations, has always been intriguing to
me, for God too had great expectations for his people. When he brought the
children of Israel to Mount Sinai after three months in the wilderness after the
exodus from Egypt, he gave them the law. The law outlined the expectations
of God for his people; they were to live in covenant relationship with him.

Whenever you begin to examine the law as a Christian, there are certain
things that have to be considered. One matter is that the law was designed
to show the Hebrew people how to live in the community. Remember, they
had not been self-governing people; they had been slaves. They had to have
some way to guide and regulate their relationships together. The law also was
designed to show them how to live in a covenant relationship with God. He
would be their God; they would be his people.

What does the law mean to us today? Some laws obviously had to do with
cultural matters and contemporary problems. They can be spotted and under-
stood as such. We no longer live in a nomadic society in a prescientific setting
in a desert area. But underlying it all are some principles upon which these
relationships are based—the law encapsulated in the Ten Commandments.
These still hold.

God has great expectations for us as his people. He teaches us what he
expects of us and how we are to live with him and with one another. Notice
how he does this.

I. God teaches us with a covenant.

A. A covenant is a promise made with God. All of the law is based on the
covenant made between God and his people. Itis expressed succinctly
in Exodus 19:4-6.

We can perhaps better understand the term covenantas an agree-
ment, a contract, or a promise. In the Old Testament world two kinds
of covenants were practiced. One was an agreement or covenant that
was made between equals. The other was an agreement or covenant
made between two parties of unequal strength. Obviously the cove-
nant made between God and the people was between two parties of
unequal strength. God, the stronger party, had initiated the covenant
and had dictated its terms. Briefly and simply, the covenant between
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God and the people of Israel was that he would be their God, and
they would be his people.

The law is not just a collection of good ideas. It tells how people
who have covenanted with God, or promised their lives to him,
should live.

God keeps his promise. God keeps his word and will do what he prom-
ised to do. As God keeps his Word and fulfills his promises to us, we
should be just as faithful and obedient to him.

teaches us with commandments.

The commandments are from God. When Moses went up the mountain
to meet God, he returned with two tablets of stone, the Ten Com-
mandments. These ten words, as the Hebrews call them, are on two
tables, and they describe two relationships: the relationship between
a person and God, and the relationship between two persons. They
tell us how God wants us to act both toward himself and toward one
another.

The commandments are principles. They are not stated as rules or as
“dos and don’ts” for every situation of life. They are principles that
help us know how to relate to God and others by the attitudes and
actions developed.

The Ten Commandments are worded in the negative (e.g., “Thou
shalt not”), which means they are liberating, for they allow everything
thatis not forbidden. A certain self-limitation and discipline is gained
from them. They are apodictic in form; they are simply stated without
provisions for implementation.

The commandments are inclusive. They include relationships between
the individual and God as well as with other people. Notice how
inclusive they are.

1. How God is known. God is known as one God. There is no other
God besides him.

2. How God is worshiped. God is worshiped in spirit and in truth.
He is not worshiped in material or physical representations of
himself.

3. How God is confessed. Belief in God is confessed with sincerity,
not superficially or in vain.

4. How God is remembered. One day in seven is uniquely dedicated
to God. In that way he is remembered and worshiped regularly.

5. How parents are treated. Parents should be respected and rever-
enced. Life has continuity. No generation begins life anew or all
on its own. The fifth commandment is a transitional command-
ment between the two tables of the law.
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6. How human life is regarded. The sanctity of human life is
expressed and kept.

7. How human personality is respected. No person is to be treated
as an “it” or an object. The sanctity of human personality as well
as human life is shown. Also, the solidarity of family life is to be
maintained.

8. How personal possessions are considered. Things that belong to
other persons are inviolate. They are to be used to help others;
they are not to be confiscated by others.

9. How the spoken word is valued. People should live in trust with
one another, always speaking truth.

10. How attitudes are formed. No one should be covetous or envious
of others. Those attitudes lead to overt actions that break the
commandments of God.

I1l. God teaches us through commitment.

A. Commitment is the basis for covenant. The people responded to Moses’
announcement that they were to enter into covenant with the God
who delivered them and to receive the law from him with these words:
“All that the LorD hath spoken we will do” (Ex. 19:8). They ratified
the covenant with God (chap. 24). Later they had a covenant renewal
ceremony (chap. 34).

B. We commit ourselves to God. We begin with committing ourselves to
the God who has covenanted with us. We know him through Jesus
Christ his Son: “God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto him-
self” (2 Cor. 5:19).

C. We commit ourselves to living by his principles. We commit ourselves to
keeping his commandments, to living up to his great expectations
for us. We commit ourselves to witness and work in the world so that
being a Christian makes a difference in our world.

Conclusion

God has great expectations for us. He leads us to commitment to himself
so he might teach us how to live. Let us learn that lesson well.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, NOVEMBER 27

Title: The Ark of the Covenant—the Presence of God

Text: “There, above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the
ark of the Testimony, I will meet with you and give you all my commands for
the Israelites” (Ex. 25:22 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 25:10-22
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Introduction

In this final study in our series “Foregleams of Christin the Old Testament,”
we will step with reverence and holy awe behind the curtain separating the
Holy Place from the Holy of Holies in the tabernacle—that small room built
with the perfect dimensions of a cube. According to the specifications God
gave to Moses, this room was a fifteen-foot cube. It was God’s dwelling place
among his people in the Old Testament and was therefore the holiest place on
earth. Why was this small room so sacred and mysterious? Because in it rested
the ark of the covenant. The lid of this chestlike piece of furniture was called
“the mercy seat,” and upon it burned continually a fire called “the shekinah
glory of God.” It represented the presence of the almighty God among his
people. In the final verse of our text, we read God’s words to Moses in regard
to this ark: “There I will meet with thee, and I will commune with thee from
above the mercy seat” (Ex. 25:22).

I. The ark and its contents.

A. Like the table of shewbread and the golden altar of burnt incense, the ark of the
covenant was made of wood overlaid with gold. But the ark of the covenant
differed from the other pieces of furniture in the Holy Place. They
all pointed to some aspect of Christ’s work. The ark of the covenant
spoke of his person. It did not reveal what he had done, but who he
is. We can never appreciate or properly evaluate the ministry of the
Lord Jesus until we come to understand who and what he is.

B. The ark was a chest in which certain cherished articles were kept. There
were the two tablets of stone on which were written the Ten Com-
mandments; the golden pot containing a sample of the manna with
which God fed the people in the wilderness; and Aaron’s priestly rod
or staff, which had budded, representing the continuing perpetual
priesthood of his family. The ark was made of acacia (shittim) wood,
the common wood of the desert where they were encamped—not
from the cedars of Lebanon or the oak or gopherwood of Palestine.
Likewise, God did not send us his Son in the form of an archangel,
but rather in human flesh, to live as a man upon the earth.

C. At each end of the lid of the ark, called the “mercy seat,” there was a cherub
sculpted of gold. These cherubim faced each other with their wings
outstretched, covering the mercy seat. They were sculpted so that they
were looking forward and down, their gaze focusing on the middle of
the mercy seat. It was here that the blood was applied when the high
priest entered on the Day of Atonement to offer the annual sacrifice
for the sins of the people. As the cherubim’s attention was constantly
focused on the shed blood of those sacrificial animals in Old Tes-
tament times, how much more should our attention be centered on
the cross, where Christ’s blood was shed for our sins?
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There was a visible manifestation of God’s presence on the ark, in the form of
a brilliant light or glow, called the shekinah glory of God. It hovered over
the mercy seatin the space between the cherubim. Sometimes it was
called a “fire.”

The pot of manna in the ark reminded the Israelites of how God
had sustained their physical lives in the wilderness. It was a fitting
symbol of Jesus Christ, who sustains our lives spiritually. The other
item in the ark was the Law—the tablets of stone. The first set of
stone tablets Moses broke because the people were worshiping the
golden calf represents humankind’s continual breaking of God’s law.
The second set represents Christ, who did not break the law when he
came to earth to live among humans. They represent God’s perfect
standards for human lives, which only Jesus could meet. Thus, all
we can do is cast ourselves upon his mercy; and when we do, he has
mercy on us and saves us from our sins.

Il. The lid of the ark, called the mercy seat.

A.

The mercy seat of pure gold represented God’s throne in the midst of a sinful
people. Since it was placed on the top of the ark, it revealed the fact
that God could cover the ark, which contained the law that revealed
his standards for humans, and thereby show mercy. Although God
had to remain just and righteous without lowering his standards, he
could extend mercy through the sprinkling of blood on the mercy
seat. The shedding of blood made it possible for God to “be just, and
the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26).

As we noted earlier, a blood sacrifice had to be offered on the mercy seat once
every year to atone for the sins of the people. There was no chair in the tab-
ernacle, because the work of the priest was never finished. From the
time of the giving of the law on Mount Sinai to the time Christ died
on the cross, the priest had to come again and again with sacrifices
for the people. But in Hebrews we read concerning the Lord Jesus:
“Every priest standeth daily ministering and offering oftentimes the
same sacrifices, which can never take away sins: but this man [Jesus
Christ], after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down
on the right hand of God” (Heb. 10:11-12).

Now let’s consider some of the special blessings of the mercy seat. It was the
place where God told Moses he would communicate with him. It cov-
ered the ark and thus overshadowed the law, which was represented
by the tables of stone. It tells us Jesus lived and kept the law perfectly
and then offered himself as the sacrifice for our sins. Another special
blessing of the mercy seat was that it was the place where God met
sinners through a representative. Today Christ is our High Priest,
for he has made the way into the Holy of Holies available to all who
come by means of his shed blood.
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Conclusion

When Jesus died on the cross, the veil that separated humans from God’s
presence in the Holy of Holies was torn in two. We no longer have to stand
outside and wait while an earthly priest enters the presence of God and
pleads our case. We can come boldly and with assurance to this mercy seat
in prayer. We come not because we are “good,” but because of what Jesus
Christ has done for us.
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SUGGESTED PREACHING PROGRAM FOR THE MONTH OF

DECEMBER

B Sunday Mornings

The theme for the Advent season is “Listening to the Prophets’ and
Angels’ Proclamations.” Most of the messages find their primary source
in the nativity account in Luke 2.

We have included a sermon at the end of the month titled “Teach Us
to Number Our Days,” which acts as a prelude to the new year.

B Sunday Evenings

Complete the series “How God Works with His People” on the first
Sunday of the month, and begin the series “Christ and Our Deepest
Needs” on the second Sunday. During the Christmas season, many
people experience exhaustion and frustration, and this series will help
to address their needs.

B Wednesday Evenings

“Participating in the Privilege of Prayer” is the suggested theme for
Wednesday evenings this month. Neglect of prayer produces spiritual
poverty. Participating meaningfully in a personal prayer life lets God
accomplish great things through us.

SUNDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 1

Title: Why the Christ Child?

Text: “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall
conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14).

Scripture Reading: Isaiah 53:1-12

Hymns: “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing,” Wesley
“The First Noel,” Old English Carol
“Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus,” Wesley

Offertory Prayer: Heavenly Father, babies have been blessings throughout
our lives, but the one baby who has meant more to us than all others is the
Christ child, whose birth we commemorate during the Christmas season.
We thank you for what he has meant to us as individuals and to all the
world. Help us to honor him with our lives and our gifts, as we pray in Jesus’
name. Amen.
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Introduction

Most of the major doctrines of Christianity can be found in the Christmas
message. Those that are not specifically found are implied. A few examples can
illustrate the many. The thought “God with” is the doctrine of omnipresence.
“His name, Immanuel” is the doctrine of justification. The Lord Jesus satisfies
the demands of both humanity and God. “He gave his only begotten son”
illustrates God’s love. The baby Jesus points out the doctrine of humility.

The hymns that are sung around Christmastime are good phrases to help
one understand the real Christmas message. The hymn “Hark! the Herald
Angels Sing” is used as the basis for this message.

I. The phrases “Jesus, Our Immanuel,” and “Veiled in flesh, the
godhead see,” are the very center of the Christmas thought.

A. Two passages of Scripture (Isa. 7:14 and Matt. 1:23) use the word “Immanuel.”
This word is a derivative of three Hebrew words—im means “with”;
anumeans “us”; elmeans “God.” Combine the three, and you get the
name Immanuel, which means “God with us.”

B. The lesson derived from this thought is most helpful. God is identified with
the total self of each person. By being born as a baby, he is identified
with the birth of other babies. By living here on earth, he is identified
with the normal life of all people. By dying on the cross, he is iden-
tified with the death of all. By rising from the grave and ascending
to heaven, he is identified with the hope of all.

Second Corinthians 5:21 says, “He hath made him to be sin for
us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God
in him.” The passage shows each sinful person how God is identified
with his temptation and sin and how he removes sin.

God is ever present to protect, help, and guide his people.

C. This identity makes the Lord Jesus a just king to reign over his people. No
king can be a good king apart from an identity with his people. But
the King of Kings who is the Lord Jesus is the perfect King. He knows
his people and never makes a mistake in regard to them.

Il. Another phrase in the familiar hymn is “God and sinners
reconciled.”

A. This is _Jesus’ mission into the world. The meaning of the word recon-
cile is to reunite, to cause to be friendly again, or to bring back
to harmony. A definition of this nature immediately implies a
break—humanity’s break with God. This is humanity’s sin. Sin
causes estrangement. The estrangement is on our part, not God’s.
The one greatest need today is to be brought into harmony with
God. Humanity’s lack of harmony explains the unrest, evil, and
problems of the world today.
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B. A phrase in the hymn that suggests what happens to people in this reconciling
process is “born to give them second birth.” John’s gospel says, “You must
be born again” (3:7 NIV). This is the making of a new life. A new
emphasis on the doctrine of the new birth would be of help in these
troubled times.

I1l. The third phrase is “Hail the heaven-born Prince of Peace.”

A. The Prince of Peace came to establish peace on earth, yet the world seems to be
a long way from it. Genuine peace starts with the new birth. It starts
with the right relation to God on an individual basis. One person ata
time surrenders to Jesus for salvation and becomes a new creature in
Christ Jesus. The peace Jesus came to establish on earth will become
a reality as a life of righteousness is lived by each of the children of
God. Righteousness is right living, and peace among people will
become a reality when God’s people live right.

B. 1t is the privilege and responsibility of each Christian to join with the angelic
host and proclaim. The only hope of peace is the true reign of God
in the hearts of all. This can be done as each person who has been
born again lives in a godly manner. One of the greatest promises in
the Bible is “If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble
themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked
ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will
heal their land” (2 Chron. 7:14). This is a firm commitment on God’s
part to heal a sin-sick world when the world meets the conditions of
a righteous, loving God.

Conclusion

Where do you fit into a message of this nature? You need to personally
place yourself in the will of God. If you are not a Christian, you need to
unashamedly confess him before people and live for him.

Christmastime is a time of rededication for all God’s children. This
Christmas rededicate yourself to Christ, die to self, and let the Holy Spirit
live through you.

SUNDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 1

Title: How God Reaches Us

Text: “There also I will meet with the Israelites, and the place will be
consecrated by my glory . . . They will know that I am the Lorp their God,
who brought them out of Egypt so that I might dwell among them. I am the
Lorbp their God” (Ex. 29:43, 46 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Exodus 25:1-9; 29:43-46
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Introduction

Many years ago the London Daily Mirror carried a story about an elite
community in Massachusetts. The reporter wrote about wealthy neighbors
who met for fellowship on Sunday mornings at the town dump. These cultured
people carted their week’s trash in their Chryslers and Thunderbirds to the
dump, then stayed on to gossip and occasionally pick out of the debris some
item to take home. The writer reported that at one dumping party they
brought their martinis and hors d’ouvres for a Sunday morning get-together.
Instead of fellowship with one another at the Lord’s house on the Lord’s
Day, these people had fellowship with one another at the town dump—in
the midst of the garbage, broken chairs, discarded mattresses, old crates and
boxes, and refuse.

We get what we go after. If fellowship with other people is all we want,
the town dump may be as good as any place to go. If fellowship with the
almighty God is what we want, then the church of the Lord Jesus Christ is
the place to go.

A recurring problem is how and where we are to worship God. This was
one of the problems faced by Moses and the children of Israel. They stayed at
Mount Sinai for nearly a year. Then they began their journey to Canaan and
the Promised Land. A bleak desert separated Mount Sinai from Canaan. They
were destined to wander in that desert for forty years before they crossed the
Jordan River into the Promised Land. They never would have survived the
years of wilderness wandering had God not accompanied them and watched
over them. The symbol of his presence in their midst was the tabernacle.

