DEVOTED TO JESUS

PROLOGUE

WHY READ ABOUT JESUS?

That is probably the $10,000 question.  Of what value is it to today’s person to read about someone who lived so long ago?  Isn’t anything that happened in the 1st century absolutely irrelevant in today’s fast paced world?  The common thinking is that the church has become almost an obstacle given the way we live today.  So each person reading these devotions has to come to grip with this central question.  Why should I read about Jesus?
The answer to that central question lies in the fact that people in today’s society have even less ability to cope with life than those say 50 years ago.  I suppose that is because the world we live in continually depersonalizes us as individuals.  It’s all about information and efficiency.  While it is true that we have more information, you have to ask yourself the question, “So what?”  There has never been a correlation between happiness and knowing more.   With the Earth’s population surpassing 6 billion people, each person has much less significance than those who lived in the 19th century.  

It is also true that we’ve become more efficient.  We can beam out thoughts over the internet and have it half-way around the world in a matter of seconds, but does that make
us happier?  I’m reminded of a line in the movie, “Sabrina,” where the main character says, “More isn’t always better, sometimes it’s just more.”  

So how is Jesus relevant?  The truth is people haven’t become any more adept at coping with life than they ever were.  One only has to look at the increases in suicides, divorce and crime to understand that this flood of knowledge doesn’t automatically give us a successful life.  One has only to look at our failures at human relations, our inability to get along with others or even ourselves, to understand the need for the answers that Jesus gives us.  As I write this I find that today’s social media has made us less polite and less able to find the good in others.  Because the internet is largely anonymous, our society has found that we can tear each other down and not have to bear any consequences.

So what can we find when we approach Jesus Christ?  I suppose the bottom line is that we find answers.  We find the answer to our guilt when Jesus said, “"Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  We find peace of mind when Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.”  As the population of planet earth grows, we find a new way to live with other people in the examples that He set in his daily life.

Each day that you read this devotion, you are going to be challenged to apply what you read about Jesus into your daily life.  After all, that is really where it counts isn’t it?  If you just read about Jesus, what good does it do?  It isn’t good readers that Jesus desires, it is disciples.  I just have the feeling that God is not going to be that impressed with what I know when I stand before Him on the last day.  If that were true, God would be really impressed with the Scribes and the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, yet Jesus had a lot to say about people who talk about the truth, but don’t live it.  I would challenge you to read a portion of this book each day with an open mind and an open Bible.  Each day there will be scripture for you to read and then we will talk about what you are reading.  At the end of the day as you meditate on what you have learned, you will be asked to write down the answers to a couple of question.  The first is to write down the things you learned about God that day.  The second asks you to write down the changes you sense that God is telling you to make with what you learned that day.  It is my prayer that you will not only learn something about the life and times of Jesus Christ, but also that you will allow God to change you in the process.  You cannot come into the presence of Jesus Christ without being changed.  That’s the work He did the few short years He was here.  That’s the work He continues to do today.  So I invite you to take this journey with me.  I have always believed it to be a journey worth taking.  I believe you will also benefit from this year long journey in ways you cannot now imagine.

Ray Tuttle
WHAT WILL WE BE READING ABOUT THIS MONTH?

Jesus spent quite a bit of time ministering in the heart of Judaism.  Jerusalem was the heart and sole of the Jewish nation.  It was time for one more opportunity for the citizens of that great city to come to grips with the claims of Jesus.  What we are going to be looking at are a series of teachings, parables and miracles that were performed in and around Jerusalem.  These teachings begin with Jesus’ appearance at the Feast of Tabernacles.  Next to Passover, this was one of the most important feasts in the Jewish year.  Since the Feast of Tabernacles was a pilgrimage feast, it brought people from all over.  The city would be filled to beyond capacity that would provide a ready made audience for the King of Kings.
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THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 1st

A Man of Truth

John 7: 14-24
In our present day world, an ambassador is a high ranking person who officially represents and promotes their home country while living in another country.  In the not so distant past, when secure communications were not as immediate as they are today, the ambassador was given the responsibility to negotiate on behalf of his country and could bind his home country to any agreement.  An ambassador speaks as a representative for his homeland in every country in the world.  In every aspect, Jesus acted as God’s ambassador while He was here on earth.  This view of Jesus comes into sharp focus when we view the various teaching sessions that take place within the walls of Jerusalem especially during the Feast of Tabernacles where today’s teaching was held.  We will be taking a look at the first of these teachings.  This one is to be found in John 7: 14-24.

All of the conjecture and excitement of the multitudes was answered suddenly about midway into the Feast of Tabernacles.  Jesus appears in the outer courtyards of the temple area, commonly known as the Court of Gentiles.  We are not told the subject of this particular teaching that Jesus gives, only its outcome.  Whatever Jesus said, the impact was one of astonishment.  Yet the astonishment was not about what Jesus said but where all of His information came from.  To the Jews of Jesus’ time, there was only one type of learning that mattered and that was theology.  The only place where one could obtain theological training was within the confines of the School of the Rabbis, and there was no record of Jesus ever attending that school.  To be sure Jesus had schooling; it just was done in a school that the Jews didn’t recognize.  Jesus puzzled the crowds in that He didn’t teach like their favorite rabbi.  He never quoted other great rabbis.  He never spoke about the great traditions of Judaism.  He just taught them about God.

In the talk that you have just read in the 7th chapter of John, Jesus claimed that His teaching came from the highest authority, that of God, Himself, without any middlemen.  In other words what Jesus had to say came straight from God the Father, through Jesus, to His listeners in that crowd.  In order to authenticate His source, Jesus uses the two-fold argument in verse 17.  If what Jesus teaches meets and satisfies our moral nature and leads people to a better relationship with God, then that teaching must come from God.  Jesus’ second premise is given in verse 18.  It is the idea of who gets the glory for what is taught.  If someone’s teaching comes out of his own wisdom, then that teacher gains the glory for all that is taught.  Any benefit that people receive from that teaching can be credited to the teacher.  Yet Jesus did not take credit for anything that He taught.  All of the credit was freely given to His Father.  Thus the source of Jesus’ teaching can be seen in who received all the credit for that teaching.

Yet hanging over everything that Jesus taught was this constant charge that Jesus broke the Mosaic Law and thus was nullified as a valid teacher of anything having to do with God.  This stems from His earlier visit to Jerusalem when Jesus had the audacity to heal a man crippled from birth on the Sabbath.  Jesus’ answer to that charge is to compare His actions with that of Moses, who was universally regarded by all Jews as a messenger from God.  He compared His healing on the Sabbath with Moses allowing and even promoting the act of circumcision on the Sabbath.  To the Jew, it was proper and fitting to fulfill a man’s emotional and spiritual need on the Sabbath, but they criticized Jesus for meeting a man’s greater physical need because it was done on the Sabbath.  Jesus challenges them to stop judging by mere outward appearances and look down deep inside their hearts to seek out what is right and pure.  What Jesus did for the man at the Pool of Siloam cannot be considered by any spiritual person to be the kind of work that God would have forbidden on the Sabbath.

Jesus was just the first of God’s ambassadors.  As Paul talked about in 2 Corinthians 5: 20, we are all ambassadors for the King of Kings.  The only question that remains is how good an ambassador are you?  Are you a person of truth who speaks only on behalf of the God who is sending you out in the world today?  Will you faithfully represent your God to those with whom you come in contact today?  If so, you have discharged your ambassador position the way Jesus would have were He here.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Will you faithfully represent your God to those with whom you come in contact today? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 2nd

Where I Came From

John 7: 25-30
Humans have always placed a great deal of emphasis on where a person comes from.  It is as if we think we can fully characterize a person simply by knowing which part of the world they were raised in.  In some sense each of us is influenced by the pressure that exists in the society in which we live.  Before television became popular, one would expect a person from the south to be more polite, from the north a bit too occupied with social class and the west a bit too free wheeling.  I suppose one can take a bit of comfort from the fact that Jesus faced the same kind of prejudices that we still see today.  We are continuing in the first of Jesus’ great Jerusalem discourses.  Today we will be taking a look at John 7: 25-30.

You can’t read this section of the Bible without noting the division among the people who were at the temple that day.  In their hearts, they knew the truth about what they had just publicly denied; the Jewish leaders were already seeking to kill Jesus.  The fact that this man was now seen openly teaching in the temple of God was incomprehensible to them.  Could it be that their leadership had begun to vacillate in their opinion of this man?  Yet that idea seemed to be impossible because everyone knew where this man had come from.  The problem was they knew Him only as a carpenter from Nazareth.  To them, anyone from Galilee could never be taken seriously as having anything to offer spiritually.  After all, the spiritual center of all Israel was Jerusalem.  Even the Old Testament prophets said Messiah was going to come from David’s line and be born in Bethlehem.  They knew of no prophesies that talked about a Galilean Messiah.

It is almost as if Jesus sensed what those in the crowd were thinking.  He seems to agree with their opinion that they knew where He came from, or at least they thought they knew.  It’s just that the crowd believed that it was in that single fact, the entire puzzle as to who Jesus was had to be settled.  In their minds, Jesus could be written off for the simple reason that He was raised in a rough section of Galilee.  If they would just take the time and effort to take a closer look, they would have found out the truth, but prejudice doesn’t work that way.  Once our minds become locked on a certain bit of truth, it would take an earthquake to get us to budge.  The reality was that the people in that crowd didn’t know where Jesus had come from, nor did they know who sent Him.

We look at verse 28 and skip over it on our way to the action part where they try to arrest Jesus.  Yet if we take a closer look at what Jesus says here, the result will be interesting.  Jesus uses an unusual Greek word that the NIV translates as the word “true.”  It is an entirely different word than the word He used in verse 18 when He describes Himself as the man of truth.  The word in verse 28 is only used to describe the truth in the sense of the real, the ideal or the genuine.  The word Jesus used can be found when the Jews were describing this particular attribute of God.  When Jesus accused the people of not knowing "He who is truth", the Jews present had no doubt that Jesus was referring to Jehovah, God.  That’s why both the crowd and the Pharisees in verse 32 took steps to arrest Jesus.

We have been talking a bit lately about how a person’s prior beliefs and prejudices often stand in the way of them getting to know the God who created them.  What we have seen here is a classic example of this phenomenon.  No one took time out of their busy lives to do a thorough investigation into the facts of the matter.  It was enough that they were comfortable with what they thought they knew.  The end result was that they missed the most amazing thing that God had ever sent to the earth.  A couple of days ago, I challenged you to take some time out to take a close look at your own beliefs and prejudices.  How are you coming with that?  Did you just shrug it off?  After all, challenging a long-standing belief can be really hard.  We grow so comfortable having them handy so we aren’t forced to think about what is really important in life.  So, once more I will put out the challenge for you to take another look at Jesus.  Who is He and what role does He play in your life right here, right now.  It is important that you take some time in your busy day today to spend some time in prayer asking God to break through your prejudices so that you may be able to focus on the truth that God wishes to reveal to you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What role will Jesus fill in your life today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 3rd

You Cannot Come

John 7: 33-36
When you are a father of small children, they always want to come with you.  Of course there are times when having that kind of company just isn’t practical or safe.  Like when you are going to a lumber yard, or some place that requires your utmost attention.  I bet you can still remember those times when the lower lip of your child would start to quiver and you can almost feel your own heart break.  One can only imagine how Jesus must have felt when He had to utter the words we will be looking at today.  Take a moment to turn in your Bible to John 7: 33-36.  We are still looking at the first great discourse, given by Jesus, in Jerusalem during the Feast of Tabernacles.

The Jewish leadership was busy plotting for a way that they could arrest and execute this man whom they have already deemed to be a false Messiah.  They see Him as a threat to the peace and stability of their nation.  It was already a tenuous peace that they maintained with the Roman government anyway, and this Jesus was not making things any easier.  Jesus almost offered them a solution.  He appeared to be talking about leaving of His own accord.  You can tell by their response that the crowd didn’t understand that He was talking about His upcoming death.  They thought perhaps He was going somewhere to minister to the Gentiles.  

When you first take a look at this passage, it almost seems that Jesus is saying that these people will never be saved.  Why else would He be stating that where He was going, they couldn’t come?  Yet, the entire Bible teaches an entirely different story.  It teaches that every person is given the opportunity to grasp hold of the free gift of salvation.  So that can’t be it.  The other view that I like better is to view Jesus here as Israel’s Messiah.  Once the deed is done and the crucifixion is but a bitter memory, Israel will no longer have a Messiah to deliver her.  When Rome comes and burns Jerusalem from one end to the other and those who have not been killed are pressed into slavery, they can call all they want for God to send the deliverer and it will do them no good.  The entire thrust of all of Jesus’ Jerusalem discourses is to give Israel one final opportunity to make a decision about who He really is.  As we get deeper into these speeches, we see that Jesus is trying various arguments to convince these skeptics that they are in the presence of Israel’s long awaited Messiah.  Today’s passage is just one of many of the arguments He makes.

