
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?

March starts off where February left off as Jesus walks into hostile Samaria.  As always it is important to understand what the Samaritans were all about.  When that happens the events of Jesus’ short visit there begins to make sense.  The story we read about Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well is compelling any time we read it and it certainly gives us a great example of witnessing to those around us in the circumstances they find themselves in, but with a bit of background, I sense the story will come alive for you.
After a few days in Samaria, Jesus travels north into the region where He grew up.  This month we will be taking a look at what is described as Jesus’ Early Galilean Ministry.  As you read each day, you will witness His ministry to the people of Israel getting underway in earnest.  We will be taking a look at a number of healings and watch Jesus as He even goes back to His old home town of Nazareth.

At some point during this time, His early disciples abandon Jesus and go back to their prior lives.  The gospel writers describe the 2nd calling of Peter, Andrew, James and John after an unsuccessful night of fishing.  Finally we will witness Jesus 3rd and final calling of the 12 disciples where he designates these special men Apostles or one’s sent forth.

After that final calling, Jesus takes them to a place by the shoreline where He will begin their training.  That is what the Sermon on the Mount was all about.  The end of this month will see the introduction all of the great teaching we will be blessed with in the month of April.
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THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY
March 1st

Bad Road

John 4: 1-6

When we last saw Jesus, He and His disciples were baptizing Israelites in the Jordan River.  John the Baptist had moved north and was baptizing near a city called Aenon.  This places John in his last public work close to the seat of Herod Antipas, one of the sons of Herod the Great who ruled both the regions of Galilee and Perea.  Jesus was still in the region of Judea, which was under the control of a Roman Procurator by the name of Pontius Pilate.  Already we see the workings of power to remove the threat caused by both Jesus and the Baptist.  It wasn’t very long afterwards that John the Baptist was imprisoned by Herod Antipas.  Though outwardly Herod arrested John because of John’s outspoken criticism of his marriage to his brother’s wife, I’m sure it also involved a little intrigue brought about by the Pharisees.  You can see evidence that Jesus knew the two groups were working together in His remarks recorded in Luke 13: 31.  Though Jesus’ statement in Luke was said much later in His ministry, it does show that the two groups were not averse to working together when it involved a common goal.  In addition, it would not be too difficult for the Pharisees to arouse the suspicions of one as mean and jealous as Herod Antipas.

I say all of that because it just appears to me that Jesus in John 4: 1-4 appears to be escaping all of the intrigue by returning to Galilee via Samaria.  Such a move would not be expected by the conspirators.  To gain an insight into Jesus route that day, you also have to understand that the Jordan River lies within the world’s deepest trench.  If you look at a map you see that the Jordan meanders its way from the Sea of Galilee southward to the Dead Sea.  Though the two bodies of water are but sixty miles from each other, the Jordan River runs almost two thousand miles in length.  The river really meanders.  The Sea of Galilee lies just over six hundred feet below sea level and the Dead Sea over eleven hundred feet below sea level.  In looking at a map, you will notice the Mediterranean Sea forty miles to the east and a mountain range between the two areas.  In other words, anytime you leave the Jordan River Valley, you are going to do some serious climbing.

The route Jesus chose to take was a little known road through some really difficult terrain that led into the Samaritan town of Sychar.  We’re talking about well over twenty miles of really bad road.  If taken in a single day, it would be a difficult and toilsome journey.  According to verse 6, Jesus was at Sychar by noon so the group must have left well before dawn.  We can easily imagine Jesus spending some hours resting at Jacob’s well after such a journey.

As Jesus and His disciples emerged onto the rich plain of Samaria, we can imagine the sweep of grain fields as far as the eye could sea.  Since it was the usual custom for women to draw water around dusk, we have to assume that the meeting between Jesus and the woman would have taken place sometime between four and six in the afternoon.  That would also coincide with the fact that travelers could usually buy provisions later in the afternoon.  It is probable that John stayed with Jesus, because the narrative that happens next suggests an eye-witness and the disciples would not have left Jesus alone in hostile Samaria.