Actually a tent within a tent, the tabernacle was built according to the
specific instructions of God. Moses spent forty days and nights on Mount Sinai
receiving God’s instructions for building the tabernacle and its furnishings.

We often face two extremes when we come to the Bible’s teaching on the
tabernacle: one is to avoid it; the other is to allegorize it and thus distort its
meaning. We should steer clear of both these extremes. The tabernacling
presence of God with the people of Israel was a central fact of their existence.
It was how God reached them.

A great deal of the book of Exodus is given over to instructions for worship,
including care of the tabernacle, which was a portable sanctuary. God reaches
us as we worship him. The tabernacle and worship through it show how God
reaches us in worship.

I. God reaches us in the symbols of God.

A. The tabernacle was a symbol of God’s presence with the Israelites. This was
the glory of God (shekinah) that was always with them. Likewise, God
is always with us.

1. God tabernacled with the children of Israel in the wilderness.
The tabernacle always reminded the people that God was with
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them. Martin Buber once described Israel’s God as a great deity
of the road, for they never went anywhere without him.

2. God tabernacled with us more completely in Jesus Christ. John
1:14 reminds us, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling
among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only,
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (NIV). In
Christ, God pitched his tent among us. The tabernacling pres-
ence of God is known through Jesus Christ.

3. God promised his eternal presence with us. Listen to the prom-
ise of God as expressed by John in the book of Revelation: “And
I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling
of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his
people, and God himself will be with them and be their God’”
(21:3 NIV).

B. Symbols continue to remind us of God’s presence with us. Symbols have
always been a part of worship. The most common symbol in Christian
worship is the cross, which reminds us of the cost of our salvation.
Places of worship are constructed in ways that use symbolism to
remind us of God’s presence in worship. The placing of a pulpit
in the center of the platform, the focus of attention, emphasizes
the importance of proclaiming God’s Word. The spire points our
thoughts heavenward.

Il. God reaches us through service to God.

The tabernacle was built according to God’s specifications, but it was built
by God’s people. Worship is not simply being reminded of the presence of
God; it also must issue in service to God. In the construction of the tabernacle
we see something of how we can serve God.

A. Sacrifice. We can serve God by sacrificing what we have to God and
to his use. The children of Israel took up an offering of the things
needed to build the tabernacle. The people gave of what they had.
In fact, they brought much more than was needed. “Then Moses gave
an order and they sent this word throughout the camp: ‘No man or
woman is to make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary.’
And so the people were restrained from bringing more, because
what they already had was more than enough to do all the work”
(Ex. 36:6-7 NIV).

B. Skill. Skilled workmen were enlisted from among the people. They
were enlisted to do the work on the tabernacle. Observe: “Then
Moses summoned Bezalel and Oholiab and every skilled person to
whom the Lorp had given ability and who was willing to come and
do the work” (36:2 NIV).
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Their ministry was what they were skilled in doing. The Lord
never calls us to do what we cannot do for him. But he does call us
to use the skills we have in service to him.

I11l. God reaches us through salvation from God.

A. Salvation is the result of worship. The end result of worship is that we
might know the salvation of God. Worship is to bring us into com-
munion and fellowship with God.

B. Salvation must come on God’s terms. We often wonder why the book of
Exodus goes into such detail about the construction of the tabernacle
and the performance of worship. The reason is that the worship
of God that results in salvation must be done on his terms, not on
ours. Some people feel that all of the other religions of the world
are expressions of humankind’s attempt to reach God. God tells us
how he reaches us. He reaches us when we worship him according
to his direction.

Salvation is the gift of God’s grace. In Exodus the Lord kept
reminding the people that deliverance came to them from God’s
hand and that the God whom they now worshiped according to those
specifications was the very same God who had delivered them from
the hands of the Egyptians. Just as in the exodus experience God
specified how the people would be delivered in the Passover—by the
blood of the lamb on the doorpost—so God specifies how persons
might be saved now—by the blood of the Lamb of God shed on the
Cross.

The promise of salvation from God is expressed in Exodus 33:14:
“The Lorbp replied, ‘My Presence will go with you, and I will give
you rest’”” (NIV). In the Broadman Bible Commentary, Roy Honeycutt
observes that the promise to Moses is that God will lead persons to
that restin which the hope of unhindered communion and wholeness
will become a reality. That is salvation.

C. Salvation is the transformation of life. Goodness is not enough. What
we need is the salvation that God gives to us through the transfor-
mation of life.

Some years ago the New York Times Book Review reviewed a book
on the life of Mahatma Gandhi. It detailed his accomplishments
in the achievement of independence for India through nonviolent
revolution. But it also indicated that many of the things Gandhi had
advocated actually hindered the progress of India. They needed
industrialization, but Gandhi emphasized cottage crafts. They
needed population control, but Gandhi advocated large families.
They needed to end the caste system, but at Gandhi’s death there
were more untouchables whose lives were miserable than there were
when he began his movement. The final statement of the review
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indicated that the major lesson to be learned from the brilliant life
of Mahatma Gandhi was that goodness is not enough.

That is the Christian message. Goodness is not enough. What is
needed is transformation, a new birth, salvation through Jesus Christ.
Whenever God reaches us in worship, we are once more made aware
that goodness is not enough, that the transformation of life through
salvation is needed, and that comes through faith in Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

God reaches us in worship. There in the presence of God we can receive
salvation from him and enter into his service. In worship God reaches us and
our lives are made new.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 4

Title: The Principles of Prayer

Text: “In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my
Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not
asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will
be complete” (John 16:23-24 NIV).

Scripture Reading: John 16:23—-24

Introduction

The Bible urges us to pray. Yet many complain that their prayers are
unanswered. They have not obtained the results for which they were looking.
Has God failed to keep his promises? Are Jesus’ words empty and meaningless?

If there is no answer to our prayers, the fault lies with us. We need to
search the Bible diligently and, like the disciples, ask the Lord to teach us how
to pray. God has laid down certain principles of prayer, which, if followed,
assure us of God’s answer to every petition we make.

What are some of these principles?

I. Pray according to God’s will.

We are to pray according to God’s will. “This is the confidence we have
in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears
us. And if we know that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have
what we asked of him” (1 John 5:14-15 NIV).

‘We must not forget to recognize that God is Lord of all things. We dare not
dictate to the almighty, all-wise God, telling him what he must do and how he
must do it. God knows better than we know. He knows what the future has in
store for us. We often think we cannot live unless we have our way. As we go to
God in prayer asking him to heal us, to give us daily bread, to give us the many
things we think we need for life, let us always pray that the will of God be done.
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Il. Pray in the name of Jesus.

When we go to the Lord in prayer, sins may form a barrier between us
and him. Therefore, these sins need to be removed. But we cannot remove
them. We cannot go back to our yesterdays and live our life over. We cannot
by our tears wash away our sins. Jesus must remove our sins, and he has done
so by the blood of the cross. Now, in the name of Jesus, we can approach
the prayer-answering God. If we come to God through Christ, we will find
a loving Father who can lift our burdens or give us strength to bear them.
“I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory
to the Father. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it”
(John 14:13-14 NIV). Let us ask for nothing that is not in accord with the
mind of Christ.

I11. Pray conscious of the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

When we do not know how to pray as we ought, the Holy Spirit will
make intercession for us. “The Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not
know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with
groans that words cannot express” (Rom. 8:26 NIV). When we cannot frame
our words to express the deep yearnings of the soul, the Holy Spirit, who is
a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart, helps our weakness by
making intercession for us.

IV. Pray believing.

Praying should not be done mechanically or automatically. We do not
drop a prayer into a machine and wait for an answer to come out. A prayer
must come from the heart, and we must have faith that God will answer.
“Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes
to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly
seek him” (Heb. 11:6 NIV). “When he asks, he must believe and not doubt,
because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind.
That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a
double-minded man, unstable in all he does” (James 1:6-7 NIV).

V. Pray without being selfish.

“When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives,
that you may spend what you get on your pleasures” (James 4:3 NIV). We ask
amiss when we ask anything for the honor and exultation of self. God will
not give his glory to another.

V1. Pray with a forgiving spirit.

“When you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive
him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins” (Mark 11:25
NIV). There is no use praying if you harbor a grudge against anyone. We
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must forgive one another as Christ has forgiven us. “Bear with each other
and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive
as the Lord forgave you” (Col. 3:13 NIV).

VII. Pray asking the Lord to forgive your sins.

All of us are sinners. Let us see to it that we confess our sins and are
cleansed by God. David said, “If I regard iniquity in my heart, the LorD will
not hear me” (Ps. 66:18).

VIII. Pray without becoming impatient.

“Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes
to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly
seek him” (Heb. 11:6 NIV). The reward may be lost for lack of perseverance.
Abraham prevailed because he did not stagger at the promise of God. “He did
not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strength-
ened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had
power to do what he had promised” (Rom. 4:20-21 NIV).

Conclusion

Jacob prevailed with God because he would not let go. Elijah prevailed
on Mount Carmel because he continued in prayer when there was no sign of
rain. The widow prevailed with the unjust judge because of her importunity,
and Jesus added, “Will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who
cry out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell you, he
will see that they get justice, and quickly” (Luke 18:7-8 NIV).

SUNDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 8

Title: Good News of Great Joy to All the People

Text: “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which
will come to all the people” (Luke 2:10 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 2:8-14

Hymns: “God, Our Father, We Adore Thee,” Frazer
“Jesus Loves Me,” Warner
“Whosoever Will,” Bliss

Offertory Prayer: Thank you, Father God, for the blessed good news that a
Savior has been provided. Thank you for the light that he has brought on
the dark places of life. Thank you for the love that he has brought into our
hearts. Thank you for the hope that we have through him. Today we would
join with all of those who give of their time, talents, and resources for the
advancement of your kingdom in the world. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
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Introduction

Many people think of Christianity as being good advice for those who
want to do good. But there is a great deal of difference between good advice
and good news. The gospel is good news.

Benjamin Franklin is famous for giving good advice. The angels, the
shepherds, and the apostles are famous because they communicated the good
news of what God did and wants to do through Jesus Christ.

Jesus Christ came into the world to communicate good news from God
to all people.

I. Good news for other people.

From time to time we hear about good news that has come to others. The
angels announced some good news that had the potential of producing great
joy for all people. Up until this point Jewish people thought that their God
belonged in a special way to them alone. They did not recognize that their
God was also concerned about the Gentiles, the pagans, and the outcasts.

Il. The Good News of Jesus is for all people.

Luke’s gospel is the gospel for the underdog, the outcast, and the
underprivileged.

A. In Nazareth Jesus preached the good news to the people. He announced, “He
has anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18 NIV).

B. To the sick Jesus came with health (4:40).

C. To the demon possessed he came as the liberator from demonic powers (4:41).

D. To the leper who was unclean and untouchable and consequently very
depressed, Jesus brought cleansing, health, and wholeness (5:13).

E. To the paralytic Jesus forgave his sins and then enabled him to walk (5:25).

F. To Levi, the hated tax collector, Jesus extended a gracious invitation that
lifted him from obscurity to significance and prominence when Jesus said,
“Follow me” (5:27).

G. To the woman of the city who was a great sinner, Jesus granted the gift of
Jforgiveness and cleansing (7:48).

H. To the demoniac who was possessed by a legion of demons, our Lord brought
liberation and the restoration of a right inward attitude. He brought peace
to him and then commissioned him to return to his home, there to
give testimony concerning what God had done for him (8:39).

I11. The nature of the good news Jesus brought.

A. Jesus brought good news regarding cleansing of the heart and soul from
sin. Deep in the heart of people there is a feeling of being unclean,
unworthy, and unprepared to enter into the presence of a holy God.
Jesus came that we might be clean and acceptable to a holy God. God

378



Sunday Evening, December 8

sent him and made it possible for us to experience righteousness and
grace through him (2 Cor. 5:21; 8:9).

B. Jesus brought good news regarding acceptance into God’s family. Some chil-
dren are cursed by having parents who are something other than
they ought to be. Some children are fortunate in the heritage they
receive through birth and belonging to a good family. On the day of
our spiritual birth, we become the sons and daughters of the eternal
God. We are accepted into God’s family. This gives us the privilege
of belonging to God.

C. Jesus brings good news regarding spiritual resources for living. Through
faith in Christ we receive the gift of a new nature, the gift of the
indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, the gift of the spiritual power
we need for coping with life, and the good news of an eternal home
at the end of this life.

Conclusion

The gospel is good news for all people. Through this good news we receive
the offer of forgiveness, the offer of life, the offer of acceptance into God’s
family, and the assurance of God’s help and friendship. Let each of us listen
to the good news, believe it for ourselves, and respond affirmatively to it.

SUNDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 8

Title: Spiritual Burnout

Text: “Let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if
we faint not” (Gal. 6:9).

Scripture Reading: Galatians 6:7-9

Introduction

I am a keen observer and a careful listener when I travel by airplane.
I am fascinated with takeoffs and landings. I also like to watch the airline
personnel. One activity of pilots caught my attention when I first traveled
by airplane. They would often walk around their aircraft and make close
examinations. My curiosity could not be contained, so I asked one pilot,
“Why do you inspect the airplane?” He said, “We check for metal fatigue.
This is caused sometimes by the stress of flying and most of the time by
longevity of service.”

Paul wrote to some churches in Galatia that evidently experienced
the stress of continuous work for the Lord. Some false teachers known as
Judaizers had confused the believers. The church leaders became fatigued
from fighting heresy and proclaiming the truth of the gospel. Paul encour-
aged these leaders not to burn out. The word for “weary” describes the idea
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of fainting or losing heart. In modern terminology this would be called
“burnout.”

I. Some recognizable cases of spiritual burnout.

A. Look first in the Bible for some recognizable cases of spiritual burnout.
Perhaps the first case of burnout was Noah. After the flood, he
was exhausted.

Moses is another case of burnout. He was weary with the wilder-
ness wanderings and the rebellious people. He demonstrated his
weariness by striking the rock instead of speaking to it.

Elijah is another case of spiritual weariness. After his high
moment of victory over the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel, he sat
under a juniper tree nursing a bad case of burnout.

The Galatian Christians were weary. They had fought the Judaiz-
ers so long and with such intensity that they became weary.

B. Look around you, and you will see recognizable cases of spiritual burnout.
Burnout prevails in many professional people, especially among those
in the business of helping people. Burnout also prevails among those
involved in church work.

C. Look within yourself, and maybe you can see some symptoms of burnout.
Being exhausted, irritable, frustrated, helpless, dull, discouraged,
and critical of others and of self represent some symptoms of spiri-
tual burnout.

Il. Some noticeable characteristics of spiritual burnout.

A. Burnout is characterized by a noticeable lack of activity. The Galatians
were tempted to quit. They were tired and wanted to take a rest. Paul
encouraged them, “Let us not be weary in well doing” (Gal. 6:9).

B. Burnout is also characterized by a noticeable lack of enthusiasm. Being
identified so fully with a matter tends to cause a lack of enthusiasm.
Maybe the believers were so identified with the threats of the Judaiz-
ers that they were losing their enthusiasm.

C. Burnout is further characterized by the noticeable presence of frustration.
Close examination of the Galatian believers may have disclosed a
great sense of frustration. The Judaizers frustrated their efforts in
the Lord’s work, and they became weary in doing good work.

D. Burnout is also characterized by a noticeable presence of stagnation. Often
believers find themselves just going through the motions of religious
routines. Even the Lord’s work can become wearisome.

I11. Various causes of spiritual burnout.

A. Burnout may be caused by overextending ourselves. The Christians in
Galatia worked long and hard on the problems raised by Judaizers.
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Christian workers are neither supermen nor wonderwomen, and they
can become exhausted.

B. Burnout may be caused by the failure to express ourselves. Maybe the Gala-
tian Christians did not express themselves as Paul did toward the
Judaizers. He said, “I would they were even cut off which trouble
you” (Gal. 5:12).

C. Burnout is often caused by the act of condemning ourselves. The Judaizers
practiced the fine art of making believers feel guilty. They said, “You
are not doing enough.” Condemnation from others and from within
ourselves can lead to burnout.

IV. Some therapeutic cures for spiritual burnout.

A. Listen to the encouragement of God’s precious Word. Paul had a word from
the Lord: “Let us not be weary in well doing” (Gal. 6:9). God has
an appropriate word for our situations, and in each case we should
listen to his Word.

B. Look at the great task God has for you. Whenever one looks at new
challenges of God’s mission, the present activity seems mundane
compared to God’s greater work.