So what do we take away from what Jesus tells us here?  What I get from these particular verses is that there is a limit to the number of times the invitation of salvation is extended.  I personally don’t know what that limit is for you or anyone else.  I just believe from this and other places in the Bible that there is a limit.  There seems to be a point where your mind is made up and nothing more needs to be said.  The die is cast.  After that point is reached, it’s just a matter of playing out the rest of the scenes in the play.  You run into people all of the time who believe that they have plenty of time to receive Jesus’ gift of salvation.  Why do it today?  “I can have my fun now and accept it all later,” they think.  It’s funny that these same people would not even think about playing Russian roulette with a loaded pistol, yet they do much the same thing with their eternal future.  They live each day solely for their own pleasure hoping that this will not be their last day on the earth.  For those who tend to think like this, I have just one thing to say to you.  As the Apostle Paul said, “I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians 6: 2). I have read the entire Bible through many times and I have never found anywhere in its pages where God gives us a warranty for our body.  The God who created us never says that your body is guaranteed to last a certain number of years.  Each breath that you take might be the last one you get on this side of eternity.  As the writer of Hebrews says, “It is appointed for man to die once and after that comes the judgment (Hebrews 9: 27).  Is it really a wise thing for you to take this kind of risk?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What decision is God telling you to make today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 4th

Living Water

John 7: 37-44
On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him" (John 7: 37, 38.)  On the final day of the Feast of Tabernacles hundreds of worshippers rose at daybreak, leaving their leafy booths and dressed in their finest and most colorful attire, they walk the short distance to the temple area.  In their hands each of them carried a lulabh, or branch consisting of a myrtle and willow branch tied together with a palm branch between them.  This was done in supposed obedience to the command in Leviticus 23: 40, (On the first day you are to take choice fruit from the trees, and palm fronds, leafy branches and poplars, and rejoice before the LORD your God for seven days.)  For the fruit of the trees, they usually carried a Paradise Apple in their right hand.

At the temple the multitude would divide into three groups.  The first group would go into the temple to help attend to the preparation of the morning sacrifice.  The second group would go in procession to a place called “Moza” where they would each cut down branches of willow.  Upon their arrival back within the temple, there would sound a blast of the trumpet which stood as the signal for the group to adorn the altar with the willow branches until they formed a leafy canopy about it.

It is the final group that holds the greatest interest for us today.  This group would follow behind a priest bearing a golden pitcher capable of holding around two pints of liquid.  The group walked down to the Pool of Siloam where with much ceremony, the priest would fill the pitcher from its waters.  The crowd would then begin a slow processional walk back up to the temple, timing their arrival so that they would arrive just as the first pieces of the morning sacrifice were being laid upon the great altar.  A three-fold blast of the trumpet greeted the priest as he passed through the Water Gate, so named for its role in this ceremony.  Once inside the temple, this priest would be joined by a second priest holding the pitcher of wine that represented the morning’s drink offering.  Together these two men climbed the steps leading to the great altar.  At the top, there were two silver funnels that led to the base of the altar.  When the signal was given, both priests would empty the contents of their pitchers to create an aromatic steam that rose into the heavens.  As the steam rose heavenward the entire Court of Israel erupted into the Great Hallel.  The Great Hallel consisted of what we know today as Psalm 63 through 68, which was chanted antiphonally while accompanied by a single flute.

There can be little doubt that this service was what Jesus was referring to when He spoke the words of John 7: 37, 38.  He must have been making reference to the great pouring out of the water and the wine.  It was a universally held belief that this ceremony was symbolic of the Holy Spirit.  As we read the following five verses we notice that the people were extremely divided and confused as to who Jesus was.  We notice the entire gamut of emotions present in their thoughts and words.  Here was this man, who they knew had almost been arrested yesterday, speaking openly within the confines of the temple of God claiming to be the fulfillment of their scriptures and claiming to be their true Messiah.

The crowds understood that the Holy Spirit of the Living God was a gift that would be brought by the Messiah.  They understood that the Holy Spirit would bring them a new spiritual life just as water had always been necessary for physical life.  Yet you can read there was a tremendous spirit of unbelief present within that crowd.  This man was not what they expected their Messiah to be.  Therefore, He must be a dangerous seducer of the people and must be seized before He could do more damage.  Yet there was something present that prevented that from happening because it was not yet time for such things.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If you were in the crowd that day, what would you have been saying?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 5th

Fence Sittin’

John 7: 45-53
In my business, I get people who just can’t make up their mind.  Whenever you ask them for a decision, it’s always, “I’m still thinking about it.”  Eventually if you procrastinate long enough the decision gets made for you.  While that it sometimes easier than actually making a decision, the results may not be in your best interests.  Sitting on a fence, when it comes to decision making, means that you have the joy of taking pot shots from both sides.  That’s where our old friend, Nicodemus, was when it came to Jesus.  He wasn’t out there being a disciple, but he wasn’t fully on board with the position of his fellow Pharisees either.  Sometimes it can seem awfully comfortable sitting on that fence until the rocks start flying.  Today, we find ourselves taking a look at John 7: 45-53.  We’ll be examining each of the characters in our little drama.

The first characters that we want to look at are the temple guards in our story.  These men served at the pleasure of the Chief Priest as a kind of bailiff or police force to keep order within the temple confines and to do the will of the Jewish Leadership.  They were neither specifically trained, nor were they armed.  In other words they would not be confused with the Roman soldiers stationed next door at the fortress of Antonia.  These men represent the strongest testimony to the power of Jesus’ words as they came back to their employer empty handed.  They were sent to the Temple courts with a specific mission and were so caught up with the words Jesus spoke, they forgot all about the task they had been sent to complete.  They’re only excuse was, “No one ever spoke the way this man does.”  I believe their answer points to the longing within their hearts to believe in the message that they had just heard.

So let’s contrast the response to the temple guards with the attitudes expressed by the Pharisees.  In just mentioning only the Pharisees, John gives us a clue that this action was not sanctioned by either the High Priest or the full Sanhedrin.  This arrest was ordered by the powerful Pharisees.  In their words, we get a glimpse of the absolute contempt they held this unschooled and unlettered migrant from Galilee.  As you read this entire section of the Bible, you understand the contempt in which they held Jesus also extended to anyone from the region of Galilee, which stands in sharp contrast to the high-esteem in which they held themselves.  In the end, they left little doubt as to what position they held when it came to Jesus.

Enter onto the scene one of the Pharisees by the name of Nicodemus.  Here we see a man who was still a disciple of Jesus only by night.  He is like a frightened animal frozen in the middle of the road with your headlights rapidly approaching.  He feels he has to speak out to do what he can to save Jesus, yet he doesn’t dare proclaim his belief for fear of losing his position of power and authority.  He takes the middle ground and makes a statement that would have made any rigid Sanhedrinist proud.  There could be no more judicious a statement to be uttered under the circumstances.  What does he get for all of his efforts?  He is accused of being in league with the hated Galileans and directed to search the scriptures to see if he could find any prophet coming from there.

We can only imagine what was going on with Nicodemus at that point in his life.  In the end, he finds himself alone, much like anyone who attempts to compromise where God is concerned.  He wanted to step out and shout to the crowd that Jesus is Israel’s long awaited Messiah, but he could not do it.  In the end, he compromised and was shot down.  We can only imagine Nicodemus sitting in the room alone dealing with a sore heart and a stricken conscience.

Perhaps this story has struck your heart a bit.  I am sure there are people reading this who are still pondering the claims of Jesus Christ.  If you are like me, you tend to make your decisions based upon the information that you gather.  The problem occurs when the gathering of information overcomes the need to make the actual decision.  You are very much like our friend Nick here.  “After all, one can never have too much information,” You tell yourself.  Unfortunately making no decision about Jesus Christ is the same thing as rejecting Him in God’s eyes.  There has to be a time when you just throw up your hands and say, “Enough is enough, I believe.”  At what point is that going to happen in your life?  Is it going to be today, or are you still taking the risk we talked about a couple of days ago?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is there a decision that you need to make about God today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 6th

The First Stone

John 8: 1-11
It seems to me that we live today in a “party” culture.  Does it seem to you that every place you turn there are people who’s only purpose for living is a good party?  Actually, this is not just a current philosophy of living; it was very much alive and well in the first century also.  During a major feast like the one we are talking about, there would be a great deal of drinking and visiting among friends.  When we let ourselves go and overindulge a bit, some of our social inhibitions tend to go right out the window.  Such was probably the case in the events we will talk about today.  We are in John 8: 1-11 and will be talking about the woman who was caught in the act of adultery.

We are told that after a time of quiet prayer on the Mount of Olives, Jesus had reappeared in the temple courts to teach the people.  The Greek word that is used here in the very first verse is in the continual tense.  It gives us the idea that the people continually kept on coming to Jesus.  While in the midst of His teaching, the Pharisees brought in a woman who had been caught in the act of adultery.  Now why they didn’t also bring the offending man has been a subject of a lot of debate through the centuries.  I think you have to understand why the Pharisees brought the woman in the first place.  Their intent was to trap Jesus.  If He directed them to let the woman go, they could naturally accuse Him of being a lawbreaker and not worth the public’s attention.  If He directed them to stone the woman, then public opinion would be turned against Jesus, who was known for His compassion for people.  They were putting Him in a classic “no win” situation.

The Law in question can be found in Leviticus 20: 10.  It says, “If a man commits adultery with another man's wife--with the wife of his neighbor both the adulterer and the adulteress must be put to death.”  There is no a lot of room for leniency in those words.  Jesus has no choice but to agree to sentence this woman to death.  I’m sure the woman could begin to feel the stones as they struck her.  Yet Jesus gives a different twist to the situation by directing that the person in the crowd without any sin in his life be the first one to throw stones.  He then dropped back down to His knees and began to write in the dirt.  One by one, the crowd dispersed.  Finally only Jesus is there with the woman, who no doubt could start to breathe a bit easier now.  Rather than condemn this woman, He directs her to change her lifestyle.

There are a lot of practical applications that one could glean from this section of the Bible, but I want to delve into the most important of them.   Did this event actually happen?  If you take a look in the liner notes in your Bible, you should probably see words that read something like this, “The earliest manuscripts and many other ancient witnesses do not have John 7: 53 – 8: 11.”  In other words, let’s say you were to take a look at Bible texts from the 2nd century and these verses mere missing, and compare them with a Bible text that was copied in the 4th century that include these verses, you have to assume that they were added at some point.  If you also look at the writings of the early church fathers, from the 1st and 2nd century, and no one recounts this story, you have to assume that John never wrote these verses.  Who wrote these words and when is one of the great mysteries of the Bible.  The event they describe could very well have happened and was passed by word of mouth until someone later added them to John’s gospel.  The truth is that we just don’t know.

You have to understand that the Bible has been demonstrated time and time again to be the most reliable book ever written, but there are a few places where small bits of it are in doubt.  This is one of those places.  It is plainly marked so that no one can claim that anyone is trying to “pull the wool over your eyes.”  There is no attempt to hide a questionable section of the Bible.  So what do we do with this story?  In my opinion, we read it and we enjoy it.  It is even possible for us to take some lesson out of it for our own benefit so long as any lesson we take can be backed up by other, more reliable, sections of the Bible.  Since that it a good idea for any lesson we take out of the Bible, it shouldn’t be a big problem.  We do not ever use a section like this to dismiss the Bible as a totally unreliable book.  The facts just won’t let you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How had today’s reading changed the way you view your Bible?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 7th

Light of the World

John 8:12 
We come now to the second and final speech that Jesus gives while attending the Feast of Tabernacles.  You will find it if you read the rest of the 8th chapter of John.  As you read the entire discourse, you will spot a number of famous verses that have been memorized by countless Christians over the ages.  This is their home.  In this section, you can see them in their context, as they the words were actually spoken by Jesus.

As we gather in the presence of the Master, we are standing within the treasury of the great Temple in Jerusalem.  Though the exact location of the treasury is unknown, most feel that it was located within the colonnades surrounding the Court of Women.  That’s where all of the almsgiving took place as it was the most attended place in the Temple by Jews.

Jesus opens His speech by alluding to one of the great ceremonies held during the Feast of Tabernacles.  Every night of that week, the Court of Women was brightly illuminated.  This was called “The Joy of the Feast.”  The origins of this ceremony are obscure, but it is felt that the light symbolized the great hope that occurs each year when the harvest comes in.  Of course, the harvest referred both to the physical crops that Israel grew in their fields, but also to a great spiritual harvest that would take place among the Gentile nations when the Messiah came.  The Pharisees could not help but to understand the implications that were behind Jesus’ words.  That is why, with the very next verse, they begin to attack Jesus’ credibility and His claims.

This is not the first time Jesus had used the illustration of darkness to describe the normal state of man.  He used the same language in the 3rd chapter of John during His discussion in the upper room with Nicodemus.  It is man’s normal state to be stumbling around in darkness.  Think about most of the people you come in contact with on an every day basis.  They are living out their lives trying to have an impact in this world but they don’t include God in any of it.  They try this and they try that in a constant search for some kind of meaning to their very existence.  There are even some who philosophize that there is no meaning to it all, and abandon themselves to a sense of emptiness.  Such it is when you stumble around in complete and total darkness; you tend to fall a lot.  You tend to bump into things.

To those who join Him, Jesus promises two things that will help to solve the darkness problem.  First, He promises a light so that you can see where you are going.  When the light comes on, suddenly, there is a clear path on which you can safely navigate your life.  Each one of the pits and obstructions can be easily avoided; even the roots growing through the path can be seen and stepped over.  The second thing Jesus promises those who follow Him is the light of life.  At the end of all things, He promises life.  The man stumbling in the darkness lives an average of 70 years and then he dies.  The one who follows Jesus obtains the light for all eternity.