While He sat at Jacob’s well, there loomed to His south the eight hundred foot cliff of Mt. Gerazim, with the Samaritan temple on top.  Ahead of Jesus stretched the plain of Samaria that would eventually lead to the Samaritan capitol of Sebaste.
Jesus sat and rested at Jacob’s well.  Tradition holds that the Jewish patriarch, Jacob, had the well dug at great cost, sinking it over a hundred feet through solid limestone hundreds of years before Jesus sat down there.  Since the entire area surrounding the well has many natural springs, it must have been done to avoid strife with the surrounding Amorite herdsmen who were there in Jacob’s day.  Jesus sits resting and waiting for the arrival of a woman who would be His appointed missionary to the Samaritan people.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you tend to look at people you meet as mission opportunities?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

March 2nd

The Woman at the Well

John 4: 7-15

It’s now time to take a look at the entire story so it is fresh in your mind.  So open your Bible and read John 4: 1-42 to get the whole story in its context then reread verses 7 to 15 for our topic today.  The Apostle Paul said in the 4th chapter of his letter to the Colossian church, “Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity.  Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone (Col. 4: 5, 6.)”  In this section of scripture, we see Jesus putting into practice the words that Paul later spoke.  When you read about His interaction with the woman you might also notice the differences between what He said to her and how He presented the gospel to Nicodemus.  Each encounter with one who is seeking entrance into the Kingdom of God is different, for each seeker is different.

This meeting was not pre-arranged by either of them.  This was an example of a meeting that was set up by a loving, heavenly Father.  Even if Jesus had not spoken a single word, the woman would have no trouble recognizing Him as a Jew.  She would know His nationality by his appearance and dress.  Of course, when He opened His mouth, all doubt would be removed.  Jesus’ opening greeting was answered by complete surprise by this woman.  John gives us the reason for that surprise as Jews don’t have anything to do with Samaritans, especially a Samaritan woman of the lowest order.  This was only the first of many lessons that she was about to learn, for she was not talking to an ordinary Jew.  The man that she was talking to was what God had intended His chosen people become for all mankind.

Making the most of the opportunity, Jesus addresses this woman right where she lives and uses the example of her drawing water to illustrate a heavenly point.  He offers her “living water.”  This has always been a tremendous example to me.  Sometimes I lose sight of the fact that both the physical world and the spiritual were made by the same God.  My tendency is to go off on spiritual tracks without drawing those tracks from where people are.

The woman sees that Jesus is not carrying a leather pouch with which to draw water.  The term “living water” in those days commonly referred to water that was running, like from a brook or stream.  Jacob’s well was the only known source in the immediate area and it was a cistern style well that would have been referred to as “dead water.”  Just as in the case of Nicodemus, Jesus was suggesting something that appeared to be impossibility.  This prompted a similar response from the woman, “Are you greater than our father, Jacob?”

Jesus’ answer is much simpler and more straightforward than the one He gave to Nicodemus.  After all, He was not talking to a learned theologian at the time.  Jesus very simply explains the difference between the living water He was offering and the water she was used to drawing out of the well.  Notice Jesus did not spotlight Jewish Theology, His miracles, the Holy Spirit or even mention faith.  He just points the woman to Himself.  He refers to the living water as a gift.  A gift is something that one only has to accept in order to possess.  Jesus knows that faith will come after she has dealt with and accepted the free gift that He offered her.

This is a scripture that I have come back to on various occasions.  The reason I enjoy reading this chapter of John is that it always reminds me to keep it simple and to spotlight Jesus whenever I am sharing with someone else.  I meet very few people who can parse the Greek tenses used by John.  I do meet a lot of people who know about receiving a free gift.  While prescribed methods of sharing the gospel do have their value, it all goes back to what I have said before, “What is God’s job and what is my job?”  My job is to be a witness of all that God has done in my life and to point the way.  It’s God’s job to do the saving.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What will you do to remind yourself to keep the gospel simple?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

March 3rd
Go Call Your Husband

John 4: 16-19

We are still talking about an encounter that Jesus had with a Samaritan woman at a well in the town of Sychar.  Jesus had just offered her some living water.  In John 4: 13 and 14, He goes on to describe this living water.  It is doubtful that the woman had yet perceived the hidden meaning behind what Jesus was trying to tell her.  She might have sensed there was another meaning to what Jesus was saying, but her response indicates she just wasn’t getting it.