C. Lean on God’s power and strength. Paul gave a great promise: “For in
due season we shall reap, if we faint not” (Gal. 6:9). Leaning on
God’s strength will bring renewal. “But they that wait upon the LORD
shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles;
they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint”
(Tsa. 40:31).

Conclusion

Take time to examine your work for the Lord. Ask yourself, “Do I have
the symptoms of spiritual burnout?” If so, take advantage of the cures for
spiritual weariness. God will help you.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 11

Title: The Power of Prayer

Text: “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye
may be healed. The effectual, fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth
much” (James 5:16).

Scripture Reading: James 5:16

Introduction
Last week I shared with you eight principles of prayer. They are:
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Pray according to God’s will (1 John 5:14-15).

Pray in the name of Jesus (John 14:13-14).

Pray conscious of the ministry of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:26).
Pray believing (James 1:6-7).

Pray without being selfish (James 4:3).

Pray with a forgiving spirit (Mark 11:25; Col. 3:13).

Pray asking the Lord to forgive your sins (Ps. 66:18).

Pray without becoming impatient (Heb. 11:6).

PO 0N

These are not only principles of prayer, but they also give power to
prayer. A number of Scriptures teach us about the power of prayer (Matt.
6:9-13; 7:7-8; 18:19-20; John 15:7). Let’s consider some of the ways prayer
is powerful.

I. Prayer is powerful in establishing reverence for God.

“Our Father, who artin heaven, Hallowed be thy name” (Matt. 6:9). When
we pray “Our Father,” we are taking the first step in prayer. God is the Father,
and recognizing him as Father is the first step in regeneration and conversion.
To say, “Our Father, who art in heaven” enables us to keep our eyes on the
right person, the supreme person. To pray “Hallowed be thy name” is to treat
God as sanctified, as one set apart from humans, as one who is holy. God is
to be reverenced in all his character and dealings. Proper praying enables
us to establish reverence for God.

Il. Prayer is powerful in helping a person know and follow
God’s will.

“Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as itis in heaven” (Matt.
6:10). When we pray for God’s kingdom to come, we are praying for the Lord’s
will to be done. “Kingdom” here refers not only to the beginning of the
Messiah’s reign, but to its ultimate triumph. Today we pray and look toward
Christ’s reign, his final glorious triumph when the kingship of the world
shall become our Lord’s and his Christ’s. “And the seventh angel sounded;
and there were great voices in heaven, saying, The kingdom of this world is
become the kingdom of our Lord, and of his Christ, and he shall reign for
ever and ever” (Rev. 11:15).

Christians desire that God’s will be done, that it come to pass. Theologians
distinguish three senses of the term will:

A. God’s will of purpose—it always comes to pass.

B. God’s will of desire—it does not always come to pass. Jesus wished Jerusa-
lem to be saved (Luke 13:34) and Jerusalem would not. He does not
wish that any should perish (2 Peter 3:9), yet many refuse to repent
and therefore perish. He wishes all people to be saved (1 Tim. 2:4),
yet many are led captive by Satan.
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C. God’s will of command—it is often flagrantly disobeyed. How many of
God’s creatures say, “I delight to do thy will, O my God” (Ps. 40:8)?
Or as Jesus said, “My food is to do the will of him that sent me”
(John 4:34). As God’s will is to be done in heaven, so in earth. We
ought to continually be praying this prayer, for it will enable us to
know and follow God’s will.

I11. Prayer is powerful in helping us with our temporal needs.

“Give us this day our daily bread” (Matt. 6:11). Bread represents food
in general and all that is necessary to support life. We are admonished here
to ask God for bodily needs. It should go without saying that we should ask
for the necessary things for our souls, for our spiritual needs. We are needy
creatures who must depend on God for our daily needs.

A. Duaily bread or bread for tomorrow.

B. Needful bread.

C. Bread that is practically impossible to obtain. Some of the early fathers
felt this prayer should be prayed daily. Note how Luke gives us this
verse: “Give us day by day our daily bread” (Luke 11:3).

IV. Prayer is powerful in helping us with our sins and the sins of
others.

“And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors” (Matt. 6:12). Sin
is pictured as a debt and the sinner as a debtor. Sin is wrong and requires
satisfaction. To forgive is to send away or dismiss, to wipe off. Christ has already
forgiven us. He did so when we prayed for forgiveness. We wronged God, and
he has forgiven us because we have asked for his forgiveness.

The unforgiving cannot be forgiven (Matt. 6:12, 14). Unforgiveness on
our part forms an obstacle to our being forgiven.

V. Prayer is powerful in keeping us from trials and evil.

“And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (Matt. 6:13).
The word temptation means any kind of trial without reference to its moral
quality. We need to pray that we would be delivered from all situations that
furnish an occasion for sin. God does not want us to sin (James 1:13). He
does test us and sift us, but he does not tempt us to evil. We need to pray that
we will not be led into temptation, into trials that would lead us to sin. The
words “from evil” mean “from the evil one.”

Conclusion

The prayer concludes with a doxology: “For thine is the kingdom, and the
power, and the glory, for ever. Amen” (Matt. 6:13). Dr. A. T. Robertson said
the doxology is not in the oldest and best Greek manuscripts. Luke omits it
altogether. As the doxology appears in the King James Version, however, it
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is not unbiblical. Its words seem to come from a verse in 1 Chronicles where
David said, “Blessed be thou, LorRD God of Israel our father, for ever and
ever” (1 Chron. 29:10).

Pray remembering that prayer is powerful!

SUNDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 15

Title: The Joys of Christmas

Text: “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy . . .”
(Luke 2:10 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Luke 2:8-15

Hymns: “Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun,” Watts
“Angels from the Realms of Glory,” Montgomery
“Glory to His Name,” Hoffman

Offertory Prayer: Father God, you are the giver of every good and perfect
gift. You have given the indescribable gift of your Son Jesus Christ to us and
for us. Today we come bringing ourselves and our substance in the form of
tithes and offerings. Bless these gifts to the honor and glory of your name
and to the advancement of your cause on earth. Amen.

Introduction

For many Christmas is a sad time rather than a glad time. Psychiatrists
are busier following Christmas and the New Year than at any other time of
the year. It is said that the psychiatric rooms at our hospitals are more likely to
be filled to capacity at that time of the year than at any other period. Perhaps
this is because many people are reminded of how empty and meaningless life
without God has become for them. Jesus came into the world to bring joy, to
communicate love, and to make peace possible.

A part of the joy of Christmas is receiving. Many people have never learned
how to graciously and humbly receive from others. There are many who
cannot believe that God is the great giver. Perhaps this is due to a low sense
of self-esteem and a feeling of great unworthiness. Some are unable to accept
a gift from others without trying to repay them in some form or another.
There is no way one can truly experience the richest joy of Christmas unless
he or she develops the fine art of being a grateful receiver.

Another of the great joys of Christmas is the joy of giving. God loves a
cheerful giver. God so loved that he gave. God is generous, gracious, even
extravagant in his gifts. To see gracious, undeserved giving is a shocking
experience for those who have built their lives on the development of their
acquisitive instinct. Many never enter into the joy of Christmas because they
have become like Scrooge. They live only to get.
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The angels sang about the great joy that would come to those who
recognized and responded to what God was doing in the gift of the Christ
child.

I. The joy of Christmas is the joy of knowing that God is for us
(Rom. 8:31-39).

Living in a “performance-oriented society,” in which success is judged on
the basis of performance and in which rewards are bestowed in recognition
of achievement, some find it difficult to believe that God is a gracious and
loving giver. A sense of guilt often brings an attitude of self-condemnation,
and we find ourselves unable to believe that the great God who gave the Ten
Commandments and who spoke thorough Christ the words of the Sermon on
the Mount is really for us. The Christmas message declares that God always
has been and always will be for us if we will but trust him and let Christ have
the place in our lives that rightfully belongs to him.

Il. The joy of Christmas is the joy of belonging to God’s family.

Christmas is usually a family-oriented affair. For some this can be a pain-
ful experience, while to many itis indeed a joyous and pleasant experience. At
Christmastime many are deprived of the joys of family relationships because
of deaths that have taken place or because great distances separate them
from the members of their families. At such a time we need to recognize and
respond to the joys of being members of God’s family. We enter this family
through the spiritual birth (John 1:12). We can stand in amazement before
the joy of knowing that now we are the children of God (1 John 3:1-2).

I11. The joy of Christmas is the joy of experiencing liberation from
fear (Luke 2:10).

It was normal for the shepherds to respond to the presence of the she-
kinah glory of God with a holy awe and a reverential fear. The angels spoke
words to dispel that fear. Christmas can bring the joy of knowing that we
need not live under the tyranny of fear.

A. We need not be afraid of the past. Through Jesus Christ we receive for-
giveness for all of our sins (1 John 1:9).

B. Because of the promise of his abiding presence, we need have no fear in the
present (Matt. 28:20). Our living Lord has promised to be with us day
by day as the Light of the World. When we follow him we do not
stumble in the darkness (John 8:12).

C. We need have no fear of the future, for our Lord has promised to prepare a
place for those who love him (John 14:1-3). We can live our lives with
fullness of joy if we will recognize Jesus as the great liberator and
deliverer from fear.
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IV. The joy of Christmas is the joy that comes to those who become
givers.
A. We cannot give away what we do not have. Many fret and are unhappy
because of their inability to give things they would like to give.
B. What do we have that we can give at Christmastime?

1. We can give the gift of our faith to those who have not yet come
to know Jesus Christ as Savior. We can share the testimony of
what he has come to mean to us and encourage others to put
their confidence in him.

2. We can give the gift of helpfulness to those about us who carry

heavy burdens.

We can give the gift of encouragement to those who are depressed.

4. We can give the gift of friendship to those with whom we are

associated.

We can give the gift of forgiveness to those who have mistreated us.

6. We can give the gift of acceptance and affirmation to those who
are uncertain and insecure.

7. We can give the gift of kindness to those who are suffering phys-
ically, emotionally, or spiritually.

8. We can give the gift of gratitude to those who have been kind to
us and to those who have ministered to others.

°
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Conclusion

To truly experience the joy of Christmas, we must recognize and respond
to him who was born to be our Savior and King. He is the great joy bringer,
and he wants to use us in helping other people to find joy, which is deeper
and richer and finer than happiness. Happiness is the result of something
that happens. Joy is an inward condition of the heart that comes about as we
recognize the greatness, the graciousness, and the goodness of God. May you
have the joy of Christmas during this holiday season.

SUNDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 15

Title: In Celebration of Solitude

Text: “The word of the LORD came unto him, saying, Get thee hence, and
turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the brook Cherith, that is before
Jordan” (1 Kings 17:2-3).

Scripture Reading: 1 Kings 17:1-7; 18:1-6

Introduction

Richard Foster writes in his classic Celebration of Discipline: The Path to
Spiritual Growth: “In contemporary society our Adversary majors in three
things: noise, hurry, and crowds. If he can keep us engaged in ‘muchness’
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and ‘manyness, he will rest satisfied” ([San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
1978], 13). One of the greatest needs of believers in our world is to plan times
of solitude.

Elijah lived in a busy time. The kingdom in which Eljjah lived was a
divided one. It had split in approximately 931 BC, and a new kingdom was in
the process of being established. Elijah, a prophet of the northern kingdom,
was busy in the affairs of the new kingdom. In the midst of his busy time,
God said to him, “Go hide yourself.” Without a doubt Elijah thought God’s
word about solitude was an unusual one. Nonetheless, Elijah did as the Lord
commanded and practiced solitude for a time.

Believers are involved in “muchness” and “manyness,” yet God is speaking.
If we would listen to him, we would hear him say, “Go hide yourself.” Let us
ask, What will solitude do for us?

I. Solitude will strengthen our relationship with God.

A. Authentic Christianity is a relationship with God. Elijah could have been
caught up more with religious activity than with a personal relation-
ship with the Lord. He could have been caught up with the routine
of meetings and other activities and lost sight of his need for a fresh
relationship with the Lord.

True religion consists of a personal relationship between God
and a person. This means there are times of mutual talking and lis-
tening, of sharing life together.

B. Relationships are strengthened in times of mutual togetherness. Elijah could
not have enhanced his relationship with God by mere religious rou-
tines. He had to spend quality time with God.

What else will solitude do for us?

Il. Solitude will develop our trust in the Lord.

A. Humanism can take over the management of our lives. Elijah was a gifted,
courageous, and articulate person. God needed to teach him that
intelligence and strength are not enough. In our scientific and techno-
logical age, one can easily come to the idea that strength and smartness
will suffice for living. But times of solitude teach us to trustin the Lord.

B. Trusting in the Lord will develop the idea of transcendence in us. Elijah
was in awe of God when he received from the Lord food from the
ravens and water from the brook. He learned that Someone from
beyond provided.

What else will solitude do for us?

I11. Solitude will help put life in focus.

A. Lifeis constantly getting out of focus. Elijah’s life was one of both ecstasies
and agonies. At one moment he could be on a spiritual high, and the
next moment he could be at a spiritual low.
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B. Getting alone with God will put life in focus again. In his time of solitude,
Elijah was able to put the circumstances of the times in focus.
Being alone with the Lord helps one to put life in focus. When
God is in the center, the rest of life may be viewed in reference
to God.
What else can solitude do for us?

IV. Solitude will give direction for ministry.

A. The Lord wants a balance in ministry. Having a balance will mean times
of solitude followed by times of service. God never intended for Eli-
jah to stay in the wilderness. He wanted Elijah to stay for a while and
then “go show himself to Ahab.”

Ministry is like a pendulum swinging back and forth. Itis a time
of solitude and then a time of service. Itis never just hiding. Itis never
just serving. It involves both solitude and service.

B. Solitude leads to service. The order of priority is solitude and then ser-
vice. God told Elijah first to “hide himself,” and then he told him to
“go show himself.”

Solitude should lead to a ministry to the world. Being alone with
God is not intended to get us away from the world but to prepare us
for the world.

Conclusion

Today’s world is noisy and busy. Don’t let the noises of the world keep
you from hearing God’s instruction, “Go hide yourself.” Don’t be too busy to
practice times of solitude with the Lord.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 18

Title: The Practice of Prayer

Text: “Therefore said he unto them, The harvest truly is great, but the
laborers are few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he would
send forth laborers into his harvest” (Luke 10:2).

Scripture Reading: Jeremiah 33:3; Luke 10:2; 11:9; Colossians 4:12

Introduction

No sinner is saved without prayer, and no saint is sanctified without prayer.
The prayer of Solomon is one of the longest in the Bible: thirty verses (1 Kings
8:23-53). Simon Peter’s prayer is one of the shortest in the Bible: one verse,
three words (Matt. 14:30). Whether our prayers are long or short, we must
never stop the practice of prayer.
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I. The person to whom we pray.

To whom should we pray? To the Father? The Son? The Holy Spirit? The
basic New Testament rule is this: Prayer should be made to the Father, through
the Holy Spirit, in the name of Jesus (Rom. 8:15-16, 26-27).

A.

R =T OO0 ®

God is eternal. “And Moses said unto God, Behold, when I come unto
the children of Israel, and shall say unto them, The God of your
fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me, What is his
name? what shall I say unto them? And God said unto Moses, I AM
THAT I am: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of
Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you” (Ex. 3:13-14).

God is absolute.

God is free.

God is intelligent.

God is holy.

God is wise.

God is loving, merciful, good.

God is just.

God is omnipotent.

God is omniscient.

God is omnipresent.

God is sovereign.

Il. The positions of prayer.

The position in prayer is not as important as the heart or the soul when
praying. Some biblical positions in prayer include the following:

A.

Q=

Standing in prayer. “And when ye stand praying, forgive, if ye have
anything against any, that your Father also, who is in heaven, may
forgive you your trespasses” (Mark 11:25).

Sitting in prayer (1 Chron. 17:16—27).

Bowing in prayer. “And Moses made haste, and bowed his head toward
the earth, and worshipped” (Ex. 34:8).

Prostrate in prayer. “I am weary with my groaning; all the night make
I my bed to swim; I water my couch with my tears” (Ps. 6:6).

. On one’s face in prayer. “And he went a little farther, and fell on his

face, and prayed, saying, O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup
pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Matt.
26:39).

On one’s knees in prayer (1 Kings 8:54; Dan. 6:10; Luke 22:41; Acts 20:36).
With the face between the knees in prayer. “So Ahab went up to eat and
to drink. And Elijah went up to the top of Carmel; and he cast
himself down upon the earth, and put his face between his knees”
(1 Kings 18:42).
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I1l. The places of prayer.