One final thing you need to understand, the word Jesus’ uses for “follow” in the Greek language is in the continual tense.  That means you have to keep on following.  Even if you have a relationship with Jesus, you have to follow Him on a day by day basis in order to stay in the light.  It is possible for the Christian to wander away from the light and back to a life of stumbling and bumping into things.  Perhaps you are in a period of time where the darkness seems to occupy too much of your existence.  You need to get back to following Jesus.  You need to pick yourself up, dust off and head back into the light.  That means there is much confession and redirection that has to take place in your immediate future.  I’m sure you would agree it is a lot surer and a lot less painful to stay on a lighted path.  Why not make this a time of self-reflection on where your life is headed right now?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Where do you believe your life is headed right now?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 8th

Testimony of Two

John 8: 13-24
In every year since I can remember, there has always been at least one show on television that dealt with the legal profession.  I don’t know why we find lawyers so fascinating.  In all of the time I have spent in courtrooms, I tend to find them to be largely boring and repetitive.  I say this having two good friends who are attorneys.  It’s just how many different ways can you ask the same question?  Just ask a lawyer.  The other reason that I mention this is because the Pharisees present at the time brought the subject up.  We will be taking a look at John 8: 13-24 today.

After Jesus made His great statement claiming to be the light sent to remove the darkness from our world, the Pharisees sought to dismiss His claims by using a simple legal argument.  In an Israeli court of law, it took the testimony of two witnesses, agreeing together about the truth of a matter, to bring about a solid conviction.  These Pharisees start our discussion today by seeming to demand that He present a second witness to validate His claims.  Now they weren’t looking for just anyone here.  Jesus had twelve men standing with Him that would have gladly testified on his behalf.  Obviously that was not what these Pharisees had in mind.  Their request was one that Jesus had heard before.  They were looking for Him to provide for them a sign that came directly from heaven that would validate His claims once and for all.

The problem with Jesus doing just what the Pharisees wanted would have been that He would have reduced His message to a mere external one.  It’s the same temptation that Jesus faced with Satan in the fourth chapter of Matthew.  If He had thrown Himself off the pinnacle of the temple, angels would have appeared to set Him down gently right in the middle of the Court of Israel.  With today’s temptation, the Pharisees present were looking for some spectacular sign from heaven in order for them to believe Jesus’ claims.  The problem was that would have resulted in them being outwardly convinced while inwardly still wallowing in their sin.  The whole point of Jesus’ life and ministry was to take care of the sin issue and reconcile the creation back to their creator, God.  It was not to convince some hard-headed Pharisees of what they already should have known.

Jesus’ response to their request was to point them back to the Father.  His second witness was Israel’s God as written within the entire Torah.  All these men had to do was to read God’s word with an open mind and an open heart and they would have understood exactly who Jesus was and the truth of what He said.  The difference between the two groups in our story is that they start from different places.  As Jesus explains in verses 23 and 24, they are separated by the very nature of their beings.  The Pharisees came from that which was below and Jesus came from above.  In other words, their origins came from completely opposite directions.  Everything these Pharisees believed came from man.  They had taken what God had given them and had added so much of man’s thoughts and traditions that one couldn’t see God because of all of man’s crust that had by this time completely covered and concealed Him.

So many times in our time together, I have attempted to draw a distinct line between faith in its purest form and religion.  Too many times I have seen a person reject God because of something that has happened to them that came from a man-made religion.  The two are not the same.  If you ever want to get an earful, just ask someone about their spiritual background.  They will tell you how their church let them down, or didn’t live up to all of their expectations, so they walked out and never intend to come back.  If these Pharisees had their way, empty religion is all there would be in this world.  Thankfully, Jesus refused to give in to their demands and stayed true to His mission.  I have never met a single person who had sought Jesus with an open heart and an open mind only to walk away without any change taking place.  Jesus demands that you cast off all of your external forms of religion and focus on what He has to say.  This is especially true of those who attend church regularly.  We get so hung up on “doing church” that we sometimes forget the relationship that we are supposed to have with our creator.

What about you?  Did I just describe the condition of your own heart today?  When is the last time you had a real talk with God?  If you have been reading along with me, you know that it is never about what you do on Sunday.  Have you constructed such a “religion” that you have obscured God?  Is today the day when you will finally get “real” with God?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Are you finally going to get real with God today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 9th

Children of Abraham

John 8: 31-41
The story is told of a soldier in the army of Alexander the Great, who was brought before the great world-conqueror for court-martial. When the emperor had listened to the charges and the evidence, he turned to the soldier facing condemnation, and said, "What is your name?"  "Alexander!" was the reply.  Again the emperor questioned, "What is your name?"  And the second time the soldier answered, "Alexander!"  With a cry of rage, the emperor roared, "I say, what is your name?"  And when the soldier answered for the third time, "Alexander!" the great general angrily replied, "You say your name is Alexander?  You are found guilty of your crime as charged, and now you must pay the penalty.  Either change your conduct or change your name, for no man can bear the name of Alexander, my name, and do the things that you have done."

In the first century, a name was not just something that identified you.  It also described you.  That’s why a guy by the name of Simon would also be known by the name of Cephas and Peter.  If they had birth certificates back then, Peter’s would say Simon, son of Jona.  All you would have to do is to spend some time with this man as he is described in the Book of Acts to realize that Peter, a name that means rock, was that rock on which one could build a church.  The same thing is true in the negative sense with the idea these Pharisees had that they were descendants of Abraham.  We are in John 8: 31-41.  You might want to read this section of the Bible through a couple of times in order to solidify in your mind what Jesus is talking about.

You can almost see Jesus shift His eyes to the disciples in the crowd when He uttered verses 31 and 32.  Henry Blackaby in his book, Experiencing God, forever changed my view of verse 32 when he talked about Jesus’ claim in John 14: 6, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”  He said that truth is not a concept or an idea.  Truth is a person.  Keeping that thought in your mind reread John 8: 32 substituting the word “Jesus” for the word “truth.”  “And you shall know Jesus and Jesus will set you free.”  Do you see now the entire verse changes its meaning?  It was Jesus’ intent to fortify within the hearts of His followers that the truth that they sought could only be found in the One whom they followed.  These twelve men were at yet another spiritual crossroad were they could easily be swayed by these unbelieving Pharisees.  Yet the Pharisees would not let Him take the focus off of them for even a brief moment as they interrupt His thought by claiming their descendancy going back to Abraham.

Jesus goes on to point out the difference between doing the things that Abraham did and believing the things that Abraham believed and merely having Abraham as a great grandparent.  In Genesis, we read that Abraham believed God and actually changed the course of his life based upon that belief.  As a result, he was credited by God as being righteous.  It didn’t matter what church he came from.  It didn’t matter who his parents were.   All that mattered was that he believed, and he acted upon that belief.  The Pharisees in that crowd claimed to be related to Abraham all the while they were plotting to murder God’s son.  Do you see the disconnect there?  Jesus’ only crime was that He taught them the things that He had heard directly from God.  When Abraham heard God, he obeyed.  When these Pharisees heard God, they rejected.  That’s because they were more in tune with a different father, about which we will spend more time tomorrow.

In looking back at the story that we began today with, Alexander the Great was greatly distressed when he came in contact with a young man who bore the same name as him, but did not act like that name meant anything to him.  We Christians do that all the time.  We think that by attending a church and mouthing the right words, we get to use the name, Christian.  Believers were first called Christians in Antioch because their behavior, their beliefs and their lives were like Christ.  When people saw them on the street, they knew they were Christians right away.  It showed up as a natural result of what had occurred inside their hearts.   Will the people that you run into today see Jesus Christ or will they just see you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Will the people that you run into today see Jesus or just you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 10th

Who’s Your Daddy?

John 8: 42-47
Oh, my job keeps getting’ easier

As time keeps slippin’ away

I can imitate the brightest light

And make your night look just like day

I put some truth in every lie

To tickle itchin’ ears

You know I’m drawin’ people

Just like flies

‘Cause they like what they hear.

Oh, heaven’s just a state of mind

My books read on your shelf.

Oh have you heard that God is dead

I made that one up myself

They’re dabblin’ in magic spells

They get their fortunes read

You know they heard the truth

But turned away

And they followed me instead.

By Keith & Melody Green (1977)

What stands above is a rather old song from one of my favorite singer, songwriters.  The song is called “No One Believes in Me Anymore” or “Satan’s Boast.”  The entire song is written as if Satan is telling us all of the strategies he uses to trick and deceive people into passing on one of the greatest gifts that could ever be given to humanity.  The reason I bring this all up is that we are at the place in Jesus’ great discourse given at the Feast of Tabernacles where He really tells it like it is.  Join with me in reading John 8: 42-47.

We sometimes misunderstand exactly why these Pharisees had such a hard time in believing in the message and the mission of Jesus Christ.  Well in these few verses we are given the exact reason.  These Pharisees were following the wrong daddy.  There was a reason that they could lie to Jesus when they disavowed any knowledge of a plot against His life.  There was a reason that they could plot to murder in innocent man simply because He didn’t fit their mold of what their Messiah would be.  It is because lies and murder are as natural to their daddy as breathing is to mine.  In fact, Jesus says, “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father's desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”  They couldn’t hear what Jesus was saying to them because they were morally incapable of hearing it.  

The Pharisees felt that they had already dealt with the whole sin issue.  They thought they were the most righteous people the world had ever known.  After all, they spent their every waking hour obeying even the most remote portion of their rules.  That should be good enough.  It’s too bad they had left God out of the equation.  The fact that they could even consider it a possibility for a human to be morally perfect, when the entire Old Testament told them otherwise, means that they had bought the line that had been fed them from the very pits of hell, itself.

When you read your newspaper about the murder and the mayhem that goes on daily, it is easy to believe that you are really not that bad after all.  Unfortunately God doesn’t use the common, every day axe murderer as the standard you have to beat in order to get into Heaven.  The standard God uses is His own sinless perfection and absolute holiness.  When compared to that standard, every person who ever lived falls way short.  The Pharisees bought Satan’s lie that they would be all right on their own merits.  It might not be wise for you to make the same mistake.  The truth is we all need to deal with our own short comings and not live in a fantasy land that tells us that we are all right when it comes to God.  We all stand to benefit from the cross of Jesus Christ.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
On what or whom do you rely upon for where you will spend eternity?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 11th

I Am

John 8: 48-59
I can remember a number of years ago there was a gathering of “Biblical scholars” in Northern California.  At the end of their time together, they came out with one of the most outlandish statements that I have ever heard.  They announced to the press that they had just discovered that Jesus never claimed to be God.  They said that it was the disciples who came up with that idea and that Jesus would be quite embarrassed if He knew that He was being made out to be God.  Since that time, I have come to realize that there are a lot of people in the world who truly believe that Jesus never claimed to be God.  If you are one of those people, or have entertained any thoughts like that, what we are going to talk about today will be really important for you.  I would like you to turn in your Bibles to John 8: 48-59 as we close Jesus’ second teaching during the Feast of Tabernacles.

This section begins with the Pharisees delivering one of the foulest racial slurs that they could possibly muster; that Jesus was demon-possessed and a Samaritan.  The charge these Pharisees made was that Jesus was full of Satan, Himself, and His only motive was to lure Israel away from their religion and to go after the false religion of the Samaritans.

Jesus’ answer to that slur was to ignore the racial part of it and answer only the charge of demon-possession.  He teaches that at the final judgment of God the only opinion that will matter will be God’s.  Man can say all he wants, but it’s only God’s view at the end that will be important.  He also finished the argument that we talked about yesterday in that He calls God, “My Father”, to differentiate God from the father these Pharisees followed.  Jesus tells these doubters that His Father will be the one to Glorify Him.  He then proceeds to make a truly unique claim, that those who keep His word will never see death.

Do you notice how these Pharisees immediately jump on that argument?  You can almost hear the venom in the words, “Who do you think you are?”  Their mind drifts back to the man from whom everyone in that crowd traced their origins, Abraham.  Could this man possibly be claiming to be even greater than the founder of our way of life?  Abraham was considered by all those present in that crowd to be a man of God, yet he had died, as had all of the spokespersons of God who came after him.  Yet this man has the audacity to claim that His followers would not die.  How ridiculous.  

What these men didn’t understand was the fact that Abraham’s main claim to fame was that he believed God.  He believed God when he went from his own home to a part of the world that knew little of God, the creator.  As he lived in the land of Canaan, Abraham was that light that God used to influence those around him to look to the one, true God.  It was to Abraham that God had promised an everlasting covenant.  It was to Abraham’s seed that God had granted permanent ownership of the land where they now stood.  Jesus is using Abraham’s life as a laser pointer that was directed right back at God’s only son as the fulfillment of all that Abraham was.  Of course the Pharisees missed the point.  That almost seems inevitable after the way this argument has been going.  Yet what the Pharisees said to make fun of Jesus is actually a true statement.  Jesus had been alive at that time and Abraham had seen him.  If you doubt this take a look at Genesis 18 as God in human form visits Abraham at Mamre.  Who do you think that was?

We will close today by taking a look at one of the most extraordinary claims ever made in the Bible.  Take a look at John 8: 58.  In this verse, Jesus is claiming to be the great “I Am.”  We tend to miss it in the English, but what Jesus used here is the same name that God called Himself in Exodus 3: 14.  If you have any doubt of what Jesus claimed just take a look at the verses that follow and look at the reaction of the Pharisees present.  They knew what Jesus had said and exactly what He meant.  Since they didn’t believe it, they were getting ready to stone Him to death for His claim to be the God of the Universe.  That ‘s why I had a really good laugh when I read about those Biblical Scholars who tried to sell the idea that Jesus never claimed to be God.  He did so right here in the section of the Bible we talked about today.   The real issue, however, always comes back to you.  The entire issue about Jesus’ claim that He was God is settled right here, right now.  It now comes down to what you believe.  If you believe that the life of Jesus Christ, the things He did and the things He said, are the things that God would do and say, then all that is left, according to Roman 10: 13 is for you to call upon Him and be saved.  If you don’t believe that He is God or the things he did and said came from God, then you might as well join these Pharisees and start collecting rocks. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has today’s reading strengthened your belief in Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 12th

Who Sinned?