The same thing is true in a lot of people.  They sense that there is something missing in their lives.  It’s like an itch that isn’t cured by a simple scratch.  Perhaps they sense an empty void wondering if there might be more to life.  Some may carry such a load of guilt around that enjoyment in life is something they haven’t sensed in a long time.  Others may experience a sense of being lost, without any direction in life.  What is lacking in our life varies with each of us.  The problem is that we tend to look in the physical world for solutions to the things that seem to be lacking.  In other words, a lot of people believe there is nothing lacking in their life that a new car or house won’t cure.  Perhaps if we lose ourselves in a continual “party” atmosphere, the emptiness will go away.  There are even some who have given up looking for the answer to the emptiness within them.  They just live with it.

Like this woman, we don’t look within our spiritual being for answers.  People have told them that the answer can be found in the church, but they’ve looked there and only found a different kind of emptiness in organized religion.  They feel that they just don’t need the “thou salt nots” and the restrictions that they perceive religion is all about.  Now I understand that their feelings about church are not based upon facts a lot of times, but does that really matter?  Their perceptions control their actions.  I once read about a woman who had sunk so low that she actually sold her young daughter to men so she could buy more drugs.  When asked if she ever thought about the church as an answer, she replied, “What for, I already feel bad enough about what I have done.”  As is true for this Samaritan woman is also true for all who truly seek for answers to their emptiness.  The answer lies in the man who stood at Jacob’s well in Sychar that day and still stands at the entrance to your life.

Like all people who are searching for something more, this Samaritan woman was still stuck in the here and now, looking for a release from the physical burden of life.  It is at that point that Jesus asks that she go get her husband.  It is difficult to imagine that Jesus asked this question with the purpose of awakening the woman’s sense of sin as some have said.  The text gives no hint of it and the woman’s reaction to Jesus’ question does not indicate it.  We don’t know if her previous husbands had all died.  Even if they had divorced her, in that culture it was not necessarily her fault.  Women had no control over such things in the first century.  I believe that this woman had obviously reached the limits of her understanding.  Perhaps by the introduction of someone so close to her, it might enlarge her horizons a bit.

Upon her statement that she currently had no formal husband, Jesus unexpectedly laid open her past with things that He could not have known except through supernatural means.  The only response that she could now make was that she was in the presence of a prophet of God.  Since the Samaritans acknowledged no prophets between Moses and the Messiah, this meant she must be standing before the Messiah.  By revealing her past, Jesus opens up her future and opens up the heart to understanding.  We can see her faith is now put in the one who is standing before her.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The Samaritan woman had one opinion of Jesus, what is yours?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

March 4th

The Pneuma Kai Alatheia

John 4: 20-26
I know what you are thinking.  What in the world does that title mean?  I have chosen to name today’s reading after the Greek words that Jesus uses in verse 23 and 24 to describe the kind of worship that His Father desires of His creation.  Today finds us still in Sychar in the presence of a Samaritan woman and Jesus.  Yesterday we talked about how Jesus had awakened a faith that lay within this woman that even she would have been surprised existed.  After all, she was just a poor woman, barely schooled.  How could she understand such things as eternal life?  She knew the bare essentials of what she had been taught all her life, but here is a man who not only talked to her, but told her things about her own life that He could not know except that He was a prophet of God.

Since the man sitting at the well is a Jew and a prophet, perhaps He could answer a question long burning within her heart.  She asks about the proper place for the worship of the God of Israel.  The Jews insisted that true worship could only happen within the Temple in Jerusalem, for that was the place where the Holy of Holies resided.  The Jews maintained that was the place where God dwelt.  Yet she had always been told that the temple that loomed above her on Mt. Gerazim was the true place where God dwelt and He must be worshipped only there.

When we look at this debate in today’s world, we scratch our head in wonderment as to why all of the wasted time spent in debating such a thing.  “God is everywhere,” we want to scream out.  It doesn’t matter where you are when you worship!  It’s just then that it dawns on you that Jesus is prophesying right here that there will come a day when worship will change.  We have the privilege of participating in that kind of worship today.  Up to that moment, it mattered a great deal where worship took place.  Now the locality of where we worship means nothing.  That’s what Jesus means when He says, “The time is coming and now is…”  Jesus changed everything when it came to worship.

He also changed the nature of worship.  Up to that point worship was all about obedience and sacrifice.  One strained to obey the Laws of God and spilled the blood of an animal when you failed.  God was looked upon as someone to be terrified of, rather than loved.  The worship that happened both in Jerusalem and Mt. Gerazim was adorned with ritual done just as it had been done for centuries.  Yet here Jesus is telling us that true worship has to be done in spirit and in truth.  The literal translation of the Greek words which makes up today’s title, are more accurately translated “spirit with truth.”  That’s because the two cannot be separated.  You cannot worship God in the spirit and be in error about who He is.  You also cannot truly worship in the flesh even if you are absolutely correct as to whom God is.