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Privately.

Publicly.

With prayer mates.

At the appointed place—God’s house.
In homes.

IV. The petitions of prayer.

A.

=00

For forgiveness.

“And the [tax collector], standing afar off, would not lift up so
much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God
be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13).

. For Christian graces.

Dr. R. G. Lee tells of a dear woman who was touched by the
sight of a little boy’s face as he pressed it against a grocery store win-
dow looking inside wistfully at the candy and fruit display. She went
inside and bought some for him. When she handed it to him and
he recognized what it was, he said, “Lady, are you God’s wife?” It is
not an unworthy prayer to ask to be like God. It is a wholesome sign
when the world sees in a Christian those graces that would indicate
association with the Father.

For the salvation of the lost (Luke 18:13).
For the harvest to be preserved for God’s glory.
For accomplishing the impossible (Mark 9:29; Acts 12:5-16; James 5:16—17).
For the sick. “Is any sick among you? Let him call for the elders of the
church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the
name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and
the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they
shall be forgiven him” (James 5:14-15).
For those in leadership positions.

1. Pastors. “And for me, that utterance may be given unto me, that

I may open my mouth boldly, to make known the mystery of the

gospel” (Eph. 6:19).

2. Church staff members.

3. Government leaders.
For enemies. “But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that
curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them who
despitefully use you, and persecute you” (Matt. 5:44). “Bless them that
curse you, and pray for them who despitefully use you” (Luke 6:28).
For one another. “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for
another, that ye may be healed” (James 5:16). “For God is my witness,
whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without
ceasing I make mention of you always in my prayers” (Rom 1:9).

390



Sunday Morning, December 22

Conclusion

Some pointers for prayer are suggested: Take time to pray early in the
morning. “And in the morning, rising up a great while before day, he went
out, and departed into a solitary place, and there prayed” (Mark 1:35).

Take time to pray at noon. “Evening, and morning, and at noon, will I
pray, and cry aloud, and he shall hear my voice” (Ps. 55:17).

Take time to pray late in the afternoon. “Now Peter and John went up
together into the temple at the hour of prayer, being the ninth hour” (Acts 3:1).

Take time to pray in the evening. “Let my prayer be set forth before thee
asincense; and the lifting up of my hands, as the evening sacrifice” (Ps. 141:2).

Take time to pray at midnight. “And at midnight Paul and Silas prayed
and sang praises unto God; and the prisoners heard them” (Acts 16:25).

SUNDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 22

Title: The Glowing Light of the Lord’s Presence

Text: “. . . and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were
filled with fear” (Luke 2:9 RSV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 5:14-16; Luke 2:8-14

Hymns: “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing,” Mendelssohn
“Good Christian Men, Rejoice,” German carol
“O Come, All Ye Faithful,” Wade

Offertory Prayer: Father in heaven, we are reminded at this time of the

year of the greatness of your gift to us in the Christ child, who became our
Savior and Lord. Today we would bow before him in awe and reverence. We
would worship him as the wise men did. We come bringing gifts to indicate
our love and our concern that the rest of the world will come to know about
the good news of his birth, his life, his death, his resurrection, and his living
presence today. Bless these gifts to that end. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Introduction

On the night of our Lord’s birth, the shekinah glory of the Lord appeared,
and the shepherds were made aware of the presence of the eternal God in
a unique and unprecedented manner. If they were familiar with the Old
Testament Scriptures, they would have recognized that this light that shone
around them was a visible symbol of the presence of the invisible God. We see
them in the tradition of the men of faith throughout the Old Testament who
responded to this manifestation of the presence of God with fear and awe.

I. The radiant light of the Lord’s presence.

Throughout the Old Testament our God is often pictured as the light
that brings life and illumination for the path of life, enabling one to walk

391



Sunday Morning, December 22

without falling. God manifested himself to the Israelites as a radiant light:
“And the LorDp went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them
along the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, that they
might travel by day and by night” (Ex. 13:21 RSV). To be able to travel by
night without stumbling was an unprecedented experience for human
beings. This was made possible by the glory of the Lord that shone about
them as a radiant light. The children of Israel made their way through the
wilderness by means of this radiant light of the Lord’s presence: “The pillar
of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night did not depart from before
the people” (v. 22 RSV).

The glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle when it was dedicated (Gen.
40:34).

Il. Jesus Christ was the radiant light of the Lord’s presence in the
world (John 1:4-8).

A. This radiant light of the Lord’s glory was present at the birth of the Christ
(Luke 2:9).

B. Theradiant light of the Lord’s presence was manifested in the transfiguration
(Matt. 17:1-8; Mark 9:2—13; Luke 9:28—36). In this experience the deity
of Jesus Christ shone through the veil of the flesh of his humanity.

C. Theradiant light of the Lord’s presence accompanied the angels who announced
the resurrection of the Christ.

D. The radiant light of the Lord’s presence was manifested when the gift of
the Spirit was bestowed at Pentecost. “And there appeared to them
tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them”
(Acts 2:3 RSV).

E. The glory of the Lord as a radiant light served to bring about the conversion
of Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus. “Now as he journeyed he
approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven flashed
about him. And he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to
him . ..” (Acts 9:3—4 RSV). There can be no doubt that the memory
of the glory of the Lord shining on the face of Stephen as he expe-
rienced execution by stoning was used as one of the goads to bring
about conviction in the heart of this persecutor who was to become
the great apostle Paul.

Satan spreads darkness in the world and in the heart to prevent
this radiant light of the Lord’s presence from shining into the hearts
and faces of the unsaved (2 Cor. 4:4).

I11. Believers are to be the glowing light of the Lord’s presence in the
world today.

The Living Bible paraphrases the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the
Mount like this: “You are the world’s light—a city on a hill, glowing in the
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night for all to see. Don’t hide your light! Let it shine for all; let your good
deeds glow for all to see, so that they will praise your heavenly Father” (Matt.
5:14-16). There is something very exciting about the followers of Christ being
described as “a city on a hill, glowing in the night for all to see.” This implies
that we are to do more than to merely reflect light. We are to let the living
Christ, who dwells within us in Spirit, shine forth through our humanity so
that an unbelieving world finds the pathway to God illuminated and made
clear.

A. Paul speaks of the messengers who bring the benevolent gifts of Gentile con-
verts to Jewish believers in Jerusalem as being “the glory of Christ” (2 Cor.
8:23 RSV). If the glory of God is the visible symbol of the invisible
God, then it follows that those who are generous in benevolent giving
become “visible symbols of the invisible Christ.”

B. By means of good works that are helpful to others, we become the glowing
light of the Lord’s presence in the world that attracts people to our God:
“Don’t hide your light! Let it shine for all; let your good deeds glow for all
to see, so that they will praise your heavenly Father” (Matt. 5:15-16 TLB).
These good works are designed to glorify, or to “advertise” God.
Jesus specifically declares that we must not do good works to glo-
rify ourselves (6:1-4). We have the privilege of being living, mobile
symbols in the world today of the living God’s presence similar to
the manner in which the cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night
symbolized God’s presence.

C. If we render works and ministries of mercy to “the least of these” in the name
of Christ, then in a very real sense, we become the “glowing light of the Lord’s
presence” to them.

D. When we practice genuine caring love for others, we give proof of our relation-
ship to Christ and in a sense become his representatives in the world today

(John 13:35).

Conclusion

We may be surprised to discover that in the world today we can be mes-
sengers of the Lord announcing, not only the birth, but the life, death,
resurrection, and living presence of Jesus Christ. It is possible for us to be
the radiant light of the Lord’s presence by which others can come to know
God today.

There are angels singing of Jesus’ birth today. If you have not let him
come into your life, then listen to these songs and learn from them. Let Jesus
Christ come into your heart and home.

There are shepherds in the world today still telling the good news. There
are wise men and women who have already given him their hearts and treas-
ures; and instead of becoming poor, they have become enriched beyond
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words by trusting him and giving themselves to him. You would be wise to
give yourself to this Christ.

SUNDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 22

Title: Strength Out of Weakness

Text: “And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength
is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my
infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (2 Cor. 12:9).

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 12:1-7

Introduction

Often the world considers trouble to be a terrible intruder into life. For
many people the problems of life are viewed as nothing more than minus
factors. But the Christian perspective of trouble is not pessimistic. Paul expe-
rienced a thorn in the flesh, and this weakness made him strong. He learned
how to be strong in the broken places. His weaknesses did not destroy him.
With God’s help he gained strength out of his weaknesses. Thus, there seems
to be two alternatives: Problems can either keep us down or make us strong.
Let us learn from one who was broken and made strong how we may benefit
from the weaknesses of life.

I. The weaknesses of life drive us to deepen our faith in God.

A.

The apostle Paul had a great faith in the Lord. His faith was not just
an assent to religious beliefs. His faith was a personal relationship
with the Lord Jesus Christ. His favorite expression to describe this
relationship was “in Christ.” “For I know whom I have believed, and
am persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed
unto him against that day” (2 Tim. 1:12).

Only a genuine faith in God is adequate during the weaknesses of life. Faith
is no casual nod to God. It is allowing God to join our lives. The
presence of the Lord helps during times of weaknesses.

Il. The weaknesses of life keep us aware of life’s greater concerns.

A.

Paul had other concerns on his mind more than the agonies caused by the
thorn. Paul had two overwhelming purposes in his life. First, he
wanted every person in his world to accept Jesus Christ as Savior.
Second, he wanted every believer to be Christlike in thoughts and
actions. Paul refused to let the thorn detour him in his purposes.

. Being consumed with the larger purposes of life overshadows the weaknesses. A

person’s lack of mission forces him or her to focus on selfish discom-
fort. When we are possessed by a great mission, selfish discomforts
will become secondary.
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I1l. The weaknesses of life motivate us to become a part of a support
group.

A. Paul had a support group during times of weaknesses with churches. Soon
after his dramatic conversion, believers in Damascus welcomed him.
Ananias called him “Brother Saul” (Acts 9:17). Barnabas also “took
him” (v. 27). Churches across Asia Minor, in Macedonia, Achaia, and
Italy helped him.

B. To help us with our weaknesses God provides a supportive group of people
known as the church. God’s people are bound together in an intimate
fellowship. They receive one another, love one another, minister to
one another, forgive one another, pray for one another, and make
many other supportive gestures.

IV. The weaknesses of life afford opportunities to be wounded
healers.

A. Paulwas able to help others because of his thorn in the flesh. He was able to
empathize with a greater intensity. He knew what it was to suffer. As
he found strength from God during his weaknesses, he told others
who were hurting where to find help.

B. People who have been hurt and have been helped prove to be good helpers.
Henri Nouwen, in his book The Wounded Healer, advocates that only
the wounded can be authentic healers.

V. The weaknesses of life force us to look for a greater hope.

A. Paul looked beyond the weaknesses to a greater time. The thorn did not
cause Paul to have a pessimistic view of life. Instead, in the midst
of his weaknesses he loved life. Part of his great love for life was his
optimistic view of the future. He believed that God would ultimately
remove the thorn. “This mortal nature must put on immortality”
(1 Cor. 15:53 RSV).

B. Thereis a greater hope for believers. The weaknesses of life may last for a
lifetime, but they will not last throughout eternity. The believer will
receive a body that is immune from physical and emotional disorders.

Conclusion

The weaknesses of life do not have to make us weaker. By God’s help we
may gain strength during the times of weaknesses.

WEDNESDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 25

Title: Persistence in Prayer

Text: “And I say unto you, Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall
find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you” (Luke 11:9).
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Scripture Reading: Luke 11:5-13; 18:1-8

Introduction

The Gospel of Luke gives prominence to prayer in the life of Jesus. Luke
tells us that Jesus prayed at his baptism (3:21), after cleansing the leper (5:16),
before calling the Twelve (6:12), at Peter’s confession (9:18), on the Mount of
Transfiguration (9:28), on the cross (23:34), and at his death (23:46). Jesus’
prayer life is precious to Luke and to every child of God.

The parable of the three friends (Luke 11:5-13) and the parable of the
widow and the judge (18:1-8) both deal with prayer, and both parables are
found only in Luke’s gospel. The main point of the twin parables is persistence
in prayer. Their lessons are of utmost importance to those who desire a life
of persistent prayer.

I. Persistence in prayer assures us of an answer to our prayers
(Luke 11:5-8).

The parable of the three friends tells of a man who had an unexpected
guest arrive at midnight. He came at the least favorable hour of the day and
caught his friend without any food to set before him. The man went to another
friend to secure three loaves of bread. He knocked on the door and cried to
his friend inside, explaining the arrival of his guest. The friend inside said,
“Stop troubling me. The door is locked, I am in bed, and I am not willing to
disturb my household to give you the bread.” Nevertheless, the friend outside
persisted in his request. Finally, the friend on the inside arose and gave him
as many loaves as he needed.

We must persist in our praying if we expect an answer.

I1. Persistence in prayer unlocks God’s storehouse of blessings
(Luke 11:9-10).

The three imperatives “ask, seek, and knock” mean we should ever be
asking, seeking, and knocking. Then God will unlock his storehouse to pour
out his marvelous blessings on us. God is ready to give to us, but we need to
ask and ask often.

I1l. Persistence in prayer brings us what we need (Luke 11:11-13).

God is not going to give us the wrong gift. When we persist in prayer,
God will give us the right gift, his best gift. An earthly father will not give
his son a stone when he asks for bread, a serpent when he asks for a fish, or a
scorpion when he asks for an egg. An earthly father would not take advantage
of his little one’s ignorance and give him the wrong gift. Since earthly fathers
know how to give good gifts, how much more does God know how to give
the best gifts? The argument is from the lesser to the greater. God’s greatest
gift is the Holy Spirit.
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Persistence in prayer is the assurance that God will give his children what
is required in life, even his best gift.

IV. Persistence in prayer will make us strong (Luke 18:1).

Jesus said we should always pray. Paul said it too (Eph. 6:18; 1 Thess. 5:17).
Persistence in prayer is a spiritual obligation. It will keep us from falling, from
giving in to the pressure of evil, from turning into a coward, from losing
heart, from behaving badly, and from denying the faith. If we will persist in
prayer, we will be made strong.

V. Persistence in prayer enables us to overcome our adversaries
(Luke 18:2-7).

The parable of the widow and the judge gives assurance that God will
deal justly in judging the wicked and avenging the righteous. If a heartless
and godless judge will avenge a helpless widow because of her “continual
coming,” will not God do more for his people? God can be trusted to care
for those who trust him.

VI. Persistence in prayer assures faith in the second coming of our
Lord (Luke 18:8).

This verse is difficult to interpret. The question indicates that few will
have faith when the Lord comes again. Jesus is talking about having faith in
him to vindicate the righteous. It is the faith manifested by the widow who
prayed persistently. Those who pray persistently stand fast; those who do not
pray persistently will not stand fast.

Conclusion

How much of our weakness and failure are due to our failure to persist
in prayer? We need to give ourselves to prayer—persistent prayer!

SUNDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 29

Title: Teach Us to Number Our Days

Text: “So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom”
(Ps. 90:12 RSV).
Scripture Reading: James 4:13-15

Hymns: “Majestic Sweetness Sits Enthroned,” Stennett

“Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun,” Watts

“Forward Through the Ages,” Hosmer
Offertory Prayer: Holy Father, as we come to this Lord’s Day, we look back
through the year with great gratitude in our hearts for all of the blessings
that you have so abundantly bestowed upon us. Help us to see all of these
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blessings as a part of your providential plan to prepare us for ministry and
helpfulness in the future. Thank you for your blessings of the past. Thank
you for your promises for the present and the future. Accept these gifts and
use them for the advancement of your kingdom. We pray in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

Introduction

We come to the end of a year with joyful thoughts combined with solemn
thoughts. We recognize that we are one year closer to the end of our earthly
pilgrimage. We need to be reminded of the brevity of time and of the impor-
tance of being at our best at all times. It is true as the wise thinker said, “We
live in deeds, not years; in thoughts, not breaths; in feelings, not in figures
on a dial.” Life is meant to be something much more than “a tale told by an
idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” Time is given to us to be
used in God’s service.

Time is precious. Time is short. Time is passing. Time is uncertain. Time
is irrevocable when gone. Time is that for which we are accountable. Thomas
Fuller said, “He lives long that lives well, and time misspent is not lived but
lost.” Each moment, as it passes, is the meeting point of two eternities.

As we come to the end of the year, we need to recognize a number of
things:

The brevity of time

The swiftness of life

The certainty of death

The importance of ultimate values
The inevitability of years slipping away

S N =

I. The child of God may live with a noble disregard for time if death is
no barrier but only a door opening into the Father’s home.