John 9: 1, 2
Is there a direct correlation between sin in a person’s life and the bad things that happen to them?  I don’t know about you, but I have always tended to think so, at least in my inner thoughts.  When something bad happens to me my first thought is that God is punishing me for something I probably did, but can’t remember.  While I know this feeling isn’t scriptural, sometimes my feelings haven’t read the Bible.  There are times when I believe that the opposite is also true.  After spending my time doing some service for God, I am also disappointed when something bad happens to me.  I somehow feel that God must not appreciate my efforts or else why would something like this happen to me?  Have you ever felt this way?  If so, today’s discussion may be of help.

We have arrived at the 9th chapter of John and the entire chapter is all about a man, blind from birth, who was healed by Jesus.  The timing of this healing was perhaps on the very next day after the discourse that we have been talking about prior to this.  It was, at most, the very next Sabbath.  The place of the healing must have been just outside the temple grounds.  I say that because that was where beggars came each day to solicit charity in order to survive.  That location would also explain how the healing had been so quickly known, how quickly the Pharisees were able to interview the man and his parents, and how easily Jesus had been able to find the man again at the end.

As Jesus and His band of followers arrived at the temple, there arose a question in the disciples’ mind, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?"  The first thing that strikes me in this question is the fact that they were able to ask it.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to ask such a question and know that you would get the absolute right answer?  What a privilege it must have been to spend time with the Son of God.  How many times in my life I have wished to be in the same situation?  For now I have to content myself to holding my questions until I am in His presence.  I only hope that I can remember them all.

In that time it was common practice for rabbis, upon meeting some unfortunate persons, to ask the same question that the disciples asked.  Yet this man was blind from birth, so it couldn’t have been as a result of anything he did, could it?  Perhaps the sin could be found in the parents.  That was a common thought of the day.  In fact rabbinic writings of the times show an attempt to link specific sins in parents that would show up as a particular disease within their children.  In this case, it doesn’t appear that the disciples were buying into this particular theory or they would have asked their question differently.

The answer that Jesus gives in this case is that this man was born blind in order to reveal God’s glory.  Now to answer our question of the day, we know that there are consequences to what we do.  For example, if I go out and get drunk and kill someone on the way home with my car, I will suffer the consequences of my actions for the rest of my life.  Guilt usually lasts that long.  If I live a life where sex outside of marriage is something I engage in, then having multiple ex-wives, paying alimony and possibly my contracting the AIDS virus will affect the rest of my future life.  You get the idea that there are natural consequences to my disobedience of what I know to be God’s plan for my life.

On the other side, what do you say to parents of children born with Cystic Fibrosis or Down Syndrome?  All of the calamities of life do not come as a result of specific sins committed by people or their relatives.  There are times when God blesses us with these children in order for us to see Him working in our lives.  In such circumstances, these parents are forced to rely more upon Him than if they had healthy children.  On the other side of life, the person dying slowly of cancer can show us how God’s grace and strength are real.  The reality is that often suffering in life is not as a result of someone’s sin.  Sometimes the calamities of life come just so we can see God more clearly.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How can I now be more of a comfort to the hurting I run into?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 13th

A Man Born Blind

John 9: 3-12
Imagine for a second what it would be like for a man who was born blind, to suddenly have the ability to see.  It would be much different for someone who had lost their eyesight due to some kind of accident or disease.  That person would at least remember what things looked like, but someone born blind would have no point of reference.  He could only imagine what a thing looked like by the way it felt or the sound it made.  He would have no reference point at all for colors.  If you could just imagine for a moment what it would be like, then you will almost be in a position to understand the feelings and emotions that went through the heart of the man in our story today.  We are still in the 9th chapter of John and will begin our discussion at verse 6.

The Apostle John gives us nothing that would tell us that Jesus said anything to this man before healing him.  This is most unusual in that Jesus never healed without faith being involved.  In looking back to verse 3, you almost get the idea that this healing was more for the Pharisees who frequented the temple than it was for the formerly blind man.  The healing took place to show God at work in this man’s life.  Jesus simply spit on the ground and formed some mud that He subsequently rubbed over the man’s eyes.  The only words that He spoke to the man were the instructions to go wash his eyes in the Pool of Siloam.  Now it is true that the man did exhibit faith in that he trekked down to the Pool of Siloam, but I still don’t think that was the main point of this miracle.

It is interesting that Jesus chose that particular pool.  We remember the pool playing a major role in the recent Feast of Tabernacles.  The Pool of Siloam ceremony symbolized a new life that came by the Holy Spirit.  So it was quite fitting for this man to gain his new life in the very same pool.

As I said earlier, I don’t think we can begin to comprehend the emotions that were rushing through this man’s thoughts.  We can understand the immense sense of gratitude that would have been present within this man.  He would naturally want to return to the spot where He last met Jesus in order to thank Him for the gift of sight.  As the man arrives back at the steps leading to the Court of Gentiles, Jesus was nowhere to be found.  What the man ran into was a group of people who recognized him as someone to whom they had given their hard-earned alms.  Yet there was something so different about him that day.

The events that follow can only be seen as a kind of preliminary investigation into the events of that morning.  There arises a debate among the crowds as to whether this is the man they had seen all their lives in the very same spot in front of the temple.  It sure looked like him, but it couldn’t be.  The man they saw was blind and this man can obviously see.  The puzzlement was only solved when the man confirmed the fact that he was that man and to recount what had happened to him.  He knew it was Jesus who had done this miraculous healing for him. How he knew it was Jesus, we aren’t quite sure.  Perhaps Jesus had told him and John didn’t record it.  More likely the man would have recognized Jesus’ voice from all of the times before he had sat there listening to Him talk.  This man had been recognizing people by the sound of their voices all of his life.

As we look back over all of the events that took place during His trip to Jerusalem, we notice that it was much easier for Jesus to heal this man’s physical blindness than it was for Him to cure the Pharisees’ spiritual blindness.  All that was needed was the man’s willingness to make his way down to the Pool of Siloam and wash his face.  This man had nothing to lose by going and everything to gain.  In believing Jesus, this man received the most marvelous of gift that can be imagined.  Yet most Christians think that spiritual blindness is something only possessed by someone else.  The reality is that even Christians can be spiritually blind at times.  We are spiritually blind every time we look at the world without seeing God at work in it.  If we are honest with ourselves, that happens more than we care to admit.  That being said, I have some wonderful news for you.  Jesus can heal even the spiritually blind.  If you would make the effort to walk continually with Him all day today, I promise you will see the events that happen around you in a whole new light.  Jesus told this man to go and wash.  He is telling us, “Let me come with you today.”  Do you have the same level of faith that this man had?  Like the blind man in our story, what do you have to lose?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do you really believe that if you walk with Jesus, you will see things differently?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 14th

Once I Was Blind

John 9: 13-34
President Walter G. Clippinger of Otterbein College in Ohio tells the story of the fake blind man.  The pitiable creature, with dark glasses and his little tin cup was standing on the street corner, patiently waiting for some small contribution.  A kindly man passed by and generously dropped a dime in the poor old fellow's cup.  Then for some reason he turned around, and to his surprise saw the blind man's glasses pushed up on his forehead, and his eager eyes closely examining the recent gift.  "I thought you were a blind man," said the disgruntled donor.  "Oh, no," was the answer, "I am only substituting for the regular blind man today.  I'm not really blind at all."  "Well, where is the regular blind man?" asked the other.  "Oh, he's gone to the movies; it's his afternoon off."

I don’t know about you, but that is something that I always wonder about whenever I give my hard earned money to the needy.  We hate to be taken advantage of when it comes to charitable giving.  I can imagine there were some people who had been moved by the presence of a man blind from birth who had been the recipient of their charity, but only recently been healed of his malady by Jesus.  Had it all been a fake?  Had their alms been given needlessly?  We are still in the 9th chapter of John and will be taking a look at verses 13 to 34.

As the formerly blind man was brought before a group of Pharisees, we can see that the man gives a short and accurate recounting of the morning’s events.  He gives no theological statements, just the facts, but it opens up a serious debate among the Pharisees as to whom this Jesus really was.  With some of the other miracles that Jesus performed, the Pharisees could point to other famous rabbis who had done similar things, but this one had never been done before.  As they turn back to the man, the Pharisees once more ask him what he had to say about this one who had healed him; to which the man states his belief that Jesus is a prophet.  Since the Pharisees couldn’t allow that idea to be circulated, the idea comes up that perhaps this man was not really the same beggar they had seen all these years, or that he had not really been blind at all.  They had all been victims of some elaborate fraud.  So they call for the man’s parents to be present so that the facts can be told.

This man’s parents will only verify that he is their son and that he was born blind.  Notice once again that there are no theological arguments in the parent’s statements because they were very much cowed by these religious Pharisees and too afraid of what they might lose if they openly supported Jesus’ ministry.  Their son didn’t come with that same baggage because as a blind man, he had never been a part of the synagogue anyway.  His response to their pressure was to utter the now famous line, "Whether he is a sinner or not, I don't know.  One thing I do know.  I was blind but now I see!" 

What follows this famous line is more intimidation and threats as the Pharisees try to get the man to recant his testimony.  Clearly this man is just not cooperating in giving these Pharisees what they want.  His honesty just wouldn’t allow it.  His response is to come back with such a theological argument as he knew in an attempt to state his case.  The response that his arguments drew is common whenever someone is drawn into an argument that they cannot win and cannot afford to lose.  They proceeded to heap abuse upon the man and then threw him out of the temple area.

Have you ever found yourself in such a position as this man?  You want to defend what you believe to a crowd of skeptics, but you didn’t go to seminary.  How can you possibly stand up against their arguments?  You need to take a look at exactly what this man did.  After all, the man had only a minimal conversation with Jesus.  He hadn’t been to the same number of Bible studies that you have had the privilege to attend.  His knowledge of all that Jesus had done and said during his time on earth was minimal at best.  The man merely stated and restated what Jesus had done for him.  He didn’t debate with these men who had studied theology all of their lives.  Yet even these learned Pharisees couldn’t refute the facts that stood right there before their eyes.  This man, who had been blind from birth, was standing before them with eyes that could see what they refused to see.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is it time to dust off your testimony about Jesus and prepare to use it?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 15th

The Blind Leading

John 9: 35-41
In the summer of 1959 on one of the hottest days in August, a power failure in New York City shut off air conditioners, fans and other electrical equipment in hundreds of apartments and offices.  Particularly hard-hit were workers on the upper floors of many buildings, who found themselves in the pitch dark without elevators running.   But in one of these buildings the problem was easily solved.  When darkness hit the Guild for the Jewish Blind, the two hundred blind workers, who knew every inch of the building by touch, led the seventy helpless sighted workers down the steps and onto Broadway.

That was one of the few times in history when it was all right for the blind to be leading.  Unfortunately in the instance where Jesus was speaking in John 9: 35-41, it was not one of those times.  That is because He was speaking about spiritual blindness with a man who had been blind from birth, but could now see clearly.  So, take a moment to familiarize yourself with this section of the Bible and we’ll get started.  I want to take some time today to look at three activities that Jesus reveals to these Pharisees and see how they affect us in our every day lives.

The first activity that Jesus initiates is that He sought the formerly blind man out.  This one really nails me right where I live.  That’s because I tend to write people off and get on with my life.  When someone does something against me, I am quick to forgive and slow to forget.  When I say that I tend to write them off, that means that I make up my mind to have nothing further to do with them.  That is what the Pharisees did to the man who was born blind.  They cast him out of the synagogue and there he would stay for the rest of his life as far as they were concerned.  Jesus did the opposite.  He looked for this man.  He went out of His way to go to where this man was for the express purpose of perfecting this man’s faith.  Where the Pharisees saw spiritual failure, Jesus saw unlimited possibilities.

The second activity that Jesus initiates is that He took the time out of His day to perfect this man’s faith.  Remember a few days ago, we talked about the fact that this miracle was done for a different purpose.  The Apostle John tells us in verse 3 that Jesus healed this man so that the works of God in his life might be demonstrated in his life.  This was not a normal pattern for Jesus’ miracles.  Usually, there needed to be some demonstration of faith on the part of a recipient in order for Jesus to heal.  The only thing this man was asked to do was to make his way down to the Pool of Siloam to clean the mud from his eyes.  Now Jesus seeks the man out with the express purpose of beginning the discipleship process.  He shows us that evangelism has to always be followed with discipleship.  One can never exist without the other.  This man showed great courage when he defended Jesus before the Pharisees, but he was not yet ready to preach from any pulpit in Israel.  He was not yet ready to do great things for the early church.  So, in language that was more clear and obvious than Jesus usually used, Jesus introduced this man to God in human flesh, and the man fell down and worshipped at Jesus’ feet.

The final role in which we see Jesus is that of judge.  Jesus makes the statement, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind."  If there is someone who truly wants to see spiritual truth, all that person has to do is to come to Jesus and spiritual sight will be his for the taking.  The Pharisees who were keeping tabs on Jesus knew He was speaking out against them.  You can almost hear the incredulous disbelief in their voices when they utter, “What? Are we blind too?"  To be sure if you were a Pharisee in those days, you expected an exemption from any kind of judgment.  After all you were proud of your ability to obey the Mosaic Law.  Since they were opposed to virtually everything that Jesus was teaching, they naturally expected Jesus to call them blind at this point, but He throws them a curve.  He tells them that their blindness was just an excuse.  If they were truly blind, they could have some hope just like the man born blind, that healing would come.  The reality was they were far worse off because they claimed they could see perfectly well.  Never mind that they kept bumping into walls.  That was obviously the wall’s problem.