Worship is one of many things that can only truly take place when one is allowing the Holy Spirit to be in control of their life.  That’s why it couldn’t happen until Jesus came and sent the Holy Spirit down to earth permanently.  Worship is not about being “seen.”  It is not about duty.  It is not about habit.  Worship only truly happens when you prepare your heart before you enter.  Worship only happens when you give up control to God and allow Him to do whatever He wants with your life.  When you allow Him control and enter into His presence, then and only then will you walk away spiritually filled.  That’s because God does not merely take worship from His creation.  He also gives His worshippers a sense of completeness.  When you truly worship God, you walk out of the service with a feeling that with God all things are possible.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
As you gather for worship, what will be different this week?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

March 5th

A Witnessing Fact of Life

John 4: 27-42

As we continue to look at Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well, we see Jesus tell her plainly that He is the Messiah.  It is a rare occasion where Jesus is so direct and easy to understand when it comes to His identity.  You cannot find where He was this plain when He was talking to Nicodemus.  In looking at the conversation between Jesus and the woman, I am not sure she would have gotten it if He hadn’t spelled it out.  At this point she drops her water jar and heads into the city.  It seems that even water, as important as it is, paled in comparison with what she had discovered.  At that moment it was more important that she witness to the town than anything else in life.  When I read that, I can’t help but wonder how many times in my own life I have given Jesus that kind of priority?  Say what you want to about this woman, she is an inspiration to me.

As the woman leaves, the disciples return with the food that they had gone into to town to procure.  They try to get Jesus to eat, but it seems He would rather teach them a lesson on priorities.  Jesus begins to teach them about the necessity of being constantly aware of what God is doing around you.  Take another look at John 4: 27-38 with that theme in mind.  Do you see it?

I don’t know about you, but right now I am feeling the conviction of the Holy Spirit as I write this.  There are too many times that I set myself in a direction for the day and will not budge off of that direction.  It is almost as if my daily goals become my mission, so much so that I forget that there is even a God who is supposed to be in charge of my life.  The disciples were exactly where I find myself at times.  They were caught in making sure that the physical needs of the church were met and missing the fact that there is something wonderful happening spiritually.  How much do you identify with Jesus’ words in verse 34, when He said, “"My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.”  If Jesus were here right now, He would be telling us, “Wake up and smell the coffee.”  

Jesus then begins to teach the six men following Him at the time about the process of soul winning.  The first lesson is that the fruit is ripe right now.  You may look around at your physical surroundings and miss it.  Perhaps your church doesn’t have a great track record in evangelism.  Perhaps you are right in the middle of a building campaign.  Perhaps your Pastor just left town.  “The timing couldn’t be worse right now,” you want to scream.  Jesus is teaching here about a Father who works best when the situation is the most challenging.  It didn’t matter to Jesus that He was sitting right in the middle of hostile Samaria.  It didn’t matter that He hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast and His stomach was growling.  What mattered was that the people of Sychar needed a savior, and they were on their way out to meet one.

The second lesson I get from Jesus’ teaching is that there is a time for sowing as well as reaping.  It didn’t matter that you weren’t there to do the initial introduction.  It didn’t matter that you weren’t there to water the plants.  When it is time to reap, you get out there and reap the harvest or you will lose the crop.  When the crop becomes overripe and rotten, the entire farming process becomes a complete waste of time.  Notice how Jesus teaches that everyone, from the sowers to the people who water, will rejoice when the crop comes in.  There is enough joy that happens when someone receives Jesus that it can spread throughout an entire church and provide enough energy to keep a ministry thriving for quite some time.

Finally, when the Samaritan crowd gets out to Jacob’s well, they met Jesus.  John tells us that it was with His words that the people became convinced that He was the Messiah.  They didn’t believe because of the woman.  They didn’t believe because of any miracles.  It was only words that were energized by the power of God’s Holy Spirit that saved a city that day.  The same Holy Spirit who worked in the hearts of Sychar is still around, and He is very much interested in the salvation of mankind.