A. “This is eternal life, that they know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ
whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3 RSV).

B. “Beloved, we are God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be,
but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him
as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure”
(1 John 3:2-3 RSV).

C. The apostle Paul communicated words of faith, hope, and assurance as he
wrote to the saints in Corinth: “So we are always of good courage; we know
that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk
by faith, not by sight. We are of good courage, and we would rather be away
Jrom the body and at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:6—-8 RSV). God did
not make us to be earthlings alone. He made us for eternity, and he
has given us the Holy Spirit as an indwelling presence and as the
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guarantee that he will rescue believers from death so they can live
with him for eternity (v. 5).

Il. The nonbeliever should accept God’s offer in Christ with great
joy now.
A. We need to gently and lovingly and appropriately remind our dear friends who
are nonbelievers that the number of their days of opportunity are decreasing.
B. With the help of the Holy Spirit, we need to help our unsaved friends recognize
that their days of opportunity for serving God after being saved are declining
with the passing of every day. Now is the acceptable time. Now is the day
in which God offers the gift of forgiveness and the granting of mercy.

I1l. We should live every day as if it were our last day.

What would you do if this were the last day of your life? A farmer who
knew God and who had lived a faithful life said in response to that question,
“I would go plow.” If we would live each day of our lives as if it were the last,
there are a number of things that we should do.

A. Begin the day with a prayer of thanks to God for his blessings upon you.
Name them one by one.
B. Accept the day as an opportunity to help.
1. Help God do his work in the world today.
2. Help yourself to be a better person and do a better job.
3. Help your family members to achieve their goals.
4. Help others in the sphere of your influence to achieve worth-
while goals.
5. Help others along the way through the day as you have time and
opportunity.
Respond to everyone with love—a persistent, unbreakable spirit of
goodwill that relates to others in terms of their highest possible good.
C. Plan the day with top values out front.
1. Draw up a list of things that need to be done.
2. Number them in the order of their importance.
3. Concentrate on the most important item first.
4. Do one thing at a time.
D. Schedule the day and allow for some interruptions. Recognize that while
some interruptions are time Kkillers, other interruptions are divine
appointments.

Conclusion

The psalmist prayed that God would help him to number his days that
he might secure wisdom and face life with the highest possible intelligence
and the deepest possible insight.

Do not postpone living. Make those important decisions that need to be
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made. Procrastination can cause you to waste time and lose time. Today is
the only day you have. Decide today for Jesus Christ if you have not let him
become your Savior up to this point. Decide today to build a Christian home
with your partner. Decide today to ask for and to grant forgiveness. Decide
today to find a usefulness beyond the value of the marketplace. Decide today
to find a means of extending your life’s usefulness.

SUNDAY EVENING, DECEMBER 29

Title: Have a Good Day

Text: “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.
Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matt. 6:34 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 6:25-34

Introduction

Several months ago I made a business trip from New Orleans to Atlanta.
As the day started, an interesting chain of events happened. The person who
parked my car said, “Have a good day.” Then the person who checked my
airline ticket said, “Have a nice day.” As I left the airplane, the flight attendant
said, “Have a good day.” After I paid for my lunch, the cashier said, “Have a
nice day.”

The courteous expression “Have a good day” became obvious. It was a
good expression. The more I thought about it, the more I recognized that
while several people told me to have a good day, no one had told me how to
have a good day.

Our lives are lived in various time segments—years, months, weeks, days.
Each day is divided into hours, minutes, and seconds. Learning to manage
our time is one of the prominent priorities of life. Our Lord wants us to fill
each day with meaning. Let us notice now how to have a good day.

l. Begin each day with God.

A. Good beginnings are important. This factis evident in many areas of life.
Students need to get a solid start in school. Preachers need to have
effective beginnings for their sermons. Television programs need to
have good leads.

Beginning each day with God will align the day with the prom-
inent priority. When we consider the Lord first, the rest of the day
will be considered in the light of his will.

B. Beginning the day with God may require a variety of exercises. Bible reading,
prayer, and contemplative thinking are good ways to start the day.

C. Beginning each day with God will have positive benefits. Our relationship
with the Lord will be strengthened. The happenings of our day will

400



Sunday Evening, December 29

be placed in proper perspective, and we will gain direction for the
living of the day.

Il. Maintain healthy interpersonal relationships.

A. Relationships with people are inevitable occurrences of the day. Our lives
involve contact and interaction with people. But at times we may
want to get away from people. This desire represents a legitimate
occasional need but is not permanently possible.

B. Relationships may be enhanced. There are several reasons Christians may
have healthy interpersonal relationships. First, believers are to respect
each individual as a person of importance. Second, believers are to
listen carefully to others. Third, Christians are to seek the highest
good for others. This gesture is what is meant by loving one another.

C. Reconcile ruptured relationships. Closely akin to enhancing relationships
is repairing relationships. We need to settle grudges and eliminate
our desire for revenge. “If you are offering your gift at the altar and
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave
your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to
your brother; then come and offer your gift” (Matt. 5:23-24 NIV).

l1l. Watch your conversation.

A. Talking comprises a large part of our day. Have you ever thought about
how many words you say in the course of a single day? We cannot live
through a day without speaking.

B. Words have the power of influence. Words directed to us have the power
either to bless us or to curse us. Someone may speak an encouraging
word to us, and it will enhance our day. Or someone may speak a
derogatory word to us, and it will ruin our day. Words directed to us
have amazing power to affect our day. Likewise, the words we speak
can affect a person for either good or bad.

C. Our conversation needs to be controlled. We need to listen carefully to
the critical words of others as well as to their complimentary words,
filtering out the true from the false. Let us also guard our conver-
sation and say only things that will build others up. The Holy Spirit
must be in control of our conversation.

IV. Fill your mind with good thoughts.

A. Thoughts are inevitable occurrences during the course of the day. Ideas come
to our minds from unexplainable origins. Human beings cannot
prevent thoughts from coming to mind.

B. Thoughts have the possibility of lodging in our lives. Good thoughts will
lead to good actions. Bad thoughts will lead to immoral actions. “For
as he thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7).
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C. Thoughts can be controlled. The apostle Paul gives us these words of
wisdom concerning our thought life: “Finally, brethren, whatsoever
things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are
just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, what-
soever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there
be any praise, think on these things” (Phil. 4:8).

V. Engage in meaningful activities.

A. Working for our livelihood is a part of most days. “Six days shalt thou
labour, and do all thy work” (Ex. 20:9). Filling one’s days with good
work is commendable. To have a good day would mean that you enjoy
your work and strive to do your best.

B. To have a good day, one day of each week needs to be devoted to worship.
“But the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lorp thy God: in it thou
shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy man-
servant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is
within thy gates” (Ex. 20:10). When we give one day of each week to
worship, the other days will be enhanced.

C. A meaningful day will be filled with significant activities. In addition to
giving your best to your work, serve others in need. Then you will
have a good day.

Conclusion

You can have a good day. The best day is when you open your life to
Jesus Christ. Then subsequent days will be more meaningful. Each day can
be enhanced by beginning with God, by maintaining healthy relationships,
by guarding your conversation, by thinking good thoughts, and by engaging
in meaningful activities. Now, have a good day!
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MISCELLANEOUS
HELPS

MESSAGES ON THE LORD'S SUPPER

Title: Making the Lord’s Supper Memorable
Text: “Do this in remembrance of me” (1 Cor. 11:24 RSV).
Scripture Reading: 1 Corinthians 11:23-25

Introduction

On communion tables all over the world you will find inscribed in many
languages the simple phrase “In remembrance of me.” It is a verse from
the Bible, and it is probably the one verse that is in plain view of millions of
Christians every time they come to worship the Lord. Many of us grew up
seeing those words.

Those words were first used in reference to the Lord’s Supper by Jesus
himself. The apostle Paul recorded them in 1 Corinthians 11. He quoted
Jesus as saying of the broken bread and the cup of the covenant, “Do this in
remembrance of me.” Those words remind us of two basic facts: that Jesus
wants us to remember him and that we are prone to forget.

The Lord’s Supper makes clear to us that Jesus wanted his followers
to remember that his magnificent ministry on earth was completed on a
cross, where he suffered and died for the sins of the world. He wants us to
remember the cross as the ultimate demonstration of his love for undeserv-
ing, self-centered sinners. And he wants us to remember that following him
means being identified with him. It means taking up a cross—suffering as
he suffered, forgiving as he forgave, loving as he loved, and dying as he died.

In our meditation today we will be thinking about making the Lord’s
Supper memorable. That should not suggest that we cast the Lord’s Supper
in high drama suitable for a Broadway production. We do need to make
every effort, however, to make sure the celebration of the supper is not
routine ritual.

I. Through preparation.

A. The Lord’s Supper can be made memorable through recall. Our minds travel
back to that night when Jesus was betrayed. We remember the setting
of the supper and the meaning he gave it. We cannot view the supper
as a casual observance when we are meditating on that night.

Then, too, it helps us to recall former meaningful experiences
of worship around the Lord’s Table. Many of God’s faithful children
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have felt closer to him when they celebrated with joy the Lord’s Sup-
per than at any other time in worship.

B. The Lord’s Supper can be made memorable through anticipation. Having
had numerous uplifting experiences of communion with the Lord
while observing the Supper, we look forward to the next time we will
break the bread and take the cup together.

C. The Lord’s Supper can be made memorable through our involvement with
Christ in the world. When we walk with Christ and take some of the
licks he took, we find it easy to identify with him, especially on the
night when he instituted the supper.

Il. Through participation.

A. For a memorable observance of the supper, we need to come to the house of
worship in the right spirit. We need to be still and remember that the
God before whom we bow is our creator, our redeemer, our sovereign
Lord. We want to approach him in a spirit of reverence and humility.
We have been counting our blessings and want to thank him in the
most expressive way possible. We want to open our whole lives to God.

B. For a memorable observance of the supper, we need to feel the warmth, strength,
purpose, and vibrancy of our brothers and sisters in the body of Christ. The
apostle Paul had some harsh words for a fellowship that ignored the
poorer members. “When you come together,” he said, “it is not the
Lord’s Supper you eat, for as you eat, each of you goes ahead without
waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry, another gets drunk.”
Pointedly he inquired, “Do you despise the church of God and humil-
iate those who have nothing?” (1 Cor. 11:20-22 NIV). God’s people
should love one another, rejoice and sorrow with one another, and
pray that all will sense God’s nearness.

C. For a memorable observance of the supper, we need to examine ourselves and
confess our sins to God. Though standing before God’s full-length
mirror causes us to be aware of every flaw, we should without hesita-
tion try to see ourselves as God sees us. For a moment, this vision of
ourselves will be painful and humiliating. That’s the way God wants
it. He wants us to be uncomfortable in seeing our selfishness, our
rebellion against him, and our resistance to his will. When we see
ourselves as he sees us, we want to get on our knees, confess all our
sins, and ask him to forgive us.

D. For a memorable observance of the supper, we should partake of the elements
in faith and meaningful remembrance. While we believe the bread and
the grape juice received in faith remain bread and grape juice, we
also believe that partaking of them in the spirit Jesus demonstrated
will heighten our awareness of God’s presence and of his call to us
to bear our crosses with honor. Gathered around the Lord’s Table,
we remember we are celebrating the Lord’s Supper, conscious of the
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Lord’s presence, the Lord’s power, and the Lord’s purpose. From
the table, we look back to the cross on which Jesus died and we look
forward to his coming in glory. When we compress all that meaning
in a worship setting, we need to be prepared for a touch from heaven.

Conclusion

Communion should be memorable. It is sacrilege to let it become a
monotonous, routine ceremony. Thorough preparation and meaningful
participation will enable us to sense God’s presence at the Lord’s Table and
to be charged with God’s power and purpose as we serve him in the world.

Title: What Is Communion to Us?

Text: “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the
blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the
body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Corinthians 10:16-17; 11:20-26

Introduction

What is communion to us? Considering the way we observe communion,
we might come up with several answers: It’s everything in worship; it’s nothing;
it’s something we have to do; it’s a meaningful act of worship.

One Catholic priest reported that a noisy, drunk man once came for
communion. The priest passed him. “Give me my Jesus,” the man demanded,
creating an embarrassing scene for everyone present. He wanted to take
communion, but he felt no need to prepare himself for an uplifting experience
of worship.

On an army general’s last Sunday before leading his troops in battle,
he took part in six communion services. He spent his whole day traveling to
and sharing in these services. Did he feel that communion would give him
added protection in battle?

Communion ought to be a central act of worship, but there is no magic
to it. It won’t make a bad person good, a weak person strong, or a dense
person clear-headed.

I. The meaning of the supper.

A. Itis known as a memorial. “For as often as you eat this bread and drink
the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26
RSV). At the table we look back.

B. It is communion with Christ. “The cup of blessing which we bless, is
it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread which we
break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?” (10:16 RSV).
At the table we sense God’s presence in a special way. Standing for
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Christ’s body and blood, the bread and the juice call us to worship
a Christ who died for us and who was raised from the dead. As we
commune with him, we know we are not alone, that we need never
give in to fear or despair.

C. Itis the Lord’s Supper. The apostle Paul chided the Corinthian Chris-
tians for their selfishness. “When you meet together, it is not the
Lord’s supper that you eat. For in eating, each one goes ahead with his
own meal, and one is hungry and another is drunk” (11:20-21 RSV).

Communion is not the church’s supper. It is all about the Lord.
We break the bread and drink from the cup to remember the Lord
and to sense his presence with us.

D. It is sometimes referred to as a Eucharist, meaning “thanksgiving.” Thanks-
giving is a vital part of our celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Following
the example of Jesus, we thank the Lord for the bread and the fruit
of the vine.

E. Itis a form of prophecy. In communion, wrote Paul, “you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” (11:26 RSV). The great victory over sin
has been won. Christ died for our sins and was raised in triumph.
But God has more for us. Jesus will return. Until he does return, we
will praise him around his table.

F. Itis called a sacrament by some. Many Christians, fearing possible mag-
ical associations, avoid the use of that word. But sacrament is a good
word. It means a pledge or vow of loyalty. We may not choose to call
communion a sacrament, but we cannot avoid pledging our lives to
Christ.

Il. The quality of our celebration.

Knowing the profound meaning of communion, we still may not expe-
rience a meaningful celebration around the Lord’s Table. To a large extent
the quality of our celebration depends on us.

A. It depends on our feelings at the time of the celebration. Unvented anger can
prevent us from having a soul-stirring worship experience in a com-
munion service. Many hurtful things can bring our spirits down and
cause us to center our minds on ourselves. When we are depressed
and hurt, we need to open our lives again to God—confessing our
sins, asking for his help, thanking him for his mercy, and offering
ourselves totally to him.

B. It sometimes depends on what is going on around us. Few worship services
are without distractions. Horseplay and rude whispering may cause
us to forget why we came to God’s house. On the other hand, our
spirits may be lifted to glorious adoration by inspiring music or an
effective presentation of the good news. We should be so determined
to worship the Lord that we let nothing get between us and him.
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C. It sometimes depends on what Christ means to us. If we take for granted
his loving sacrifice on the cross and the salvation we have received
as a gift of his grace, communion will be dull to us. If Christ means
more to us than anything or anybody else, we will be in awe of him
as we take the bread and the cup. We will be overwhelmed with grat-
itude and expectation.

D. It also depends on what we now are doing for Christ and hoping to do for him.
Those who take losses for Christ’s sake realize how much they need
him and how much worship can do to renew their spirits. Commun-
ion is sweet to these people, for they find strength in his presence
and solace in their sorrow.

Conclusion

What is communion to us? It is not everything, but it is a significant
worship experience for those who recognize the centrality of the cross in
God’s plan. Let us approach the Lord’s Table with prepared hearts, knowing
we now need and always will need the presence and the power of the Lord.

Title: Proclaiming the Lord’s Death

Text: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Corinthians 11:23-26

Introduction

The Lord’s Supper is a proclamation of the Lord’s death. It is never
just a ritual we do from time to time. There is no magic in it. There is faith
behind it, and because of that faith, miracles may be involved in meaningful
celebration of the supper.

Every celebration of the Lord’s Supper is a proclamation of Jesus’ death
on the cross for us. It is the central message of the Christian faith. We may
seek to discover innovative approaches for celebrating the supper, but we are
only trying to find ways to make the death of Christ more real to us and to
point up the significance of the Lord’s death.