Such it is with us when we hold on to our religious beliefs so hard that even God cannot budge us.  When we read our Bible, we need to do so with an attitude of prayer and openness, so that we allow God to teach us.  Most people who I have talked to who I look to as having a living relationship with God, have admitted to me that their theological positions have changed over the years.  I know that it has happened in my own life.  A serious spiritual problem occurs when we get so bogged down in our own set of finely crafted beliefs that not even God can nudge us from those positions, that’s when we become like these Pharisees, willingly blind.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Are the things you believe about God set in stone or fluid?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 16th

A Shepherd’s Allegory

John 10: 1-21
A decade ago, W. Phillip Keller gave us an interesting look at Psalm 23, that of a shepherd.  Up to that point, I have to admit, I didn’t have any idea of the complexities that exist in taking care of a flock of sheep.  If you haven’t read, “A Shepherd’s Look at the 23rd Psalm, I highly recommend it.  The book will not only give you insights into David’s most famous Psalm, but also will help you to understand the allegory that Jesus gives us in the 10th chapter of John.  We have now come to John 10: 1-21 and will spend a couple of days looking at an allegory Jesus told that is commonly known as “The Good Shepherd.”

Jesus spoke these words in response to the Pharisees question in John 9: 40, where they ask, “Are we blind too?”  As I read through this section of the Bible, I can’t help but believe that there is a touch of sadness in Jesus tone as He spoke these words.  I also notice a sense of firmness as Jesus’ message is not one of hope, but of coming judgment.  He plainly tells these men that unless they enter into the right door, they are facing an eternity in which there is no hope.  What we have seen in the last few days, as Jesus has been trying His best to convince the overly religious of the errors of their ways.  He now takes aim at the rabbis who also were keeping close tabs on Him while He remained in Jerusalem.  Jesus is pointing out for all within earshot just how unfit the teachers of Israel really were for their work of feeding the flock.

The rabbis had always referred to themselves as feeders.  When the Hebrew Torah was first translated into Aramaic in the first century, the Targum, as it is still called, uses that idea when it interprets the 34th chapter of Ezekiel and the 11th chapter of Zechariah.  The rabbis believed that their job consisted of two separate duties, that of leading their flock and that of feeding them.  If you think about it, no better illustration could be given to those entrusted with the care of those who follow Jehovah, God.

The allegory of the Good Shepherd’s main thrust is a contrast between Jesus and those present who considered themselves to spiritual leaders that were standing in the crowd.  Both the rabbi and the Pharisee held great influence upon the multitudes in Israel at the time. These men were not God’s true shepherds who would cast a blind man out of their fellowship who had done nothing prohibited in the Mosaic Law.  God’s true shepherds would never dare to judge God’s appointed Messiah and cast out all who followed Him.  How different is He who comes in to where we are and tenderly leads us through God’s door of mercy and promise.

Before we go too far, let us make sure we are clear on exactly what an allegory is.  An allegory is defined by Webster as an expression by means of symbolic fictional figures and actions of truths or generalization about human conduct or experience.  That’s a lot of words that essentially mean that an allegory is a story that illustrates human experiences.  Allegories are not as complex as the parables that Jesus told.  You will not find multiple interpretations in Jesus’ allegories, just surface comparisons.  Therefore, it is not wise to over interpret this allegory.  It must be taken at face value.

In taking an overview of this allegory, we see two ideas that Jesus expresses.  The first is that proper entrance is by a gate, not in hiking yourself over the fence.  That gate is identified in verse 7 as none other than Jesus Christ.  In other words, entrance into God’s flock can be gained only through Jesus.  All of the Old Testament institutions, prophesies and promises that referred to God’s fold had Jesus at their core.  Those that went before Him, whether Pharisee, Sadducee, Zealot or Rabbi were described by Jesus as thieves and robbers, and not to be trusted to lead people into the Kingdom of God.  Those who enter by the gate are promised several things.  The first is that they will be saved (verse 9).  They will have the freedom to come in and go out and will be fed (verse 9.)  Finally they will live a life of abundance (verse 10.)

The second part of the allegory, we will talk about tomorrow.  For now, let me leave you with this thought.  There is a lot of comfort in knowing where you are and where you are going.  If you read this section of the Bible in that light, it will cover you in a blanket of warmth and security.  Jesus is truly the good shepherd who will always be there to take care of us. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Can you sense yourself being enveloped in God’s comfort right now?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 17th

The Good Shepherd

John 10: 14-21
Yesterday we talked about W. Phillip Keller’s book, A Shepherd’s Look at the 23rd Psalm.  In that book Mr. Keller writes, “The strange thing about sheep is that because of their very makeup, it is almost impossible for them to be made to lie down, unless four requirements are met.  First, due to their timidity, they must be free from all fear.  Next, because of their sociability, they must be free from friction with others of their kind.  Third, they must be free from flies or parasites if they are to relax.  Lastly, they will not lie down unless free from hunger.  And it is only the shepherd who can provide release from all these anxieties.”  With that in mind, it’s now time to read John 10: 14-21.

Jesus makes a sudden transformation.  He goes from describing Himself as the gate to being the good shepherd.  In this section of His talk we mark a fourfold progression of His thoughts.  As a chain, Jesus naturally progresses the listener upward and into the very presence of God.  Because of its nature, this section of the Bible is thought of as the New Testament version of the 23rd Psalm.

Jesus begins his transformation from the gate to the shepherd by announcing to His audience that He is the good shepherd.  He draws a stark contrast between Himself and others who falsely claim to be shepherds.  The false shepherd’s main object had only been themselves.  They pursued their own self-needs even at the expense of the flock.  In contrast we see Jesus’ main motive is to give life and have it be an abundant life for His flock.

It is now time for the second link in Jesus’ chain of thought.  It is the good shepherd who is willing to lay down His life for His sheep.  In order for His flock to live an abundant life, Jesus is willing to lay down His own life.  That thought is given in direct contrast to the false shepherds who would only give the sheep that which didn’t inconvenience them too much.  That’s because hirelings have no attachment to the sheep.  To them, it’s just a job.  They go, they work and they get paid.  That’s all there is to their relationship with the sheep.  The sheep are just a means to get a paycheck.  If the sheep are attacked by wolves, that’s the owners problem.  After all who in their right mind would risk life and limb for a bunch of dumb sheep?  No paycheck is worth all of that.  So they run and the wolf scatters the flock so he can pick them off one by one.

As we move to the third link in the chain, we come to realize that it is for the sheep He knows that He lays down His life.  Even though some of the sheep are not of this fold, He knows them intimately.  Of course, we understand from the great vantage point of history, that Jesus was talking about the fact that Gentiles would later be brought into the fold.  They have all of the characteristics of the flock as they also belong to the good shepherd and know His voice.  At this the great goal of the entire Old Testament is realized.  The angels at Jesus’ birth foretold it, “I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be for all people (Luke 2: 10.)

Finally, the good shepherd brings together His one flock by laying down His life and taking it up again.  Once again, we understand that Jesus is talking about His own death and resurrection.  Let all men understand what Jesus is saying.  His death and resurrection did not come from the schemes of men.  He did it on His own.  Jesus has been given the power and authority to do what He wants.  With that power, Jesus chose to lay down His life voluntarily.  That power and Jesus’ entire mission has been given to Him from God, the Father.  Therefore, Jesus’ mission has been given to Him at the beginning of time and all that He did while He was here on earth was exactly what God had directed to be done.  What we have here is a truly noble close to a noble sermon.

As we close, let’s take another look at the reaction of His audience to what they had just heard.  Unfortunately Jesus’ sermon did little to change the hearts and minds of the people.  I believe the effect of this sermon has been better felt as it has stretched across two millennia to land right where you are right now.  It appears that this sermon went right over the heads of Jesus’ listeners.  My prayer is that Jesus’ words didn’t go right over your head also.  If nothing else, I hope you come away from these words of Jesus with a renewed sense of exactly how much God loves you.  You can’t read these words without feeling loved and cared for.  The Good Shepherd sermon gives all who read it a picture of the relationship that our creator God longs to have with each one of His creations.  The only thing that stands in the way of that relationship is you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What changed today in your relationship with God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 18th

On the Job Training

Luke 10: 1-12
In my professional life, part of my job involves the training of other people.  I have always felt that real learning is done on the job.  That is because that is where practical learning occurs.  It is one thing to sit in an office and talk about theory all day, but when you are out with potential customers, the theories have to become practical because there is a job to do, and it must be done well if there is to be any success.  In any sales organization, training is absolutely essential because it multiplies one’s efforts.  There are only so many people that I can see in my lifetime, but if I can train ten others to do what I do, I can reach ten times the contacts.  Jesus realized both of these truths in His ministry.  We saw in Matthew 10: 5 that He sent out His twelve disciples to reach the lost villages of Galilee.  He did it both because He didn’t have time to visit that many villages and because His disciples would one day be on their own and had to gain some practical experience.  In Luke 10: 1, we see much the same thing except we see more disciples being sent out and they were to visit the places where Jesus was about to go in His tour through the Judean countryside.

In some translations you will read that Jesus sent out seventy and in some translations it will say seventy-two were sent out.  That’s because the number differs in the ancient manuscripts.  While there is some Old Testament significance to the number seventy, my thinking is that it is not real important to the message that Luke is trying to convey to us.  If you have the time, why not turn back in your Bible to Matthew 10: 5 and read the instructions Jesus gave to the twelve and then compare those instructions to those He gives here in Luke 10: 1-12.  When you do that, you will see a lot of similarities, but there are some differences.

The similarities are that these disciples were to go into the surrounding area preaching that the Kingdom of God is near.  That’s the same message that He gave the twelve in Matthew 10: 7.  In comparing the two events, we see the same living off a single person in each village, the same words of judgment to those who will not receive them, and the same acceptance or rejection that Jesus experienced every day of His ministry.  Jesus also repeats the same warning that He is sending out His sheep to minister among the wolves in this world.  The major difference between the two events is that in this case, there is no mention of miracles to be done by those going out.  I believe some power was given by Jesus to these witnesses because verse 17 would make no sense if they were not given the power to cast out demons in Jesus’ name.

I can remember a time when I was praying about joining the staff of a church.  They were in need of a Pastor of Administration and I had visited trying to determine if that is what God was calling me to be.  While I remember the service and the people that I met, what really struck me about the experience was a sign that they had posted as you left their parking lot.  The sign said, “You are now entering your mission field.”  To my thinking, there is a lot of wisdom in those few words.  It’s easy for us to forget exactly what church is supposed to be.  I see too many people who go each week and visit with their close friends.  I see too many people who gather together and experience the joys of worship.  There are even those who even dare to pray for those in need and who give to the poor.  Then they go home and resume their everyday lives.  Hopefully something the pastor said has made a difference in the way they live, but that only happens occasionally.

What we forget is that church is supposed to be a training ground for life.  The purpose of the church has always been to train its members to go out into their world to let others know that the Kingdom of Heaven is near.  Funny how the main point of church attendance has not changed in two thousand years.  As Paul said in the 4th chapter of his letter to the Ephesian church, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”  Let us all try to remember the main point the very next time we walk through the front door of our churches.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How has my view of church changed today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 19th

A Reason to Rejoice

Luke 10: 17-24
Whenever a professional sports team wins the championship for that year, it seems that the very next scene that we view takes place in the victor’s locker room where champagne is poured everywhere and there are scenes of great rejoicing.  For a lot of people that is the best part of the show.  We love to witness people when they are rejoicing.  I suppose the scene takes us to a place we long to be.  Wouldn’t it be great to strive with all of our beings to achieve the ultimate in success and actually get there?  We can almost imagine being right in the middle of that locker room truly experiencing what we think is the ultimate in joy.

What we are about to witness in today’s reading of the Bible takes place at the end of that year’s disciple championship.  As we saw yesterday, Jesus had sent His followers out in pairs with a challenge to do ministry in the power of Jesus’ name.  Please take a moment out of your day and read Luke 10: 17-24.  As we read this passage, we get the idea that the mood of the returning disciples was one of joy.  I suppose if this scene were happening today, we would be witnessing a lot of “high fives” and hugging, but probably not the champagne pouring over the head.  The reason for their joy is given to us in the very next phrase.  The disciples were rejoicing because they had experienced the power of Jesus’ name.  Each of them had gone out armed only with a faith in their Lord and come back with that faith justified and strengthened.  That’s the way it always happens when we step out, trusting in God’s faithfulness, and we experience God doing some work in our life.  

Jesus shares their joy, not in the fact that the demons were subject to His disciples, but that He could see the beginning of the defeat of the one who had brought so much pain and misery to God’s wonderful creation.  Satan was going to have to come to grips with the idea that there was a new sheriff in town.  Jesus rejoiced because His followers were beginning to understand the power they had been given that would finally break the hold that the devil held for so long.  Yet as Jesus pointed out, the real victory was not in any particular demon fleeing, but in the reality that each of their names were written in Heaven.  As these disciples would find out, these victories come and they go.  This group would also have to endure their master on the cross.  There would be no “high fives” on that particular day.  The real source of joy for them and for us must be in the fact that our eternal destiny is set and there is nothing that can alter that fact.  The real source of joy must always remain in the surety of the future that God has in store for us.

What a privileged position we occupy even so long after this particular event occurred.  There are so many people who lived before Jesus who longed to see what we can see so clearly.  When the writer of Hebrews finished talking about the great people of faith in the Old Testament, he wrote, “The world was not worthy of them.  They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.  These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised (Hebrews 11: 38, 39.)”  Today, we have received that which had been promised to each one of the people listed in the Book of Hebrews.