So the question I have to ask is where is God working in and around you?  I would like you to indulge me a bit by doing a small exercise this week.  Instead of taking up your entire prayer time to give your list of requests to God, why not take a small part of it to pray that God would open your eyes today to what He is doing around you?  You might be surprised by what He reveals to you today.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What did God show you as you prayed today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 6th

Back to Galilee

John 4: 43-45

After all of His success in Judea and Samaria, I suppose there are some people who wonder why Jesus went back to Galilee.  There were a lot of reasons for Him to avoid the area altogether.  After all, Herod Antipas had just arrested John, the Baptist.  He had just spent around 7 months down in the Jordan Valley baptizing people and had barely touched the population of Israel.  Yet Galilee was home for Jesus.  It’s where He grew up.  It’s where He spent 20 months ministering.  When you consider that He only ministered here on Earth for 37 months, Galilee occupied quite a bit of that time.

The other answer to the “why” question is that Galilee was quite a cosmopolitan center in those times.  There were important trade routes that passed through there, and Galileans were known for their ability to earn money.  That meant that there were always merchants traveling through the area bringing more than just goods, but also ideas.  In that respect Galilee became known as a place where there existed a more receptive spirit in the hearts of the people for the message that Jesus was to bring.  They were used to new ideas coming in, and were less entrenched in Jewish dogma than their cousins in Judea.  In fact, the people of Judea looked down upon all Galileans as being culturally inferior.  You can find writings from prominent rabbis of the time that were similar to Nathaniel’s words in John 1:46 “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”   The difference was that the rabbis were talking about the entire region of Galilee.

Open your Bible to the 4th chapter of John.  For most of that chapter, John describes Jesus traveling through Samaria.  The response in Samaria was overwhelming.  I can imagine that it was hard to leave such a successful ministry.  Yet, the point of Jesus’ ministry was to reach the lost people of Israel.  

John the Baptist was now languishing in the dungeon of Herod’s fortress at Machaerus in the region of Perea, east of the Dead Sea.  With John out of the picture, Jesus was able to deliver a clear message of the gospel.  For the last 7 months both men had been busy baptizing and proclaiming the coming of the Kingdom of God.  There must have been quite a bit of confusion among the people as to which message and which messenger was to be followed.  From now on, there would be only one voice.

So into Galilee Jesus marched.  As He walked the same old paths that he had traveled so often in His youth, you can imagine that there was a sense of the familiar, yet everything was so different.  During the majority of the 3 months of Jesus’ early Galilean ministry, he was unattended.  The 6 disciples that had been with Him in the Jordan Valley had all gone back to their prior occupations.  As we have talked about before, the gospels describe 3 different calling of His disciples.  If you are interested, or want to check me out, read John 1:35-61 to see the first 6 (the 5 mentioned and John), the second calling in Mark 1:14-20 or Matthew 4:18-22, and the last calling described in Luke 6:12-16.

I believe the whole idea of Jesus leaving a successful ministry in Samaria and entering the unknown in Galilee is a foreign concept to most Christians.  They look at success in ministry as God telling them to keep on doing it.  Yet that wasn’t the case with Jesus.  The lesson to take out of all of this is that we are never to become too attached to a successful ministry so that it interferes with a constant communication with God.  God may want us to move on.  He may want us to move out of where we’re comfortable and back out into the place of spiritual warfare.  It might not be His will for us to stay in the comfort zone of what we have always done with great success.  Remember who you serve.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How has your approach to ministry changed today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 7th

Healing the Royal Official’s Son
John 4: 46-54

In any discussion of how the Christian is to relate to his community, Jesus is always a good example at which to look.  Granted I haven’t caught myself doing a lot of miracles lately.  That does assume that I use the standard, Biblical definition for miracles.  I suppose I could say that it was a miracle that I made it to work on time, but that was more a product of getting up early than a suspension of the normal laws of the universe as Jesus’ miracles are usually judged by.  Still, as I look at Jesus, He definitely interacted with those around him.  He had an impact on their lives.  Take for example the story today.  We are in the Gospel of John, chapter 4, verses 46 to 54.  Take a moment and read through these verses.

Now the first thing you notice is Jesus is entering his home turf.  Cana is about 10 miles from his home town of Nazareth.  We can see from this passage that Jesus’ reputation had preceded Him.  The people were primed and ready to see some miracles.  They were not all that hot on His message.  In fact, it probably confused them more than anything.  The miracles were another story.  Imagine being able to tell your grandkids how you saw the sick healed and the lame walk.  Yes, they were looking forward to their favorite son’s return home.