I. Proclaiming the historical details of the Lord’s death.

A. The time and place. Historical details are important in the Bible,
because God works in history. Jesus was crucified outside the walls
of Jerusalem after a brief ministry of about three years.

B. The manner in which Jesus died. Jesus was interrogated without respect or
mercy. He was lied about and falsely charged. Simon Peter, leader of
the apostles, denied him. Judas, treasurer of the group, betrayed him.
He was jeered and mocked, spat upon, scourged with whips that cut
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his back to shreds, crowned with a crown of thorns, and crucified
between two thieves. Death by crucifixion was an especially cruel
form of capital punishment. It usually involved a long period of
physical torture and public shame of the worst kind.

Jesus had faced the torture and shame of the cross in the Gar-
den of Gethsemane. There he prayed, “Abba, Father, all things are
possible to thee; remove this cup from me; yet not what I will, but
what thou wilt” (Mark 14:36 RSV). On the cross Jesus suffered val-
iantly and victoriously, praying for those who had crucified him and
commending his spirit to the Father.

Recalling the details of Jesus’ crucifixion and the abuse that
preceded it should bring tears to us all. Indescribable brutality was
matched by unbreakable love.

Il. Proclaiming the religious significance of the Lord’s death.

A. Jesus’ death on the cross demonstrated the depth of God’s love for us. Paul’s
witness was, “God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sin-
ners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8 RSV). John wrote, “By this we know
love, that he laid down his life for us” (1 John 3:16 RSV).

B. Jesus’ death on the cross made salvation available to us. The cross was the
culmination of God’s plan for our salvation. “He destined us in love
to be his sons through Jesus Christ,” wrote Paul (Eph. 1:5 RSV). “In
him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our
trespasses, according to the riches of his grace which he lavished
upon us” (vv. 7-8 RSV). The writer of the book of Hebrews noted
the significance of Jesus’ death by saying, “He entered once for all
into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his
own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption” (Heb. 9:12 RSV).

C. Jesus’ death on the cross pictured the way of life God had in mind for us. “If
any man would come after me,” declared Jesus, “let him deny himself
and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34 RSV). Itis clear that
Jesus wants his followers to accept cross-bearing as a way of life. People
who would honor Jesus with their lives must be willing to suffer as he
suffered and die as he died.

The early church got Jesus’ point. Part of the apostle Paul’s tes-
timony was, “I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20). Paul
drew the same kind of anger and venomous opposition from his
adversaries that Jesus received. He too was hated, misunderstood,
misrepresented, and physically abused.

Another faithful Christian called on Jesus’ followers to pay the
ultimate cost in representing him. “So Jesus also suffered outside the
gate in order to sanctify the people through his own blood. There-
fore let us go forth to him outside the camp, and bear the abuse he
endured” (Heb. 13:12-13 RSV).
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Conclusion

As we again proclaim the Lord’s death, we remind ourselves that the cross
was at the center of God’s plan for our salvation and was the culmination of
that plan. The cross reveals to us God’s baffling wisdom and limitless power.
Though he allowed despicable sinners to expose Jesus to shame and kill him
by crucifixion, God demonstrated his sovereign power and his redemptive
plan by raising Jesus from the dead. He wants us to believe that he can bring
good to us out of the worst things we ever have to pass through.

As we proclaim Jesus’ death, we recognize that he was crucified for us;
we confess our awful sin of unbelief; we thank him for his sacrifice; and
we commit ourselves to live the rest of our days for him, trying with all our
strength to become like him.

MESSAGES FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Title: You Are the Potter

Text: “The vessel that he made of clay was marred in the hand of the potter:
so he made it again another vessel, as seemed good to the potter to make it”
(Jer. 18:4).

Scripture Reading: Jeremiah 18:1-4

Introduction

Not everything can be learned by attending a class or by reading a book.
Some life lessons can be learned by observation. In fact, the first five years
of life are filled with learning by observation.

Jeremiah learned a great lesson by watching a potter at work. On one
occasion he visited the potter’s house, which was located on the outskirts of
the city. The potter selected a lump of clay and started to mold a vessel. It
became marred. But instead of throwing the clay away, the potter made it into
another vessel. By this Jeremiah learned about how Jehovah worked with Israel.

Let’s make an imaginary visit to the potter’s house and observe his work.
There we can learn a lot about God’s character.

I. We can learn about God’s intention.

A. The potter had a purpose for the piece of clay. The clay vessel did not turn
out as the potter intended. Perhaps it was what some would call “a
stubborn piece of clay.” The potter could have chosen to abandon
the clay, but he didn’t. He did not cast it on the trash pile when it
failed to suit his intention.

B. God’s grace has been particularly noticeable throughout Israel’s history. From
Israel’s earliest beginnings and throughout her subsequent history,
rebellions against God were frequent. In each case of rebellion, God
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extended his grace. God could have discarded Israel and selected
another nation, but he didn’t. The Lord extended his grace.

God will not let sinners be discarded. The Lord observes human beings
becoming marred. Will he allow them to be destroyed? No, God
extends his grace to make them into new persons. God allows a per-
son to make a fresh start, a new beginning.

Il. We can learn about God’s power.

A.

I1l. We

The potter had the capacity to take the marred vessel and mold it into a new
vessel. Jeremiah observed a skilled potter who took great pride in
his work. The potter had the ability to take a spoiled situation and
rectify it. Through this deed Jeremiah caught a glimpse of God’s
redemptive power.

. God’s power may be seen throughout history. When God called Abram out

of Ur of the Chaldees, God promised that he would make a great
nation from this small beginning. Whenever Israel rebelled, God
promised new beginnings. These promises are evidences of God’s
amazing power.

God has the power to change any marred human life. There is no case so
severe that God cannot change the life. God has the ability to change
even the vilest sinner.

can learn about God’s joy.

The potter was delighted to see his final product. Evidently Jeremiah
observed the potter’s creative ability from beginning to end. When
the vessel was finished, Jeremiah saw the look of delight on the pot-
ter’s face. He was joyful over the completion of the vessel.

God has been pleased to see times of renewal in Israel’s history. Nothing
brought greater joy to God than when there were periods of renewal
and repentance among his people.

God continues to rejoice over restoration. Jesus told three stories about
recovery—a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son. In each case there
was joy over recovery. Nothing would please God more than for you
to repent of your sins.

Conclusion

God is in the process of making human beings into what he wants them
to become. The human race has become spoiled. God could choose to cast
the whole race away, but he has not. He wants to make each person into a
new person.

Clay is good only in the hands of the potter. It is powerless to shape its
own destiny. Likewise, humans can be actualized only in the hands of the
divine Potter. Will you allow him to shape your life?
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Title: The Foolish Person

Text: “God said unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required
of thee: then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided?”
(Luke 12:20).

Scripture Reading: Luke 12:16-21

Introduction

People have been known to do foolish things. Once I read in a newspaper
about a man who purchased a new car. Hours after he purchased it, an
irresponsible driver hit the car and damaged it considerably. The man was
heartbroken over the damage. He went to the glove compartment, gota gun,
and killed himself. How foolish!

Jesus told a story about a farmer who lived life in a foolish manner. The
man gave himself totally to farming. There was nothing wrong with his indus-
trious farming. The problem was that he missed the real meaning of life while
pursuing a worthy vocation. Jesus’ story is not far removed from life today.
People today pursue good things in life, but they fail to give preeminence to
the real meaning of life. To miss the real meaning of life is a foolish matter.
Let us notice the times a person can act foolishly.

I. A person is foolish when material matters take priority over
spiritual matters.

A. The foolish farmer gave attention solely to the material side of life. The farm-
er’s interests and energies were devoted to filling barns and building
larger barns. Of course there is nothing wrong in being an excellent
farmer, but acquiring more and building bigger barns are not the
main matters of life.

B. Life and its meaning have to do with more than the material side of life.
Material needs are an important part of life. No one can deny that.
And we spend much of our time providing for various material needs.
But another vital dimension of life is the spiritual. A human being is
made in the image of God and has great capacity for fulfillment in
God’s will. One can never be happy in life until primary attention is
given to one’s relationship with God and the spiritual side of life. To
neglect this dimension is to be a foolish person.

Il. A person is foolish when self matters more than others.

A. The foolish farmer devoted his life to himself. It is no accident that the
farmer uses the personal pronouns “I” and “my” eleven times in this
story. He centered his life on his own selfish desires. In his mind the
world existed for him. In his reasoning he thought of “his barns” and
never what his barns could do to help others.
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B. Authentic living includes awareness and involvement with other people. “Me-
ism” cannot be the prevailing philosophy. The essence of sin is to
want our way, and the tragic result of sin is insensitivity to others. To
neglect others and to live life for self are deeds of a foolish person.

lll. A person is foolish when today means more than tomorrow.

A. The foolish farmer looked only at the existing moment. He said rather pre-
sumptuously to himself, “You have a long time to live. Take it easy.”
He treated seriously the pleasure of the moment, but he neglected
the future.

B. To live life means that one has to be concerned both about today and tomorrow.
It is a mistake to think only of tomorrow. The wise person thinks of
both. The foolish person neglects to plan for eternity.

IV. A person is foolish when life is planned without God.

A. The foolish farmer made plans, but he made them without God. The farmer
made plans about his work. Seeing the productivity of his crops
caused him to plan for expansion of storage facilities. The problem
was that he left God out of his plans.

B. God wants and needs to be considered in our plans. He gives life and the
ability to work. He wants to be considered in planning for life. To
leave God out of our plans is to act foolishly.

Conclusion

All of us do foolish things. Some of these foolish gestures are inconse-
quential, but some can be of serious consequence. The worst fool is one who
lives life without settling his or her relationship with the Lord.

Title: Precious Treasure

Text: “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a
man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had
and bought that field” (Matt. 13:44 NIV).

Scripture Reading: Matthew 13:44-46

Introduction

Have you ever searched for something you lost? One time I lost my phone.
I retraced my steps, looking in every place where I thought I had been. That
experience taught me the anguish of a searcher. There are many inward
dynamics of one who searches for something precious and valuable.

Jesus told two stories about people who found something significant.
A farmer found some treasure as he plowed in a field. He hid the treasure,
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and he went to buy the field so he could possess the treasure. Another man,
a merchant, while shopping for gems, found a precious pearl. He wanted to
own it, so he sold all his other gems that he might possess it. Both the farmer
and the merchant knew something about searching and finding.

As we examine these stories, we can glean some insights about God’s
character. The search of the farmer and the merchant disclose the attitude
and action of God as he searches and finds the precious treasure of human

beings.

I. The searcher places great value on the treasure.

A.

The farmer placed great value on the treasure he found in the field. Since
there were no banks in which people could deposit their money, they
often buried their treasures. Various disasters such as death, war, and
captivity caused people to forsake their treasure.

The farmer Jesus told about was plowing in a field when his plow

struck a sharp object. He thought it was a rock, but when he checked,
he discovered a box of money. He covered the box and went to buy
the field because he knew the value of the treasure.
God made a great sacrifice for the precious treasure of the human race. When
God came to earth in the flesh, he was willing to leave the glory and
splendor of heaven to come to earth. The incarnation is a demon-
stration of God’s great sacrifice.

An old car might seem to some people to be just a piece of junk.
But an antique car collector may see the car as a treasure. Some
people may be viewed as worthless and others average. God, however,
looks upon every person as a precious treasure.

Il. The searcher makes great sacrifice for the treasure.

A.

The farmer sacrificed to buy the field. As soon as the farmer found the
treasure in the field, he sold all that he had to possess the treasure.
He knew that the treasure was worth great sacrifice.

God made great sacrifice for the precious treasure of the human race. When
God came to earth in flesh, he was willing to leave the glory and
splendor of heaven. The incarnation is a demonstration of God’s
great sacrifice. In addition to the incarnation, the atonement on the
cross discloses how much God was willing to sacrifice. Jesus gave his
life to possess the treasure.

Ill. The searcher makes great use of the treasure.

A.

B.

The farmer had many great uses for the treasure. He could have used the
treasure to purchase more property or to purchase farming tools.
God makes good use of his possessions. When God possesses people, he
makes several uses of them.
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1. First, he utilizes people to show the world his power to change
lives. God uses believers to show the world his character and
power.

2. Second, God uses people to accomplish his mission on earth.

Conclusion

People are precious treasures to God. He has made the ultimate sacrifice
to possess the treasure. Have you allowed the Lord to possess you? He has
been searching for you. Nothing would please the Lord more than for you
to open your life to him.

FUNERAL MEDITATIONS
Title: Facing the Death of a Loved One

Text: “But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning those
who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope”
(1 Thess. 4:13 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Introduction

We feel intense pain this hour. We've lost someone we love, and life can
never be the same for us again. Death cuts us to the bone—frustrating our
schedules, upsetting our plans, reminding us of our weakness, closing doors
we wanted to stay open, and piercing us with a pain that won’t go away. This
is a day for grieving, and the months ahead of us will be an extended time
for grieving.

Grief can be healthy or unhealthy, good or bad. It all depends on the faith
and the outlook of the grief-stricken. The apostle Paul was concerned that
his friends in Christ not grieve the way hopeless unbelievers do. That is our
concern today. Let us begin the grief process with faith in God’s character
and power, and let us resolve to strengthen our faith in God as we live with
our pain and work through our grief one day at a time.

How shall we face the death of this one who has touched our lives for good
and made God seem more real to us? First, we will try to see death through
the eyes of God. And then we will try to respond to our loss by looking back,
by looking inside ourselves, by looking around us, and by looking up to God.

I. Seeing death through the eyes of God.

A. As an end. Death is the end of all the good things we have enjoyed
with and cherished in this loved one who has just died. So much of
our lives have been tied to and built around this loved one. While we
are not ready to loosen those ties, we know that the loving fellowship,
the intimate conversations, and the shared pleasures we had are now
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finished. Our lives can still be moved by his compelling example, but
we no longer can see his face or hear his voice. His active service to
God and to us is over. Jesus must have had this reality in mind when
he said, “We must work the works of him who sent me, while it is day;
night comes, when no one can work” (John 9:4 RSV).

While we sorrow to see death as the end of a good life on earth,
we rejoice to see death as the end of all the bad things that brought
sadness to our loved one. God revealed to John that tears, death,
mourning, crying, and pain were all part of the things that will have
passed away when we are in the immediate presence of God in our
heavenly home (Rev. 21:3—4). For this man we love there will be
no more loneliness, no more doubts, no more injustices, no more
disappointments, no more misunderstanding, no more physical lim-
itations, no more bitterness, no more weaknesses or failures.

B. As a continuation. Death has been described as a horizon that marks
the limit of our sight. That’s a good way to see it. The ship sailing
beyond the horizon is still nestled in the sea; and though we can
see it no longer, it is still progressing toward its ultimate destina-
tion. This dear child of God has moved beyond the horizon. Death
cannot rob him of the warm communion he has been maintaining
with God through the years. The apostle Paul declared that Jesus
Christ “died for us so that whether we wake or sleep we might live
with him” (1 Thess. 5:10 RSV). In Christ life goes on. The relation-
ship is sustained.

C. As a beginning. Death ushers us into the nearer presence of God
and enables us to enjoy perfect fellowship and to share the glories
of heaven with believers who have completed their lives on earth.
“For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have
a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the
heavens” (2 Cor. 5:1 RSV). At death life’s puzzles will be answered
for the children of God. We will have our eyes opened to see our
problems from God’s perspective.

I1. Responding to our loss with the help of God.

A. By looking back. Looking back on the life of this man of God brings
sorrow to us now, for it reminds us of the magnitude of our loss. We
remember his heritage, his faith, his character, his contributions, his
influence, and the convictions by which he lived. It hurts us to have
to speak of him in the past tense. We grieve because we are unable
to thank him for all the reminders of his love that are everywhere
about us.

Still we must look back. We need to thank God for this good
man. We need to learn to reproduce his sterling qualities. We need
to deal realistically with our grief. And all of these require us to look
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back with appreciation and to marvel at what God has done for us
through him.

B. By looking inside. We need to make a microscopic study of who we are,
what we are, where we’re coming from, how we feel, and what our
dreams are. When we try to look inside ourselves, we recognize our
finitude. We know we are weak and that we too will die. We feel forced
to examine our faith: Do we know enough? Do we trust God enough?
Can we face the future unafraid? And we must deal honestly with
our feelings. After we have admitted our feelings, we need to decide
whether we should vent them, learn to live with them, or change them.

C. By looking around. The apostle Paul wrote, “If one member suffers, all
suffer together” (1 Cor. 12:26). We’re in the boat together, and we sink
or float together. We hope you’ll never be ashamed or embarrassed
or uneasy about leaning on any of us when you need support. Later
you’ll be able to help those who are going through your present crisis
(see 2 Cor. 1:3-4).