Sometimes I think the longer we have been a part of Jesus, the more we take for granted the status we enjoy with God.  It’s easy for our prayers to be just habit, our worship to be something we just do every week and our joy begins to fade.  It’s almost like the fading glow that Moses experienced as he came down from Mount Sinai.  While it is impossible for us to maintain the joy we experienced that moment when we first believed, there are times when it is important for us to take a moment and reflect on all that God has done for us throughout our lives.  There must be times when we reflect on where we have come as we have walked with God.  There are times when we must spend some time rejoicing on all that God has in store for us in our future.  For only God gives a permanent and lasting reason to rejoice.  Let’s pause and take a moment to relish in that great joy that only God can give and then, as Jesus did, give thanks to Him for all He has done in and through us.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Did you pause today to relish in the joy that only God can give you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 20th

An Intellectual Debate

Luke 10: 25-29
There is nothing that I like more than an intellectual debate.  That’s when you have one mind pitted against another.  Unfortunately with intellectual debates, nothing usually changes as the topic never really makes it out of the abstract and into the real world.  Most people find intellectual debates a waste of time.  That’s why when they get to our scripture today, they want to skip over it mentally and not really understand the impact of what was being said.  Today we are going to stroll through what Jesus had to say at a more leisurely pace and draw some practical application in those words.  We are in Luke 10: 25-29.

A man approaches Jesus who is described in some translations as a lawyer and in others an expert in the law.  In our own culture, we might think they are one in the same, but Jesus did not live in our culture.  The man was a rabbi who had spent his life understanding the Mosaic Law.  He would have been differentiated from a rabbi who was studied in the prophets, for example.  This lawyer comes to Jesus with a question as to what he should do in order to inherit eternal life.  When we read his question, it strikes us that there is no malice that appears in the question, he is just trying to justify himself and those who spent their time doing as he did.  We don’t understand Jesus’ answer to the man because we don’t spend time looking at the question.  The question he wanted to know was what he had to do to gain eternal life.  The answer that Jesus gave was absolutely correct.  In order to work your way into heaven, you must perfectly obey all that is written in the Law.  Jesus could have told the man there was an easier way, but that was not where the man was at that point.  Jesus merely pointed the man back to the Law that he had spent his lifetime studying.

Actually the lawyer’s response was really quite remarkable and insightful.  It was so good that Jesus actually used the same response on two occasions that occurred after this as recorded in the 19th and 22nd chapters of Matthew.  The idea of loving God and loving your neighbor as being the sum total of the entire Mosaic Law had never been mentioned in any rabbinic writings up to that point.  Jesus points out that the man had answered his own question quite adequately.  On the grounds of working your way into heaven, that is the path to eternal life.  Any other answer would have required a consciousness of his own sin, which this man didn’t have.  Repentance and turning your life around is something that must be experienced and not debated.

In an attempt to justify himself, the lawyer asks of Jesus just who exactly was his neighbor.  Up to that point in history, that question had been a curse for Judaism.  There was a continual charge among Israel’s neighboring countries that the Jews hated all mankind.  It is true that in the beginning, God had required Israel to remain separate for purification and spiritual renovation, but they had continued to keep separate from other nations because of their self-righteousness and pride.  They didn’t want to be seen as polluting their supposed purity by helping gentiles with any of their physical needs.  They certainly didn’t go out of their way to share God with anyone else.  If people wandered over to Judaism by chance, the rabbi would deal with it, but Israel in Jesus’ day was not known for its evangelism.

The question of who exactly is my neighbor has been plaguing us for a long time.  We would like Jesus to send down a list for us so that we could just concentrate on who was on that list.  We are sure that the people next door who are nice and have two kids and a dog will be on the list.  We are just as sure that the people living down the street, who have parties until all hours, are not going to be on God’s list.  The truth is we are afraid of God’s “neighbors” list because of whose name might be on it.  What if He put those people on that list?  What would we do then?  As we are going to find out tomorrow, people who are my neighbor do not appear on any list.  In fact, my neighbor might not be living anywhere near me.  They might not be anyone that I would naturally be friends with.  Perhaps my neighbor is anyone I come into contact with on a daily basis?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Imagine God is giving you a list of your neighbors, who’s name might be on it?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Good Samaritan

Luke 10: 30-37
I have always been of the opinion that in order to correctly interpret a parable of Jesus, it is a good thing to look at the context in which it was first taught.  In knowing to whom Jesus was speaking and what was going on around Him at the time, one would have a better chance of understanding the real meaning behind the lesson Jesus was trying to convey.  Today’s parable is undoubtedly the most famous parable in the Bible.  If you were to ask the average Christian to recite a list of Jesus’ parables, I have no doubt that The Good Samaritan would be right up there at the top of the list.  In fact the very term, “Good Samaritan” has become a part of the American vocabulary.  We see the term used in our newscasts to describe a motorist who stops and helps someone on the side of the road.

What I wonder is if you asked the average Christian about the parable’s context, not that many people would remember.  Of course that is not true for those who have spent their time reading these devotions.  That is what we were talking about in our reading yesterday.  To review, Jesus was answering a question put to Him by a lawyer who wanted to know what he must do in order to gain eternal life.  Jesus naturally points him to the Mosaic Law, as that is what the man was most familiar with.  In order to justify his own life, the lawyer wanted to know exactly who is his neighbor.  It is in response to that question that Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan.  We are in Luke 10: 30-37.  It would probably be wise for you to take a moment to read this section in the Bible and pay particular attention to the parable’s details.  Sometimes in familiar parables we tend to think we know the story, but we forget some of the details.

In going from Jerusalem to Jericho, a man fell victim to some robbers.  The road in question is around 21 miles in length and was notoriously insecure in those days.  These robbers stripped the man and beat him, leaving him for dead.  Using the rule of three, Jesus causes both a priest and a Levite to pass by the stricken man.  It is interesting to note that Jesus’ use of the words “by chance” is the only place this idea appears in the Bible.  The Bible normally teaches about a God who is always in control.  It is also interesting to note that the Priest and the Levite, not only refused to help the man, but actually crossed over to the other side of the road in order to avoid him.  It was common Jewish custom to avoid all contact with impure people, and a man profusely bleeding on the side of the road obviously qualified as impure.  The answer to the lawyer’s question according to these two Jewish leaders is obvious by their response to the man’s condition.  The stricken man was obviously not the neighbor of the Priest or the Levite.
Also answering the question of who is my neighbor, was the third man in Jesus’ parable.  It is interesting that Jesus made the hero of His story one of the hated Samaritans.  Now remember that the hatred between the Jews and the Samaritans went both ways.  So, for this man to put aside his own hatred of all things Jewish was also remarkable.  Yet this man’s definition of the word “neighbor” was more important to him than his own racial hatred.  The Samaritan went totally out of his way to see to the needs of the stricken man.  You can’t see any concern on the part of the Samaritan for his own safety, or even his own schedule in his actions.  You only see the compassion that was exhibited by this man.

The other interesting thing about this parable is that Jesus made the lawyer give the answer to his own question.  Also notice that the lawyer can not even bring himself to say the word “Samaritan.”  He responds to Jesus query by saying, “The one who had mercy on him.”  Jesus gives the true application of this parable when he tells the lawyer to go and do likewise.  You can almost visualize the lawyer shaking his head as he walked away from the scene.  It would have been easier for Jesus to demand the lawyer’s right arm than to ask him to follow the example of a Samaritan.

What Jesus asks of us is that we realize that what someone does is more important to God that any pious talk.  We can sit around all day talking about God and even praying and still be far away from being the kind of person that God values.  How about you?  Are you a person of words or a person of action?  Perhaps it is time to do a little looking inward and asking God to change your perspective on Him and what He wants out of you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do you think God wants from you right now?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 22nd

Choosing That Which is Better
Luke 10: 38-42
In Luke 10: 38-42, we meet two of three people who will figure prominently in the last few months of Jesus’ ministry on earth.  They are Mary and Martha.  From other scriptures that come later in our story, we know they have a brother by the name of Lazarus and that the particular unnamed village referred to here by Luke is Bethany.  Bethany is located a couple of miles from downtown Jerusalem on the other side of the Mount of Olives.  With their house in such close proximity to the center of Jesus’ opposition, the two ladies took a big chance in welcoming into their home such a guest.  From Luke’s account, we believe the home belonged to Martha, the oldest, and appears to be a somewhat wealthy home from events that will occur later in Jesus’ ministry.

Since there is no mention of the family before this time, it is a possibility that these people were first exposed to Jesus by two of the seventy disciples that had just returned from their earlier missionary assignment.  Even in this brief encounter, we begin to see very different character traits in the two sisters.  Each sister does honor to Jesus in a completely different way.  Martha honors Jesus by serving His physical needs.  She was obviously a caring person.  She willingly opens her home to Jesus and His growing entourage, which would have been extremely expensive.  She had already been housing her brother and sister as well as her own family, so in Martha we see a deep commitment to family.  In addition, Martha is a true servant.  If she were in your church, she would be the one who is always working in the background ensuring that everyone is welcome at whatever church function she attends.

Mary honors Jesus by listening attentively to His teaching.  She seemed to be oblivious to all that was going on around her.  If you would have asked her at that moment, she was probably not even aware that she even had a sister.  She was that wrapped up in taking in every word Jesus had to say.  Mary was the type of person whose devotion ran deep as she chose to sit at the Master’s feet.  Mary lived in the house, so she could have sat anywhere she wanted.  Instead of choosing a place of honor, Mary chose a place of humility.  One’s station in life seemed to take a back seat when you had Jesus in your house.  In summary, in Mary we see a deep spiritual hunger for God’s Word.  There is nothing else that mattered to her at that moment.

Everything was going fine until Martha broke in with a complaint.  It seems she was getting a little peeved at the fact that she was doing all of the manual labor while her sister sat around doing nothing.  Do you notice how in Jesus’ reply, He uses her name twice?  That was done to indicate the extreme affection that Jesus had for her.  She was gently admonished to place importance on the things that are important.  To Martha the important thing was that a whole lot of men had just walked into her house.  She felt it paramount to attend to each of their needs.  The stress of all of the work was beginning to tell.  In Jesus’ words we see that Martha was worried.  The Greek word has the idea of being divided in two.  It has the idea of being torn from the things in life that are important.  The other Greek word that Jesus uses was troubled.  The idea here was that Martha was trying to do so much for so many that it got to her and destroyed her joy.  Jesus admonished Martha to concentrate on that which is really important and let the rest go for a time.

The lesson here is for us to look into our own lives and identify the things or events that cause us to neglect that which is important.  There are so many things in life that can distract us from the Lord.  For each person reading this today, it is probably something different.  The trick is to set aside time each day where we cast aside those distractions in order to concentrate on God.  When we are tempted by our busy schedule to blow past our normal time with the Lord, we must stop and choose that which is better. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Did you take a look at your schedule today and prioritize it?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 23rd

Persistence
Luke 11: 1-13
In reading Luke 11: 1-13, we come across some words of Jesus which seem like old friends.  We have already dealt with a lot of those words when we were taking a look at Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  On this occasion, Jesus does give us a parable that Matthew did not include in his account of the Lord’s Prayer.  Today we want to take a look at that parable and do a little considering of the importance that persistence has in our prayer life.

What we have in verses 5-8 is the story of a man who has unexpected house guests who arrive late at night.  Jewish hospitality demanded that bread be provided to the arriving guests.  Unfortunately in this story, the host is caught without any bread so he goes next door in order to borrow some.  The scene if we were to enter the neighbor’s house would show one large room with everything from this man’s family to all of his animals asleep.  The knocking of the man’s neighbor and his getting out of bed to fulfill his neighbor’s request would have stirred his entire family to the point where it would have taken quite some time to get them all back to sleep.  That is why he originally refuses his neighbor’s request for bread.  It is only when the man persistently knocks on the door does the neighbor finally get the man what he wants as it’s the only way that he is going to get any more sleep.

Jesus then repeats His ask, seek and knock illustration to further drive home His point about prayer.  So what is He saying?  Does this parable teach that it is necessary for us to keep on pestering God for the sole purpose of wearing Him down to the point where He gives in and gives us what we ask for?  Jesus dispels that idea when He sums up the point of his parable in verse 13.  In the parable, the neighbor granted the man’s request for purely selfish reasons.  Jesus teaches that is not so with God, as He teaches that His Father is more inclined to give His children their requests than even those who know us well.

So what is the point of persistent prayer?  The great missionary Adoniram Judson said, “I was never deeply interested in any object, never prayed sincerely and earnestly for it, but that it came at some time, no matter how distant the day.  Somehow, in some shape, probably the last I would have devised, it came.  Ask, and ye shall receive.  Seek, and ye shall find.  Knock, and it shall be opened unto you.  These are the ringing challenges of our Lord in regard to prayer, and His intimation that true praying must stay, and advance in effort and urgency, till the prayer is answered, and the blessing sought, received.”  So, if we take what Mr. Judson said, persistent prayer is more for our sake than it is to persuade God to do what we want.

In his book, The Necessity of Prayer, author E. M. Bounds writes, “No principle is more definitely enforced by Christ than that prevailing prayer must have in it the quality which waits and perseveres, the courage that never surrenders, the patience which never grows tired, and the resolution that never wavers.”  It is almost as if in persistent prayer, God develops within us the faith that helps us to handle correctly God’s answer to our request when it comes.  Do you remember in Mark 7: 24-30, when we were taking a look at Jesus healing the daughter of the Syro-Phoenician woman?  This woman continued to follow Jesus everywhere pleading for her daughter.  That was the way Jesus developed her faith.  It wasn’t that He didn’t hear her the first time.  It seems that God is always in the “faith developing” business.  Persistence in prayer is one of the ways He does that in our life.