Did you notice who came to see Jesus?  He is described as a royal official.  This could mean the man was an official in the court of Herod Antipas, the man who had just arrested John, the Baptist.  There is speculation in some of my reading that this man was Chuza, Herod’s chief steward.  Those Bible students may recognize that name as the husband of the Joanna mentioned in Luke 8:3 as one of the women who accompanied Jesus.  Now this man had a son who was very ill.  In fact, John tells us that the boy was close to death.

Now it is a fact of life that it doesn’t matter how important or powerful you are, there comes a time when a calamity comes into your life that you cannot control.  All of the power, all of the wealth, all of the self-importance that you thought you had disappears and you are left with a situation where only God can do something for you.  Have you ever been in this situation?  There are various places to which you can turn.  This man chose to approach Jesus and ask for a miracle.

As I have said on many occasions, Jesus was not a traveling magician.  Miracles were done for a specific purpose, usually to develop or perfect faith.  This time was no exception.  Notice what Jesus tells the official; to go about his business because his son had already been healed.  He didn’t go to the man’s house and chant something.  He just said go.  Can you imagine the faith it took for this man to walk away without Jesus in tow?  Yet, as the man walked, he exhibited faith, a belief that Jesus was true to His word and that his son was going to be all right.  The man’s faith was vindicated as some servants came up to him to let him know that his son was fine.  What was the result of this whole episode?  Do you see it in verse 53?  His entire household put their faith in Jesus.

How about you?  Is your faith based only upon what Jesus does for you?  Do you find yourself only turning to Jesus when your life is crashing in around you?  Jesus desires a relationship with you that is 24/7.  This man believed and that belief changed his activities for the day.  Can you say that you believe Jesus enough to change what you are going to do today? 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is your faith based upon?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 8th

Jesus, the Town Flop
Luke 4: 14-30

I mean who does this Jesus think He is?  Sorry, let me introduce myself.  My name is Saul and I run a small butcher shop on Main Street in my home of Nazareth.  Like my father before me, I have grown up here and raised a family here.  Now I see my grandkids growing up here.  Not a lot out of the ordinary goes on in Nazareth, except for last Saturday.

I’ve known Jesus since he was tiny.  In fact, he attended our local rabbinical school with my son, Saul Jr.  He was a fairly normal boy, the kind who doesn’t really stand out in a crowd, if you know what I mean.  Lately we hear about Jesus really making some noise in Jerusalem, and living down by the Jordan River copying his cousin Johnny.  Rumor has it that he has even done quite a number of miracles.  You know, healing and things like that.  Now my feeling is that is something I would really like to see.  So with Jesus back in the neighborhood, I get the family dressed and we all head down to our local synagogue.  I have to admit the mood around town has been really exciting.  Everyone has been looking forward to going to church, which is unusual to say the least.

So, I get into the building and find out that the Chief Ruler of the Synagogue has even allowed Jesus to serve as our Sheliach Tsibbur, the messenger of the congregation, for the morning.  That means that we were going to hear Jesus teach us something from the Torah.  Now, the lad does fine with his opening prayers, fairly standard stuff, and we go about the rest of the service.  He’s even all right when he finally gets up and chooses the scroll of Isaiah to do his reading.  Jesus reads the part about proclaiming the year of the Lord’s favor, or something like that and puts the scroll down.  He stares at all of us and says, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”  

You could have heard a pin drop.  I’m not sure what he was saying, but people were on the edge of their seats.  That was really going to be good.  Me, I’m not so sure.  I mean who does he think he is?  I knew his dad, Joseph, may he rest in peace.  The wife was even friends with his mother, Mary.  Here he is trying to be some big shot.  Then Jesus has the nerve to say, “Surely you will quote this proverb to me: 'Physician, heal yourself! Do here in your hometown what we have heard that you did in Capernaum.'"  I’m thinking, “Now you’re talking.”  He’s going to uncork a big miracle right here, right now.  But I was wrong; instead of performing a miracle for us, he says something about a prophet being without honor is his own hometown.  Then he goes on to give a couple of examples from the Torah that talked about a couple of our prophets who actually healed Gentile dogs.  What is Jesus saying here?  Is he saying that these Gentile dogs are somehow better than his own friends and neighbors?

This whole idea got me so upset that I joined the crowd intent on putting Jesus in his place.  We shoved him right out to the cliffs outside town and we were going to push him off, when he looked at us.  His gaze froze us in our tracks.  I’m not sure how he did it, but I couldn’t move a muscle as he walked right past me and left town.