D. By looking up. God is our ultimate source of help. We recognize his
goodness, his greatness, and his love. We trust him to hear us, to
accept us just as we are, to put up with us when we get down in the
dumps, to be with us at all times, to guide us where we should go, to
see us through this long tunnel of sorrow, to encourage us, and to
give us all we need to make us whole again.

Conclusion

We face this day without the comprehensive understanding we want,
without the clarity of vision we’d like to have, without the buoyant spirit we
yearn for. That simply means we face our great loss as weak, finite human
beings. But we take heart in the promises of God. We believe that the great
God who created us now holds us in his hands, and that one day he will reunite
us with this loved one and with all the rest of God’s children.

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that
by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope” (Rom. 15:13 RSV).

Title: God’s Consolation for Our Cares

Text: “When the cares of my heart are many, thy consolations cheer my soul”
(Ps. 94:19 RSV).

Scripture Reading: 2 Corinthians 1:3-5

Introduction

Our text is like a treasure rescued from the fire. The psalmist, a man of
tested and proven faith, was perplexed by his suffering and hard times; but
he was absolutely sure the Lord was on his side and would see him through.
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His testimony gives light and encouragement to all of God’s children in their
times of suffering and mental anguish.

We need to hear and believe that in the worst of times the Lord can cheer
our souls with his presence and with a message that is above and beyond us.
The settings for our daily lives and the schedules we follow are all tied up with
the choices we have made and the lifestyles we have followed, but the sorrows
we have experienced are timeless. Like the ancient psalmist, we recognize
that “the cares of our hearts are many.” Our hearts, wearied from toil and
trouble, need to be cheered; and God is the only one who can do that. His
consolations make all the difference in the world.

In this service we will consider two great consolations that have cheered
God’s troubled people through the centuries: (1) God will take care of us
now, and (2) God has a great future planned for us.

I. God will take care of us now.

Certain people, overwhelmed by their sense of powerlessness in the
presence of ungodly forces, have cried out: “This is a God-forsaken world.”
We would agree that there is a lot of evil in this world, but we know God has
not forsaken it. With Christ in our hearts, we are never alone. Emmanuel was
a name given to Jesus. It means “God with us.” God is with us in Jesus. We
live in a God-inhabited world.

The great God who is always with us knows all about us. He knows where
we live, how much money we have in the bank, what our favorite foods are,
what our secret sins are, and how hard we try to be good. He knows our
strengths and our weaknesses, our anger and our fears, our dreams and
our doubts, our burdens and our blessings. We may or may not be willing
to make full disclosure of our true selves, but God knows the whole story
already. He stands by us not as a neutral being, but as our dearest Friend. And
he walks with us not as a well-intentioned weakling, but as the all-powerful,
sovereign Lord.

We must not think, however, that God’s presence with us and his power
in us mean that he will deaden our pain or give us a detour around trouble.
Instead, God usually blesses us by leading us through the trouble and giving
us wisdom and enabling power when we face the worst there is in life.

The writer of the book of Lamentations declared, “Gone is my glory,
and my expectation from the Lorp” (3:18 RSV). His soul was depressed as
he thought about his afflictions and his bitter experiences. Then he took
another look. “But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope,” he reflected.
“The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an
end; they are new every morning; great is thy faithfulness” (3:21-23 RSV).
He caught the Lord’s vision and found his peace when his soul was troubled.

The apostle Paul, frustrated and depressed by what he called a thorn in
the flesh, prayed earnestly that the Lord would take it from him. The Lord
didn’t give Paul what he asked for, but he gave him what he needed. He
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said to Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9 RSV). That is the way God works. He doesn’t keep us
away from heartache and trouble, but he stands by us and takes care of us.

Il. God has a great future planned for us.

God is eternal. He holds tomorrow in his hands. He has planned for
us a future so glorious that our minds cannot now begin to comprehend it;
and he in majestic power and with unbridled authority will bring his plan
to fulfillment in his own time and in his own way. “To die is gain,” said Paul
(Phil. 1:21). He had caught a glimpse of God’s plan for his people in the future.

God’s plan involves quality of life. John heard a voice from the throne
saying, “Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them,
and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe
away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall
there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have
passed away” (Rev. 21:3—4 RSV).

God’s plan involves full understanding. Daily we are plagued with unan-
swerable questions that jab at our spirits. Why did God let the child die?
Why did God allow the plane to go down? Why does God let communism
and criminals thrive? Why? Why? Why? The questions are endless, and the
absence of answers is almost unbearable. That is an earthbound problem,
and for it we need a heavenly answer. The apostle Paul assured us that God
has an answer. “For now we see in a mirror dimly,” he said, “but then face to
face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully” (1 Cor. 13:12 RSV).

God’s plan involves a new self for each of us. Paul assured us that the
returning Christ “will change our lowly body to be like his glorious body”
(Phil. 3:21 RSV). The witness of John was that “we know that when he appears
we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2 RSV).

Conclusion

In this sad hour when our hearts are broken, we find comfort in knowing
that God is good and that he is in control. We look to him for the goodness,
guidance, calmness, and strength we now desperately need. With faith, hope,
and love we would trust ourselves completely to him—body and soul, every-
thing we are or ever shall be—now and forever, in sunshine and in shadow,
in life and in death. And to God be the glory!

Title: Really Believing in Heaven

Text: “In my Father’s house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would
have told you. I go to prepare a place for you” (John 14:2).

Scripture Reading: John 14:1-3
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Introduction

God has made it clear to us that this quaking world, marred by sin and
intimidated by death, is not our final home. He has something infinitely
better for his children. In mercy he has prepared a place beyond this world,
a place marvelous in beauty and custom designed for people who have been
transformed by a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. That place is heaven.

We long to see heaven and to be in the immediate presence of Jesus
and all those who belong to him. If we aren’t careful, however, we will give a
pious nod to the idea of heaven while our hearts in despair regard heaven as
well-intended fiction. We know Jesus promised he would prepare a place for
us, and we want to believe everything he said, but we still have trouble really
believing in heaven.

I. Why we have difficulty believing in heaven.

A. It’s not on earth. Though we as God’s children are not earthbound in
perspective, we soon learn to settle comfortably into this world. Our
eyes moisten as we recall the home of our childhood, the birthday
parties we celebrated there, and the furnishings that turned a house
into a home. As we grow older, we become more deeply involved with
this world. We become attached to the things of this world and find
security in bank accounts, houses, a system of government, schools,
and churches. We find it hard to believe life can be good without
the things and happenings that have brought us joy in this world.

B. It’s beyond death. Death for us is unexplored territory. Cemeteries
remind us of our powerlessness and our lack of knowledge. We have
read in the Bible that Christ is Lord both of the dead and of the liv-
ing (Rom. 14:9), but death strikes fear into our hearts.

C. It sounds too good to be true. Even those with greatimaginations cannot
envision the glories of heaven. Who on earth can picture a place not
contaminated by sin, sickness, and death? Who can dream what it
will be like to see God and to become like Jesus?

Il. Why we should believe in heaven.

A. This world is not enough. God is a God of justice, and in this world
injustice can be seen everywhere. We are not supposed to be sat-
isfied with this world where good people suffer and bad people
thrive, where angel-faced children die of leukemia and criminals
live to be ninety.

B. Jesus promised it. “I go to prepare a place for you,” he said (John 14:2).
The perfect Son of God never lies but always keeps his word. Our dull
minds will never be able to comprehend all that God has in store for
us in heaven, but we can wisely and safely leave that in Jesus’ hands.
He will take care of every detail.
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The Christ who promised heaven was raised from the dead and
now lives within us. His Spirit is our guarantee of full redemption in
heaven (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:13-14).

I1l. What really believing in heaven should do to us.

A. It should cause us to realize that we as God’s children have the only real secu-
rity there is. Real security is not in property, insurance, bank accounts,
and retirement income. We are secure in God alone. Thus, those
like poor Lazarus can rejoice because they know they have life that
will never end.

B. It should keep us from despairing when we think of our loved ones who have
died in Christ. They are with the Lord now. Their future with God is
sure. We need not worry about them.

A three-year-old boy was perplexed and indignant when his play-
mate’s father died suddenly. His mother assured him that his friend’s
daddy was with God. “Oh! Then he’s still real,” the troubled boy
replied. Of that we can be sure. When our loved ones die, we will
see them no more in this world, but we know they are just as real as
they were on earth, now living in our Father’s house.

C. It should help us avoid fear or resentment of our coming death. We are safe
in Christ. We need not worry about getting cancer or having our life
snatched away in a plane crash.

D. It should prepare us to be our best and do our best on earth. If we know that
the leading character in a story is victorious in the end, we don’t
become disturbed when he is getting beat down in the middle of
the story. It is the same with us. Being sure of heaven should free us
to live creatively without being terrorized by temporary frustrations
and hardships. With the apostle Paul, we can say, “For to me to live
is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). With that kind of faith we
should be willing to take any necessary risks without fear, seeking
only to become like Christ and to honor him with our lives.

Conclusion

Horatio Spafford, a popular nineteenth-century Chicago lawyer, was
jolted to learn that his wife and daughters had been spilled into the seain a
shipwreck, and all his daughters had drowned. Spafford joined his wife, and
on the high seas near the place of the tragedy, he wrote the hymn “It Is Well
with My Soul.” His inner peace was built on the conviction that God held the
whole world in his hands and that heaven was real.

Fully believing in heaven is a must. We remain miserable and fearful
when we only half believe in heaven or when we believe in heaven only half
the time. The bottom line is that we must take Jesus’ promise seriously. We
should really believe in heaven because we unquestionably believe in Jesus.
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WEDDINGS

Title: A Wedding Ceremony
“O magnify the LorD with me, and let us exalt his name together” (Ps. 34:3).
“Letus come into his presence with thanksgiving; let us make a joyful noise
to him with songs of praise! For the LORD is a great God” (Ps. 95:2-3 RSV).
“The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come
to an end; they are new every morning; great is thy faithfulness” (Lam.
3:22-23 RSV).
On this happy day as and have come to exchange their

marriage vows and to become one by the plan of God, we want to assure them
of our love for them and of our prayer that the Lord will smile upon them
all the days of their lives. Let us worship God as we bow together in prayer.

Invocation by the minister

God in sovereign love and by holy design has gathered us into families;
and through our family relationships, he has enabled us to realize life’s
highest ideals and to achieve life’s noblest purposes. and feel
that God has blessed them by bringing them together. They want the home
they establish this day to honor God and to fulfill the high dreams of their
parents. In their hearts they seek the loving approval and the encouragement

of those who are dearest to them. With this realization I now ask, who gives
to be married to P

Listen to the compelling words of Jesus that conclude the Sermon on

the Mount. “Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them
will be like a wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell,
and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, but it
did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock” (Matt. 7:24-25 RSV).
and , my counsel to you on this important day in your life

is simple and direct: Build your house upon the Rock. Decide now that you

are going to have a Christian marriage, a marriage in which Jesus has the
first and last word. You already have made a significant beginning by giving
your lives to Jesus Christ and by seeking his direction in your marriage. But
yesterday’s commitment must be reaffirmed today and all of your tomorrows.
Each day you live you will need to offer to God your dreams, your feelings,
your motives, your thoughts, your words, and your deeds.

Next, I would suggest that you let the Bible and the church be important
to you. As you meditate on the Bible, your minds will be saturated with eternal
truth, with assurance of God’s never-ending love, and with hope-infusing
promises. In God’s house you will find inspiration, fellowship, encouragement,
inner peace, and soul-bracing strength.

My third word of counsel to you is that you demonstrate the highest kind
of love to each other at all times and under all circumstances. Genuine love
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is a commitment, an act of the will; and the highest will you can have is to
want to love as Jesus loved.

One final word of counsel: Try with all that is in you to work together as
a team, knowing that God has made you one, that he has yoked you together
so that you can pull your maximum load together.

You can see that I'm suggesting that the two of you should love and
serve God with all your hearts and should love each other fully, joyfully, and
unselfishly.

Please join right hands.

Vow: (Groom, bride), in taking to be your (wife, husband), do you
promise you will seek to fulfill the high purposes of God in your marriage
by demonstrating the purest kind of love you know in your every thought,
word, and deed?

From ancient times, the ring has been worn as a symbol of loyalty and
faithfulness. The wedding ring tells of your possessing for the benefit of the
other and of your being possessed for your own highest good.

Ring pledge: “I give you this ring as a sign of my faithful love for you.”

Forasmuch as you, and , have consented together in holy
wedlock and have witnessed the same before God and this company of family
and friends, I, therefore, pronounce that you are husband and wife, Mr. and
Mrs. , in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit.

Let us pray: “Our Father, may your infinite blessings be upon and

in this moment of dedication and during all their days together. May
their marriage be a thing of beauty as they live together unselfishly by your
rule of love, as they encourage each other, and as they become one in a very
real way. May they through your grace be able to meet every day’s challenges
with humility and dignity and honor. In all the struggles of life may they bring
glory to your holy name through their dreams and their love and their labors.
Guide them in paths of righteousness, dear Father, and rule over their hearts
in love, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen!”

Title: A Wedding Ceremony

“Blessed be the name of the LorD from this time forth and for evermore!
From the rising of the sun to its setting the name of the LOrD is to be praised!”
(Ps. 113:2-3 RSV).

Let us hear the words of Jesus. “Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch
cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless
you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me,
and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do
nothing” (John 15:4-5 RSV). Thanks be to God for the good news of the
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gospel. May the light of his truth penetrate the darkness of our lives, that we
may understand his will and commit ourselves to do it.

Invocation by the minister, concluded with the Lord’s Prayer

M. (father of the bride), your daughter, , has come today to be united
in the holy bond of marriage with . Do you now affirm before God
and this congregation that you give your consent, and do you promise them
the continuing support of your prayers, your encouragement, and your love?

and , as you stand together before the altar of God, you
are indicating that you want the present sanction and future blessings of
God to dignify your marriage and to give it character that lasts. We who have
gathered here to share this happy hour with you want that for you too. We
want you to have a life that is filled with all the good things God has in store
for his obedient children.

The apostle Paul gave to husbands and wives one of the most significant
words of counsel in all the Bible as he charged them to “be subject to one
another out of reverence for Christ” (Eph. 5:21 RSV). In those words he was
placing marriage in its most sublime context—reverence for Christ; and he
was affirming that the genius of a happy marriage is the mutual submission
of husbands and wives.

A Christian marriage begins with reverence for Christ. We reverence
Christ by acknowledging his lordship and by committing our lives to him,
allowing him to rule over our hearts in love and to stabilize our homes with
his presence. We start with him and we stay with him—Iooking to him daily,
leaning on him daily, listening to him daily, learning from him daily, and
living for him daily. With hearts aglow we reverence Christ.

Then we can gladly and safely subject ourselves to each other. To our great
surprise we learn that in this mutual submission we experience life’s ultimate
joy. In the warmest of ways we come to know the grace of unquestioning
acceptance and the glory of unselfish sharing. There is no other relationship
in all the world so exalted of God. I hope that you in mutual submission will
begin your marriage with a deep respect for each other. I hope that each of
you will be willing at all times to accept each other, to forgive, to lift, to steady,
and to cheer. I hope you’ll never stop growing in your love for each other and
in your devotion to each other. I encourage you to keep your covenant vows
renewed by continually doing the little things that remind you of the deep love
you share. I wish for you joy unending as you with united purpose reverence
Christ as the Lord of your lives and submit yourselves happily to each other.

I shall ask you now to join hands as you face each other to recite your
sacred vows.

Vow: I, , take you, , to be my (wife, husband): to have and to
hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer,
in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish until death alone shall sepa-
rate us.
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Ring pledge: (Address the appropriate question to both parties with each ring.)

, do you present this ring to as a token of your love and a pledge
of your loyalty to ?
, do you accept this ring and the spirit of its giver with the earnest
intent of keeping your vow to with all sacredness?

Jesus our Lord said, “Have you not read that he who made them from
the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘For this reason a man
shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall
become one flesh’?” (Matt. 19:4-5 RSV). You have decided to symbolize your
oneness as husband and wife by lighting a unity candle. May God bless us all
with a new appreciation of the oneness he planned for us from the beginning!
You may now proceed.

Prayer of dedication by the minister

Forasmuch as you, and , have committed yourselves to be
faithful to each other as husband and wife, and before God and these wit-
nesses have exchanged your vows and your rings in token of this commitment,
I now proclaim that you are husband and wife, Mr. and Mrs.