So, what are we to do with the ideas that we have been talking about today?  The obvious answer is that we don’t ever lose heart when it comes to making our requests known to God.  I’ve known people who have prayed for years for a loved one.  It seems they never grew tired of asking.  They had the courage to continually enter the throne of grace to make their requests known.  As I have observed these people, their faith had definitely grown during the process, and I watched that faith developing process inspire others.  When their request was finally granted, the entire church was able to celebrate with them and give glory as we saw God move in a truly marvelous way.  So my advice to you is to keep on asking.  Always remember that you are praying to a God who truly loves you and only wants for you the best life that you can possibly have.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How does God want me to change the way I pray?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 24th

The Dinner Guest
Luke 11: 37-54
Even as bitter as the dispute between Jesus and the Pharisees had become, it could not supercede ordinary courtesy in the mind of a certain Pharisee who had invited Jesus over for dinner.  As each guest assembled, they would first observe the religious right of the washing of hands.  Though this was not a Law of Moses, it was based on Leviticus 15: 11 where God commands His people to be Holy and to sanctify themselves.  The pious Jew saw this verse as a command to wash after a meal and as a duty to wash before.  The more vigorous even washed between courses of a meal.  In the case that Luke records in chapter 11: 37-54, Jesus purposefully neglected to wash His hands before the meal.  It was Jesus’ intent to use the apparent lack of protocol as a demonstration of the externalism that lay within these types of practices.  What follows can only be read as a condemnation of all that this Pharisee and the rabbis practiced and believed.

Most times that I have read this section of the Bible, it was with a sense that these Pharisees and rabbis should have known better than to act the way they did.  After all, you would never catch me with this bad of an attitude.  This kind of criticism certainly was reserved to the outwardly religious.  While it is true that the world has always been filled with such people, I’m not sure the application of this section can be strictly reserved for them.  What I wonder is if Jesus were to sit down and have dinner with my family, what would He have to say to me?  Now as I wander back and reread these verses, they take on a whole new meaning as I now realize that I need to adjust my attitudes every bit as much as this Pharisee did.

As Jesus sits down at my table and gauges the spiritual temperature of the room, He realizes that there are times in my life when I think that I am more than I really am.  When I act differently when I am around other people and put on my church behavior before I go to church, I am more like this Pharisee than I ever want to admit.  He tells me to take care of that which is on the inside of me that does not honor Him before I fellowship with other believers.

As Jesus gazes into my eyes, He tells me to not be too proud of all that I placed in the offering basket as it went by last Sunday.  It is better for me to exemplify justice and love towards everyone I come into contact and than to give my little bit of money.  Besides, there is no way I have enough money to buy my way into Heaven.  His words bite deep into my conscience.  I hope that He is finished for the evening, but then He tells me not to be so proud of my position within the church.  It’s not that big a deal if others look up to me in a spiritual sense; it only matters what He thinks of me.  Church leadership is not the same thing as climbing the corporate ladder in that the higher the climb the better you must be.  In His kingdom, it’s the humble and lowly who have the higher status.  You can’t lead others apart from living a life that is obedient to Him.

Jesus reminds me of all of the times when I felt that I had achieved more in life than my father and my grandfather.  The world keeps telling me that mankind is capable of achieving great things and that this generation is far more enlightened than any previous generation.  I feel Jesus’ words in the very center of my soul as I realize any permanent growth that has occurred in me throughout my life has been as a result of my Heavenly Father and not my earthly one.  Any true happiness and joy has not been a result of anything the world has offered me, it has always been as a result of the love that God has always felt towards me.

As I pause to reflect on the words that Jesus has told me as we quietly ate dinner together, I have to admit that I am feeling a bit down right now.  It is at that point a picture of the cross forms in my mind.  I begin to weep as I realize just how much my dinner guest really loves me.  It was only His sacrifice that made me acceptable in God’s sight.  Even at my best, I fall so short of all of what He wants of me.  I guess it’s a good thing the cross is always there for me.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you suppose Jesus would say to you if He were your dinner guest?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 25th

What to Fear
Luke 12: 1-12
In 1969 a psychiatrist for the U.S. Navy by the name of Thomas Harris published a book entitled, “I’m OK, You’re OK.”  It became one of the best selling self-help books ever published.  Even if you didn’t read the book, you heard about it because it became the topic of conversation in the 1970’s.  The book’s influence can still be felt today as the bedrock of what people in today’s culture believes about themselves.  The Pharisees of the first century would have only bought into half of the book’s premise.  If they had written that book, it would have been entitled, “I’m OK and you’re Not.”  That’s what it meant to be a Pharisee.  God, however, is extremely interested in who we are on the inside of our being.  For example, if you ask the average man on the street what they fear, one normally gets a very surface answer.  It would be a very different answer if I asked you right now to think about the things you fear.  The difference is that in the privacy of your own head, you’re free to be honest.

The one who knows he has a personal relationship with God understands that the only one who can hear your thoughts is God and He already knows more about you than you do.  So in the normal human existence there is a difference between the person you let others see and the one you really are deep inside.  When we try to put forth a person who is far better than the one we really are, that is hypocrisy.  The Pharisees were experts at it.  If you asked the average Scribe or Sadducee the definition of hypocrisy, they would have pointed you to the first Pharisee they saw as a perfect example.  As we enter into the 12th chapter of Luke, we see Jesus admonishing His disciples to avoid hypocrisy like it was the Bubonic Plague.  So let’s take a closer look at the first 12 verses in the 12th chapter of Luke.

Let’s go back to that average man on the street we talked about earlier.  If he were to walk up to you and ask you what you fear, what would you tell him?  Jesus is telling us that if we engage in the kind of deception these Pharisees practiced, we need to rethink our answer to the man’s question.  The warning that Jesus gives is extremely clear.  We are to avoid the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.  To better understand the term, hypocrisy, we have to go back to the very origins of the word.  Actually, the word has no equivalent in rabbinic Hebrew.  In fact, the only ancient reference that can be found is in the field of classic Greek theater.  Actors back then would wear masks when they played certain parts and use mechanical devices to give more power to their voices.  Originally the word didn’t have a negative meaning because everyone knows actors are only pretending to be someone they are not.  Later the word was used to describe someone who showed on the outside something they were not on the inside.  It was then the word became negative.

As you read through Luke’s 12th chapter, you will see the reason that Jesus wants us to avoid hypocrisy.  He tells us that hypocrisy is only self-deception.  In the end everything is going to be revealed, so why try to hide it now?  If we are truly honest with ourselves, the thing we fear the most is that people will discover the real person inside us.  You know the one that we will reveal only to those closest to us.  Jesus is telling us that we need to keep that fear in perspective.  We need to keep the perspective that the God who knows us best loves us despite who we really are inside.  We need to keep the same perspective when we realize that serving our God is more important than our own personal pride.  We need to keep that perspective when we realize that eternal matters are more important than a temporary embarrassment.

Think about this lesson the next time you are in a small group.  Most small groups that I’m involved in, it seems everyone believes in Thomas Harris’ book, “I’m OK, You’re OK.”  What if you were honest with the people in your group?  Are you brave enough to reveal to your small group the person you really are?  Perhaps the experiences in your life when you have failed God miserably would be a great help to someone else.  They’re not going to be helped if you say nothing.  Jesus is teaching here that we need to be open and honest with each other.  That’s what true Biblical fellowship is all about.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What can you do to improve your openness in your small group?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 26th

The Rich Fool
Luke 12: 13-21
Jesus had just finished telling the crowd to avoid the externalism and the hypocrisy of the Pharisees.  He had talked about giving proper respect and honor to God who knows them down to the finest detail and who is worthy of acknowledgement by each and every person in that crowd.  As Jesus pauses in what He was saying, one can almost see Him searching the hearts in that crowd to see if those words had sunk in and made a lasting impact.  The next thing He hears is some guy shouting that Jesus needed to persuade his brother to divide his father’s estate with him.  Today we will be talking about Jesus’ interaction with that man that is recorded for us in Luke 12: 13-21.

Jesus was quite correct in His statement that Israel had courts to decide such matters, but it was not unknown in that culture for the people to also use rabbis to settle such disputes.  The rabbis held great sway among the population and at times would use that influence to settle minor disputes among them.  The law on inheritance in Israel at the time was clear; the estate was divided among all of the legitimate sons, with the oldest son receiving a double share.  That precedent was so established by this time that one has to wonder if the man was asking for something that he was not legally entitled to.  Jesus refuses to act as judge for this man because it was plain that this man’s main motivation was greed.

Notice the way in which Jesus addresses this man as He responds to his request.  He uses the term “man.”  On other occasions Jesus addressed people as brothers or friend, but here He uses the generic terms for all human beings.  It is as if Jesus treats this man as an alien to everything that He had just been talking about.  I suppose that’s because the total pursuit of worldly wealth is alien to Jesus’ entire message.  As Jesus tells this man, the sum total of someone’s time here on earth cannot be just that they made a lot of money and had a lot of nice things, though if you spent much time in our world’s media, you would find a completely different view.  To illustrate His point, Jesus tells this man and the crowd the parable of the Rich Fool.

The main character of this parable is a man who is extremely successful at farming.  The crops that he is taking in that year are far greater than his facilities can hold.  After a bit of contemplation, the man comes up with the idea to build bigger storage facilities so that he can retire in complete and total comfort.  I know there are many reading this who are spending a lot of their time striving for that very thing.  So, is Jesus telling us that retirement planning is wrong?  Stay with me, and you will have your answer before we’re finished.  This man’s retirement plan, however, is interrupted by the voice of God telling the man that his future on earth is going to be a lot shorter than his plan.  The main point of Jesus’ parable is given to us in verse 21, “This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God."

As you can see, Jesus is not speaking out against the wisdom of planning for your retirement.  The entire idea of being a good steward with what God has given you is well documented in the Bible.  What Jesus is speaking out against is greed.  If all you are about is the acquiring the nice things that this world has to offer, Jesus has something to say to you.  The answer to the question, “how much will you leave to your children?” is “all of it.”  The answer is the same if your name is Warren Buffet or Bill Gates as it is for you.  The reality that this parable teaches is that you don’t even know if you will even live long enough to have a retirement.  The lesson is for us to go ahead and store up things so that our families can be taken care of and we won’t be a burden to the church or society, but along the way be rich towards God.  As we are saving for the future, don’t forget to be generous with those in need that God brings to you.  Don’t neglect your giving to God’s work here on earth so that you can buy more stuff.  I have met a lot of people over the years who have told me that the reason they can’t give more to God is that they can’t afford it.  Why is that?  Is it because they have bought the line that a really fine and wonderful life “takes VISA?”  If you want a life that makes a difference and is one of abundance, it doesn’t take VISA, it takes God. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How did God change the way you view your money today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 27th

Watchful Servants
Luke 12: 35-48
Author James Hefley tells the story about when Wycliffe translator Doug Meland and his wife moved into a village of Brazil's Fulnio Indians, he was referred to simply as "the white man."  The term was by no means complimentary, since other white men had exploited them, burned their homes, and robbed them of their lands.  But after the Melands learned the Fulnio language and began to help the people with medicine and in other ways, they began calling Doug "the respectable white man."  When the Melands began adapting the customs of the people, the Fulnio gave them greater acceptance and spoke of Doug as "the white Indian."  Then one day, as Doug was washing the dirty, blood-caked foot of an injured Fulnio boy, he overheard a bystander say to another: "Whoever heard of a white man washing an Indian's foot before?  Certainly this man is from God!"  From that day on, whenever Doug would go into an Indian home, it would be announced "Here comes the man God sent us."

On so many occasions service is the means of attracting people to the God whom we worship.  Most people, when they volunteer for some project or task, do so with a great deal of enthusiasm in the beginning.  If you were to take a look at those same people a few weeks or months after they started, there is sometimes a great lull in their enthusiasm for that particular job.  Perhaps you have experienced that enthusiasm lull before?  You find it difficult to pull yourself out of bed on those mornings when you have to go do that bit of service one more time.  It is to those of us who have experienced this kind of service lull that Jesus speaks His words in Luke 12: 35-48.  Take a moment to read this passage.

The Jewish wedding banquet was an occasion where one couldn’t be sure at what hour or even what day you would return home.  It wasn’t like today’s celebration that last for a few hours.  Jewish wedding banquets went on for days.  Jesus is warning His disciples that in their service for Him they need to stay ready.  Such eagerness and devotion to their master in the story appears to be rewarded.  Notice in verse 37 that the watchful servants will be fed and waited upon by the master, himself.  The opposite is also true; those whose inattentiveness allows the master’s house to be broken into are not going to be looked upon kindly when the master returns.

Peter’s interruption in verse 41 seems to imply that Peter expected some kind of difference between the Apostles and the rest of the disciples either in the area of their attitudes or their reward.  It is at that point that Jesus gets real specific as to the leadership role of His Apostles.  He points out that if you take on a leadership role with God’s servants, it will be as a steward and your rewards will be based upon your administration of the other servants.  For those whom God has given much in the areas of talents and abilities are expected to do much for the Kingdom of God.

So how do you rate yourself as a servant of God?  I will tell you that there is a great debate in Christian Leadership today about the role of the volunteer.  There are some in church leadership who believe that if you want a job done right and done consistently, you had better hire someone and pay them to do it.  Those who follow this particular school of thought believe that the “power of the paycheck” assures a consistent quality of work and effort.  There are others who believe that volunteers are the way to go because they do the labor out of love for the church and the God they serve.  That argument would not exist if there was not a difference in the quality of the job done by paid staff versus volunteer staff.  So I go back to my original question, how do you rate yourself as a servant of God?  Wise is the servant of God who consistently does what His master asks until such a time when the master pulls him off that task and gives him something else to do.  It is that servant who will have more rewards than can ever be imagined showered upon him.  It is that servant who will hear the master say, “Well done my good and faithful servant.”