When anyone really takes a hard look at Jesus, they see someone whose whole point was to get us to look at God in a different way.  It was never about making our lives easier or more comfortable.  It was always about a God who would be with us through the good times and the bad.  It was always about our trusting God with our future.  It was always about living a life that God had always intended us to live.  How about you?  What do you want out of your relationship with God?  Are you only a friend of Jesus when He is doing something good for you?  Do you look to Him for what you can get, or do you want a life that matters for all eternity?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you want out of your relationship with God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 9th

Where Important Men Feared to Tread

John 5: 1-9
In looking at how Jesus dealt with His own community, there is no greater example than the one that is found in John 5.  Take a moment to open your Bible and read.  If you don’t have time to read the whole chapter, at least read the first nine verses to familiarize yourself with the facts of the story.  Now you just read about Jesus healing a man at a pool in Jerusalem.  We see that Jesus was back in Jerusalem for a feast.  We are not told which feast, but that doesn’t really change the facts of the story.  

The pool is believed to be the one which was located in the late nineteenth century below the ruined Church of St. Anne, not far from the sheep gate and the Fortress of Antonia.  The pool contained five porches and was probably built to water animals.  Now for some unknown reason the pool would bubble up.  There could have been a lot of reasons why the pool bubbled, but the inhabitants of Jerusalem believed that it was agitated by angels, and that the first person to step into the pool after it had bubbled would be healed.  Now, John doesn’t endorse this belief in his gospel, he’s just reporting it.  If you think about it, there have always been such places.  In Jesus’ day, the mineral springs at Tiberius was also a place where the sick would come for healing.  Today, the sick travel to Lourdes, France.
The main character in our story is a man who had been lame for 38 years.  That’s a long time for someone to be in pain.  It’s a long time for someone to be a burden on his family.  Yet this man dragged his pour broken body down to this porch on the off chance that the pool might be disturbed that day and that he might be the first one in.  We are not told how many times he actually traveled to the pool.  We can imagine it to be quite a number of times since it was his only hope of a cure.  That is, until today.  For up walks Jesus and begins to talk to him.  You have to ask yourself, “Why in the world was Jesus even there?”  If there is one thing Jerusalem had a lot of, it was religious leaders.  There were Sadducees, Pharisees and Rabbis all over the place.  They were everywhere except at the Pool of Bethesda.  That’s because it was commonly held in Jesus’ day that the reason these people were afflicted with various kinds of illness was that they were sinners.  An illness was seen as God’s way of punishing them, and if God’s wrath was being poured out on some poor individual, the religious of Jesus’ day didn’t want to satnd in God’s way.  In fact, if the sick or infirm ever ventured out into the streets, the Jewish leadership made sure they were walking in the other direction.

So up walks Jesus and He asks this man a most ridiculous question, “Do you want to be healed?”  That’s like asking a starving man if he would like a steak.  Now I’m not surprised that the man answered from his own perspective.  He had no idea who Jesus was.  The best he could hope for was that Jesus would help him get into the pool first.  Jesus then makes a startling request of this man, to rise, take up his mat and walk.  It’s not that the idea hadn’t crossed his mind.  He had probably dreamed of doing exactly that, but his body just wouldn’t cooperate.  For some strange reason, the man did what Jesus requested and he was instantly healed.

We will be talking more about this episode for the next few days, but let me just close today by asking you to think about Jesus’ actions.  He went where others feared to go.  I believe that was because the Pool of Bethesda was where this man was located at the time.  It’s so easy to confine our Christianity to attending our nice churches on Sunday morning.  Don’t get me wrong, I love the fellowship of believers.  Yet sitting there every Sunday and hoping that the spiritually sick will show up is not the most effective method of evangelism.  Perhaps its time we got out of our comfort zone and traveled to where they are?  

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What can you do different today to reach the lost around you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 10th

The Sovereignty of God

John 5: 7-9

One of the questions that has always fascinated me is how Jesus chose those whom He would heal.  In our story of the lame man at the Pool of Bethesda, there is only a record of Jesus healing this one man.  He could have emptied out the place.  Can you imagine the commotion that would have caused?  All of these diseased and hobbled people all of a sudden bursting forth and running all around Jerusalem.  Now had you been in Jerusalem that day, you would have witnessed an incredible sight.