“The Lorp bless you and keep you: The LorD make his face to shlne
upon you, and be gracious to you: The Lorbp lift up his countenance upon
you, and give you peace” (Num. 6:24-26 RSV).

Title: A Wedding Ceremony

“May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon
us” (Ps. 67:1 RSV).

We have gathered today in this house of God to unite and
as husband and wife for the glory of God and for their special joy. We want
this ceremony of public commitment to be an occasion for rejoicing and an
experience of worship for us all.

and , we commend you to God that your life together may

be grounded in his love and mercy; and we commend God to you believing
he is worthy of your first choice and of your total commitment. Let us pray.

Invocation by the minister

In infinite wisdom and boundless love, the Lord gathered his people into
families. He commanded parents to teach his way diligently to children. His
compelling word to children was “Honor your father and your mother” (Ex.
20:12 RSV). We believe that command is the foundation of a good marriage
and of a strong society. It is therefore both fitting and important that there be
parental consent, extended warmly and lovingly, to those preparing to enter
marriage. I now ask, who gives to be married to ?

The lesson today is from the Gospel of Matthew. Let us hear with faith
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and appreciation the words of Jesus our Lord. “Have you not read,” said Jesus,
“that he who made them from the beginning made them male and female,
and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be
joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer
two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man put
asunder” (Matt. 19:4—6 RSV).

Thanks be to God for instituting the home and revealing his plan for it
in his Holy Word.

and , the great God who is our loving Father has made it
clear to us that he wants husbands and wives to find the best there is in life
as they share their lives and become one in him. He wants them to set their
hearts on the same goals and to share a kind of life that gives meaning and
satisfaction to both as long as they live.

To achieve the unique togetherness God wills in marriage, husbands
and wives need to commit themselves to Christ, to be filled with his kind
of love, and to demonstrate that love morning, noon, and night, summer,
winter, spring, and fall.

In 1 Corinthians 13 the apostle Paul described the special kind of love
Christ showed to us and expects from us. “Love is patient and kind,” he wrote;
“love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist
on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong,
but rejoices in the right. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all
things, endures all things. Love never ends” (vv. 4—8 RSV).

When you have that kind of love in your hearts, you want what is best
for each other at all times, and you do all you can to bring out the best in
each other. I wish for you that kind of love. I hope that as you live joyfully
by the plan of God and in the power of God you will be able to appreciate
fully and to share freely with each other Christ’s transforming, self-giving,
never-ending love.

Please join right hands as you prepare to exchange your vows of marriage.

(Groom), the Bible tells us that God wants a man to take a wife for himself
in holiness and in honor. He commands the husband to live considerately
with his wife and to love her as Christ loved the church. As you prepare to
enter into this sacred covenant of marriage, I ask that you do so in a spirit

of dedication to the high purpose of God. I now ask you to face and
pledge to her your sacred vow by repeating after me.
Vow: “I, , take you, , to be my wife. With God’s help I prom-

ise to love you unselfishly, to stand by you faithfully, and to serve with you
honorably as long as we both shall live.”

(Bride), the Bible says that a wife should be reverent and chaste. It refers
to her and her husband as joint heirs of the grace of life. That means that
from this hour forward you and will be bound together in all of life’s
heartaches and all of life’s joys. It follows that the covenant you now make is
one of the most significant ones you will ever make. I, therefore, ask you to
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make your pledge of loyalty to him with all the genuineness of your heart.
Face now and pledge to him your sacred vow by repeating after me
(same vow as above).

The rings you now exchange, symbols of good faith and tokens of prom-
ised loyalty, are visible reminders that someone you love is committed to you
and that you consider it an honor to be identified with that person. Exchange
your rings now with love and joy, and from this moment on wear them with
pride and devotion to each other.

(Groom), take this ring, place it on ’s finger, and repeat after me:
“With this ring I pledge to you my life and my loyalty as we become one, in
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

(Bride), take this ring, place it on s finger, and repeat after me:
(same ring pledge as repeated by groom).

Closing prayer by the minister

and ,you are united in marriage in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Now that you have fulfilled all require-
ments for marriage and in the presence of a loving God and these assembled
friends have exchanged your vows and your rings in token of your commitment
to each other, I do, therefore, with personal pleasure and with a sense of God’s
sanction, pronounce you husband and wife, Mr. and Mrs.
May the Lord, who holds the whole world in his hands, protect you from
all evil and cause you to feel secure in the warmth of his love. May he enrich
your lives each day as he fills you with his wisdom, his strength, his joy, and
his peace. May he enable you “to live in such harmony with one another, in
accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 15:5—-6 RSV). Go with God.
He will surely go with you.
You may now seal your promises with a Kkiss.
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Sentence Sermonettes

God’s mercies are fresh with each new day.

Worry never climbed a hill.

No one hates a job well done.

Is your spiritual experience up to date?

The filling of the Holy Spirit is not for enjoyment but for employment.
Don’t trouble trouble until trouble troubles you.

Courage is fear that has said its prayers.

Worry is pulling tomorrow’s cloud over today’s sunshine.

The Bible is to be trusted and not just dusted.

You never completely test the power of God until you attempt the
impossible.

Prayer is the greatest sin-killer in the world.

Christ is the centerpiece of the human race.

Prejudice is being down on something that you are not up on.

God stands by us in all our needs; we should stand by him in all our deeds.
Your life is a sermon, so be careful how you preach it.

True greatness lies not in trying to be somebody, but in trying to help
somebody.

Religion should not be carried like a burden on your back, but like a song
in your heart.

When God measures a man, he always measures his heart, not his head.
The Bread of Life never becomes stale.

God sometimes snuffs out our brightest candle that we may look up to his
eternal stars.

The thermometer of a church is its prayer meeting.

God will mend even a broken heart if we give him all the pieces.
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Life is marching on. Are you in step?

Worry never robs tomorrow of its sorrow; it only saps today of its strength.
Instead of being an “if thinker,” become a “how thinker.”

The Bible promises no loaves to the loafer.

Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.

The more we can endure with patience and grace, the stronger we grow
and the more we can face.

He who sows courtesy reaps friendship, and he who plants kindness
gathers love.

You'll never get a busy signal on the prayer line to heaven.
Delayed obedience is disobedience.
No reformation can ever take the place of regeneration.

The will of God will never lead you where the grace of God cannot
keep you.

Happiness is happiest when shared.

If you have not felt the pangs of sorrow, you cannot dry the tears of those
who weep.

Daily prayers help dissolve your cares.

In hours of discouragement God is our encouragement.

God’s music is in the hearts of those who accept his conductorship.
As soon as you are born, you are old enough to die.

Life is only one time around.

A smile is a curve that can set a lot of things straight.

The perfume of kindness travels even against the wind.

Make every decision carefully and prayerfully.

Time will not tarry.

Little is much when God is in it.

Children follow in the direction their parents lead rather than in the
direction their parents point.

Death shows no favorites.
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Ten two-letter words can change your life: “If it is to be, it is up to me.”
The church is not a museum for saints but a hospital for sinners.
A baby is God’s opinion that the world should go on.

Two little words that make the difference—“Start now!”

429






Abraham, 19-22, 317, 353. See also
Eliezer

Adam, and Christ, 265-67, 282-85;
in the garden, 258-62, 267-71,
274-76. See also Eve

Ahab, 70-73

banquet, God’s, 46-48, 53-55

Barnabas, 93-96

believing, 190-92, 418-20; blessing
of, 83-85

burnout, spiritual, 379-81

change through Christ, 254-56

characteristics, Christian, 43—-45

chastisement, 280-82

children, 169-71. See also family

children and youth, messages for,
409-14

Christ, 115-17, 265-67; and animal
sacrifices, 282—-85; and Isaac,
302-305, 310-12; and Joseph,
317-19; and Noah’s ark, 292-94;
body of, 350-52; child, 369-71;
return of, 126-28, 153-54, 220-23,
227-30

Christian living, 101-5, 119-21,
157-59, 205-208, 247-49

Christlikeness, 247-49, 254-56

Christmas, 369-71, 384-86, 384-86

church, 81-83, 106-9, 134-35,
213-16; attendance, 15-17; a
growing, 53-55, 147-48. See also
worship

communion, 403-9

Subject Index

concern, the Savior’s and our, 305-7
confrontation with God, 338-41
consolation for our cares, 416-18

Daniel: and Belshazzar, 185-87;
and visions, 163-65, 178—80;
resurrection and, 197-200; taking
a stand, 157-59, 171-73, 190-92

David, 48-51

days: good, 399-402; numbering our,
397-99

death, 121-24, 145-47; facing the
death of a loved one, 126-28,
414-16; the Lord’s, 106-9, 407-9

deliverance, 37-39, 173, 347-50

Demas, 109-12

disobedience, 258—62, 271-74

Easter, 106-9

Eliezer, 33-35

Elijah, 55-58

eternal dwelling, 256-57
Eve, 258-62, 276-80
excuses, 75-78

Ezekiel, 86-89, 117-19

faith, 330-32. See also Abraham
family, 143-45, 175-77
Father’s Day (U.S.A.), 181-84
fig leaves, as symbol, 294-98
foolishness, 411-12

forgiving, 58-60

fountain, God’s, 151-53
freedom, 193-97



Subject Index

friendship, 105-6
fruitless, 60—62
funeral messages, 414-20

Gehazi, 78-81

generosity, 335-38, 344-46

giving, 51-53, 335-38

glory of Christ, 335-38

God, 31-33, 90-93; bad reputation,
285-89; belief in, 190-92, 297,
364; his concern, 87, 305-7;

moving away from, 26-29; patience

of, 61-62, 289-92; questioning,
128-31; steps toward, 341-44
goodness, 94, 250-51, 374
“go out quickly,” 46-48
grace, 89-89, 335-38

habit: of church attendance, 15-17;
of prayer, 22-23; of being filled
with the Holy Spirit, 29-31; of
loving, 36-37; of giving, 51-53;
of forgiving, 58—-60; of seeing the
good, 66—67; of serving, 43-45, of
witnessing, 73-74

heaven: believing in, 418-20; joy of,
327-30

hiding place, 37-39

history, God’s hand on, 163-65

Holy Spirit, the, 29-31, 239-42;
cooperating with, 245-47, 251-54;

understanding, 233-36; walking in,

Isaac, 302-5, 310-12

Jeroboam, 63-66

Jesus, prayer and, 17-19

Jonah, 262-64, 271-74, 280-82,
289-92

Joseph, 317-19

joy: of Christian, 205-8; of
Christmas, 384—-86; of heaven and
earth, 327-30

King, weeping, 98-101

Last Supper, the. See Lord’s Supper,
the

laypeople, 93-96

lessons from God, 178-80

life, 134-35, 151-53

light: glowing, 391-93; of the world,
350-52

listening, 117-19

living again, 145-47

Lord, the, 115-17, 165-68; presence
of, 391-93; return of, 153-54, 160

Lord’s Supper, the, 403-9;
remembering, 403-5

lost, the, 105-6, 124-26

Lot, 26-29

love, 36-37, 105-6

marriage, 161-63, 188-90
mercy, 130, 250-51

Moses, 40-43

Mother’s Day (U.S.A.), 148-51
moving away from God, 26-29

news, good, 377-79
Noah’s ark, 292-94

observation, 130

Paul, 101-5

peace, 89-90

personality, 101-5

prayer: constant, 210-13, 395-97,
habit of, 22-23; intercessory,
202-5, 217-20; power of, 381-83;
principles of, 375-77, 388-91

preparing for encounters, 48-51

presence of God, 180-81, 365—68,
391-93

prodigal, 319-22

promises: false, 258-62; of God,
174-75



Subject Index

protection of God, 37-39, 223-24,
231-32

protevangelism, 274-76

providence of God, 187-88

provision of God, 355-58; for needs,
192-93, 201-2, 216-17, 238-39;
for peace, 209-10, 243-45; for
protection, 231-32

purity, 157-59

questioning God, 128-31
quitting, 109-12

Rebekah, 310-12

rebellion, 262-64, 271-74, 280-82,
289-92

reconciliation, 322-24

redemption, 307-10, 352-55

religion, 131-34; easy, 63-66

responsibility, 86—-89

retreat, 17-19

resistance to God, 262—-64

sacrifice, animal, 282-85

salvation, 90-93, 236-38, 242-43,
314-17; questioning, 96-98

sanctity, 119-21

sanctuary, 325-27

serving, 43—-45, 138-40

sin, man of, 160

singleness, 155-57

solitude, 386-88

Son of God, 83-85, 90-93

soul, empty, 135-38

steps toward God, 371-75

stewardship, 33-35

strength, 393-95

tabernacle, the: built by Moses,
40-43; curtains of, 332—-34; brazen
alter and laver of, 341-44; table
of shewbread and the golden
lampstand of, 350-52; golden altar
of, 358-60; ark of the covenant in,
365-68

talent, 67-70

teaching: God’s, 362-65; to number
our days, 397-99

thanksgiving, 360-62

Thessalonica, 81-83

time passing quickly, 193-97

tree, as symbol, 267-71

treasures, 312-14

trouble, handling, 113-15

trust, 267-71; in God, 171-74

usefulness, 53-55. See also
Christlikeness

weakness, 393-95

wedding ceremonies, 421-26

weight with God, 185-87

wicked heart, 78-81

will, God’s, 141-42

winning, 197-200

wisdom, 197-200

witnessing, 60-62, 73-74

woman, a great, 148-51

worship: true, 23-26; with gifts,
31-33

Zacchaeus, 254-56
Zerubbabel, 224-27






Index of Scripture Texts

Genesis

L1 ... .. 128
2:21-22 ... ....... 265
224 ... 188
31 . 276
33 . 267
34 .. 285
3T . 294
315 .. 274
321 ... 282
6:13-14 . ......... 292
12:1-2 ... ... .. ... 302
13:10-13 . ......... 27
244 ... 310
2412 ... 33
45:7-8 .. ... ... 317
Exodus
34-6............ 338
1:3 ... ... ... 40
13:21-22 ......... 347
16:8 ............. 355
19:19-20 ......... 362
25:8 325
25:22 ... 332
25:2331.......... 350
271 ..o 341
29:43,46......... 371
30:1,6 ........... 358
30:18 ... ... ... ... 343
Leviticus

25:10 ... ... ... ... 194
1 Samuel

1736 .. ........... 48

1 Kings

12:28 ... ... L 63
172-3 . .......... 386
19:12-13 .......... 56
21:3 .o 70
2 Kings

48 .. 148
5:25-26........... 78
Nehemiah
1:6.............. 217
Psalms

231 ..o 174
232a ... ... 192
239b .. 201
23:2,4 .. ... ... ... 187
23:3a ... ... 209
233b ... .. 216
234b ... ... .. 223
2%4c ... .. 231
234,6........... 180
235 . 238
23:5C . . 243
236a............ 250
236b. ... ... ... 256
307 . 37
90:12 . ........... 397
92:1 ... 360
94:19 ............ 416
10722 .. ... .. .. 307
Jeremiah

184 ............. 409

435

Ezekiel

K 117
308 ... 124
18:3-4........... 131
2418 ... 138
3320 ............. 86
36:26............ 352
373 . 145
479 ..o 151
Daniel

115 ... 157
244 ... L. 163
3:17-18 . ......... 172
4:37 . 178
527 185
6:23 ... ... ... 190
12:3 ... 197
Jonah

1:1-2 ... 262
1:15-17 ..o oL 271
21-3 ... . ... 280
31-2 ... .. 289
49 ... 298
Zechariah

46.. ... 224
Malachi

214 ... 161
Matthew

5:13,14,16 ....... 247
6:14-15 . .......... 58
6:34 . ............ 399



29. oo 391

Index of Scripture Texts

317 .o 90
4:13-14 .......... 315
4:24 ... 23
5:45-47 .. ...... .. 274
14:2 ... ... 418
14:16-17 ......... 233
16:8-11 .......... 245
16:23-24 . ........ 375
Acts

236 . ... .. 115
11:24 ... ... 93
12212 ... . ..., 202
16:30-31......... 236

717,19 .o 155
10:16 .. .......... 405
11:24 ... ... ... 403
11:26 . ... ... ... 407
2 Corinthians

517 oo 322
823 . ... .. ... 335
96......... ... .. 344
129.......... ... 393
Galatians

5:22-23 ... ... ... 239
6:9.............. 379
Ephesians

5:31 .. 265
6:1-4............ 175
6:18 ............. 210
Philippians
44 205
413 ... 101

436









