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What kind of a servant are you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 28th

Sign of the Times
Luke 12: 54-59
A few times in my life, I have stood at the base of a small rise in the earth gazing at a plume of steam that was rising from the top of that small hill.  I sat there waiting because there was a sign in the ranger station that told me that in a few minutes something special was about to happen.  Sure enough within a few minutes steam rocketed into the sky and produced a truly spectacular sight as I watched “Old Faithful” put on its hourly show.  Before Old Faithful erupts it gives a few teaser signs that it is about to go.  Steam and hot water will start to leap out of the hole, but then subsides until the pressure builds some more.  As I sat there watching, it was hard for me to determine exactly when an eruption was going to occur until it actually did.  As I look back upon my life, I have not been that good at determining the signs of the times in life either.  Sometimes I think that these signs have to be really dramatic for me to get them without some help.  When someone points them out, I can see them, but I don’t often get them on my own.  The same thing was true in our story today.  We are still in Luke, but have traveled to verses 54-59 in the 12th chapter.

The people were still not getting it.  It was as if Jesus had drawn them a beautiful picture of a cottage in the middle of a meadow and they couldn’t see the cottage.  They were following Him now in the thousands wondering what He would do next, but still not getting the spiritual implications of what He was saying.  If Jesus were here today, He would be saying to this crowd, “Wake up and smell the coffee!”  Now I am not a weatherman, but when the wind changes direction and blows out of the southeast and clouds come in all dark and heavy, even I can tell that it is about to rain.  As Jesus points out, this crowd was totally clueless.  Simeon and Anna had seen it when Jesus was but a baby.  Peter and John had seen it when John the Baptist had merely pointed Him out.  This crowd had seen so much, had heard so much, and still they either couldn’t or wouldn’t understand that everything pointed to Jesus as Israel’s long awaited Messiah.

It takes a unique individual to seek out God who exists only in the spiritual realm and to fully follow Him no matter the consequences of that decision.  Most of the rest of us have to be pointed in the right direction by someone who has already walked that path.  There are even some people who when led down the correct path, reject that path and storm off looking for a different path; one more to their liking.  The world is full of people of all types and kinds.  In our story today, Jesus is attempting to shake the latter of these groups of people and bring them to a point where they will open their eyes and see what is front of Him.  History tells us that Jesus’ attempt here will fail.  This same crowd of people will be the some of the same people who one day will be screaming, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord,” and a week later, “Away with Him, crucify Him.”

Have you ever had people like this come into your life?  One day you are having a conversation with them and you get a glimpse of a spiritual side to them that you never knew existed and the next day they have done something that led you to believe that the God you know could not possibly exist within their soul.  Then you will understand what Jesus was thinking right at this moment.  You cannot read this section in the Bible without hearing the utter frustration in Jesus’ words.  You can tell that He would like nothing better than to shake each person in that crowd in order to get them to understand who He was.  Yet people don’t come to Jesus by shaking.  People don’t come to Jesus by winning an argument or by using clever words.  Go back to John 6: 44 where Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.”  Do you have a friend or a family member that you have tried to talk into heaven?  It seems that no matter what argument you use, they always have a counter-argument.  Perhaps it is time to stop talking and start praying.  Perhaps it is time to pray for God to draw that person to Himself.  Still we understand that one of the greatest gifts that God has given to man is that of free will.  Your friends and relatives have the right to determine their own eternal destiny.  God will never force anyone into His kingdom.  He will just nudge them a bit if you ask Him.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How am I now thinking differently about those I come in contact with? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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August 29th

The Parable of the Fig Tree
Luke 13: 1-9
Oh, how we love to compare ourselves with others whom we consider to be lower than we are when it comes to sin.  I guess it makes us feel a bit more acceptable to God.  We like to think, “Isn’t it great that God has us on His team as compared to the guy down the street?”  All right, so I took this example to the ridiculous, but it does illustrate the point that we cannot compare ourselves with anyone else because such thinking causes us to minimize our own failings and that hurts our relationship with God.  Where this takes us is demonstrated in Luke 13: 1-9.  Take a moment to read this passage and I will join you after you’re done.

Some people present with Jesus told Him about an episode involving the Roman Procurator, Pontius Pilate.  The person telling the story is not identified, nor is this particular event recorded anywhere else.  Even if you were to read the account of Josephus, you will not find this event mentioned.  Apparently Pilate had ordered some Jews killed while they were busy offering sacrifices in the Temple.  In pictorial language, they described a scene where these men’s blood was mixed with the blood of their sacrifices.  Jesus takes this opportunity to once more refute the common Jewish notion that these Galileans or the people He describes in verse 4 were any worse sinners than anyone else, and therefore, worthy of any special punishment from God.

What Jesus uses this opportunity to express is that it is the responsibility of all people to repent of the sin in their lives.  He warns that if they refuse to repent they will be destroyed just as the people who had these calamities fall upon them.  In order to illustrate His point, Jesus tells the Parable of the Fig Tree.  The fig tree in Jesus’ story was planted for a single, special purpose, to grow figs.  When the tree failed to bear any fruit, the owner ordered his gardener to cut it down and replaced it with something that would bear a crop.  To Jewish thinking such a tree would be of no use for three reasons.  It would yield no fruit, it would take up valuable space in the man’s field and it would needlessly deplete the soil.  The gardener working for the landowner requests that he hold off a year to see if the situation can be rectified.  After all, if the tree were to be cut down and replaced, it will still be a number of years before the new tree would be old enough to bear any fruit.  The gardener’s suggestion is to allow him to dig around the tree to loosen the soil and allow oxygen to reach its root system and to properly fertilize it to give it the nutrients needed to bear fruit.  If the gardener’s effort was successful, fruit would be harvested a lot sooner than if a new tree was planted.

In using the fig tree as an example, Jesus gives His audience a picture of the Jewish nation at the time.  The symbolism is obvious, the vineyard is the Kingdom of God, God is the owner of the field and Jesus is the gardener.  There is nothing between the axe and the root of the tree except the pleas of the gardener.  Yet his plea applies only for a short period of time.  Beyond that time lies a judgment that is as sure as the sun rising tomorrow morning.  What you see here was a warning to the nation of Israel who was actively racing towards rejecting the only one who could save it.  One wonders if there were a few people present that were still living when Jesus' prophesy was actually fulfilled.  If so, they would have witnessed the burning of their city with a fire so intense, the smoke could be seen for hundreds of miles.  They would have seen the long lines of Jewish slaves marching to the sea to bring enough salt back so that nothing would grow in the surrounding countryside for centuries.

It is a dangerous thing for anyone, Christian or not, to think that in comparing themselves with other worse sinners that it somehow exempts them from dealing with their own sin.  The truth is there is no one who completely has it all together and always lives a life in obedience with God’s word.  We all fall short of God’s expectations for us.  The only difference between the Christian and the rest of the world is that Jesus has given us a way to take care of the sin.  Just this week, I had to confess a major sin in my own life and to make apologies to all I had offended.  These people were friends of mine and I had allowed some gossip that I had heard to poison that relationship.  My pride wouldn’t allow me to deal with the issue appropriately and I ended up saying things that hurt the very people I consider to be my friends.  I have been a follower of Jesus Christ for over three decades and I still fall short.  The incident reminded me that I need to be ever watchful of attitudes and actions in my own life that cause disobedience to enter into my life.  I had to learn once again that you can never fall asleep, nor can you ever allow yourself to become complacent when it comes to sin.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is there something in your life that you need to confess and make right?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 30th

Bent Over Christians

Luke 13: 10-17
People attend church for a variety of reasons.  There are those who are there for a single purpose, to worship God, their creator.  Some attend so that they can feel better about themselves.  They understand that church is a good thing and their lives aren’t quite going the way they would like, so they try church.  There are even some who have been attending for such a long time that they have forgotten why they come each week.  Today finds Jesus in another synagogue in Judea and we will see another healing done in apparent violation of the Jewish Sabbath laws.  What makes this story unique is the woman who Jesus healed.  It’s time to do your daily Bible reading so turn to Luke 13 and read verses 10-17.

As we talked about already on a number of occasions, we continue to observe the same narrow views about the Sabbath in Jesus’ day.  Here in the Judean countryside we are confronted by a very unwise ruler of that synagogue.  After this woman was healed, he reacts out of anger.  He understands that it would be easier to stop the tides than stop Jesus from healing on the Sabbath, so he directs his anger at his own congregation.  He tells them to stop coming to be healed on that day.  I guess he feels that if there is no demand for healing on the Sabbath, the issue will be solved.

The directness of the synagogue ruler is quickly dealt with by Jesus by a simple illustration.  It seems that Jewish laws looked after farm animals far better than they looked after God’s people.  To the average Jew, it would have been cruel and really dumb to keep an animal tied up and have it die of thirst just because of the day of the week.  Yet a woman unable to straighten her body for eighteen long years should not be allowed the same consideration merely because it was a Sabbath.

This appears to be the sole point of this miracle, to demonstrate once again that Jesus was indeed, Lord of the Sabbath.  It is God and not man who determines what should be allowed on His special day that He designed when He created our planet.  There is no evidence that Jesus demanded or developed any kind of faith within this woman.  Perhaps it was already there.  After all, she was present in the synagogue to worship the God of Israel, yet she appears in this story to be half in and half out.  The Greek words that Dr. Luke used to describe her illness indicate that she had a curvature of the spine that was caused by satanic influence.  Luke does not point to a physical cause, but a spiritual one.  In other words, Luke points to a kind of sickliness and not a sickness.  What I gather from what Luke says here is that this woman had not yielded herself to a full-scale possession by a demon and yet she had not effectively resisted either.  She existed in a kind of half-possession, bent over and unable to stand straight for the last eighteen years.

What we see here is a graphic scene of what occurs each and every Sunday today.  Imagine what it would look like in your church if each person who was present for some other reason than to worship God were satanically bent over, unable to stand straight.  Imagine the couple who are there simply to be seen as “good people” by their friends and business associates who suddenly found themselves bent over.  Imagine the person who has come more out of habit than any personal belief unable to stand straight.  If the truth be known I suppose most of us could do with a little straightening out by Jesus.  The next time you are getting ready for church, why not take some time out of your busy morning and adjust your thinking and your attitude so that you are walking into your worship service for the right reasons.  Remember, you are there to have an encounter with God and for no other reason.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Did today’s reading describe you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

August 31st

The Feast of Dedication

John 10: 22
As Jesus’ Judean ministry draws to a close, we find Him returning to Jerusalem for the Feast of Dedication as noted in John 10:22.  The Feast of Dedication was not a Biblical feast in that you will not find any reference to it in the Old Testament.  The feast was first ordered by Judas Maccabaeus in 164 BC to celebrate Israel’s liberation from the tyranny brought about by Antiochus Epiphanes, ruler of Syria.  After the death of Alexander the Great, the Grecian empire was divided into four kingdoms each ruled by one of Alexander’s generals.  Of the four, the two that influenced Israel were the ruler of Syria and the ruler of Egypt.  Both ruled Israel for a time.  Some of these rulers were good to Israel and some were really bad.  Of the best was Ptolemy Philadelphus of Egypt who restored some of the splendor of the temple in Jerusalem.  It was during His control of Israel that he had seventy Hebrew scholars come to Alexandra with specific instructions to translate the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek so he could read it.  What resulted from their efforts is called the Septuagint and copies of it are still around today.

Among the worst of the rulers was Antiochus Epiphanes of Syria.  Actually all Antiochus wanted to do was to turn his entire kingdom into another Greece.  He was in love with Greek culture and wanted to bring it to his world.  Unfortunately he ran into a bit of resistance in Israel.  Antiochus understood that if he were to be successful in his promotion of all things Greek, he would have to destroy Judaism.  He did this by taking the city and desecrating the temple.  After slaughtering forty thousand Jewish residents of the city and making slaves out of another forty thousand, he sacrificed a pig upon the great temple altar in Jerusalem.  Antiochus then set up a trade of prostitution within the temple courts.

Such abhorrent acts drove the Jews underground where they renewed their struggle against this tyranny.  The underground resistance was soon lead by two of the sons of Asamoneus by the name of Matthes (Mathias) and Judas, also called Maccabeus.  Over the next several years these two brothers led Israel to defeat the vastly superior armies of Antiochus Epiphanes and gain freedom for the nation.  After Jerusalem had been freed and the temple restored to Jewish control, there could be found only a single vessel of oil that had remained undesecrated.  Though the oil was only enough to feed the sacred candlestick for a single day, it miraculously lasted for eight days.

The next year as Israel’s ruler, Judas ordered that the temple be lit for eight days in commemoration of this miracle and the freedom that Israel now enjoyed.  The Feast of Dedication is also known as Hanukah and has been celebrated in December ever since.  At the time of Jesus, it was also known as the festival of lights as everywhere you looked, lights would be burning.

What you see in the 10th chapter of John is the only Biblical reference to this feast that still exists today.  As Jesus walked through Solomon’s colonnade that surrounded the temple, it was the middle of winter yet there would be lights everywhere.  The lights that burned throughout the city would eventually burn out and darkness would, once again, prevail.  Here walking on the outer rim of the temple was the One who would bring a light for all mankind that would never go out.  It seems that man has always looked to the immediate only to ignore the eternal.  Opposition to Jesus’ claims was continuing to build and become more defined.  What we will see tomorrow will be just the next chapter of that opposition.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How do you look to the immediate and ignore the eternal?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