Yet Jesus only chose to heal a single individual.  I am the sort of person who would ask why him?  As I pondered the question, my mind went back to the original purpose behind the miracles.  The best definition of the word I have been able to find is from Holman’s Bible Dictionary which says, “Events which unmistakably involve an immediate and powerful action of God designed to reveal His character or purposes.”  If we go with that definition then we are looking at something that reveals His character or purpose.  That means that Jesus had a particular purpose in mind when He healed this man.

If His purpose was to impress the religious leaders, then He probably would have cleared the pool of sick people.  That would certainly impress me.  I also know that all of Jesus’ miracles involved some expression of faith on the part of someone present on the scene, usually the person being healed.  The miracle described in the 5th chapter of John certainly qualified in that area.  I can’t imagine the faith the man had in order to rise up and walk after 38 years of crawling.  There are those who would say that he probably felt different and that caused him to give walking a try.  All you have to do is to read the whole chapter and you will see the seed of his faith begin to sprout and grow.  So perhaps this man was the only one at the pool who had the faith to be healed.  Granted there were a lot of people of faith at the pool that day, but their faith was in the moving of the water, not in the God who made the water in the first place.

There is also the argument that God is more interested in what we will become than what we are today.  Truthfully, I have always taken a great deal of comfort in that argument.  Though I usually take more comfort after I have failed Him in some way.  If I accept that argument as to why this particular man was healed, I would have to do so on faith because we don’t know who he was or what he did after John 5.

Actually, my feeling is the answer may lie in any of these possibilities, but ultimately it all comes down to the fact that it’s God who is in charge and not me.  This man was hand picked by God for this special event.  I doubt that he particularly deserved to be the one chosen.  It’s just that God chose him.

Some people have a real problem with the whole sovereignty issue.  The real problem usually surrounds a time when God didn’t choose to heal them.  Deep in their heart they are thinking, “How could God refuse such a reasonable request from such a great person as me?”  Of course from the Bible, we understand that there isn’t any person alive who is worthy of receiving anything from God except judgment.  That’s because we all fall short as Paul said in Romans 3:23.  It’s only by His grace that we receive anything from God, and that grace is given at God’s pleasure not our own.

When we view God, it is absolutely imperative that we begin to see our lives from His perspective.  While it is true that He loves those who are His children, sometimes we have a bit different perspective when it comes to what is truly good for us.  We think God should care only about my comfort and happiness.  Unfortunately that view is never taught in the entire Bible.  If we remember that it is God’s purpose to make us tools that He can use to do will, then His workings through us take on a whole new perspective.  Sharpening a tool for use can cause the tool a bit of pain, but the process is necessary if the tool is going to effectively do the job at hand.  Perhaps you are going through a particularly rough patch right now.  Sometimes it helps to remember that God is in control of all things and that the end result of all of our pain is to make us into something that God can use for His eternal purpose.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Think of times when God has sharpened you, how are you now different?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 11th

There Has to be Rules for the Sabbath

John 5: 9-13

If you’re not of Jewish persuasion, what happens next in our story about the events John covers in the 5th chapter of his gospel really gets strange.  Imagine a scene about a man, who had not been able to walk for 38 years, walking around carrying his bed.  Now imagine a Jewish Leader accusing him of doing illegal work on the Sabbath.  What is wrong with this picture?  Is there anyone out there who would honestly believe that carrying his bed was anything other than pure joy for this man?  Before we go too far, open your Bible and read John 5:9-13.  It will only take you a minute.

No one argues with the fact that God set up a system to give man a day of rest each week.  If you read Genesis 2:2, 3 it tells us that God specifically set aside the seventh day as a day that is holy.  Now the original meaning of the word “Sabbath” is to be set apart.  The day was meant to be special.  When God gave Moses the tablets containing His law, it said, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God.  On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates.”  The issue, over the years, was always about what constitutes work.  It was there that the Jewish Scribe stepped into his role as the nation’s legal expert and set up a series of oral traditions about what did and did not count as work.  By Jesus’ day, the rules were extremely strict.  For example, one of the priests would blow the Sabbath trumpet at sundown each Friday night.  He was required to immediately put the trumpet down at his feet, for to carry it would be considered work.  Even the act of carrying an invalid into the Pool of Bethesda on the Sabbath would have been considered a violation of the Law, unless that person was in immediate danger of his life.

Do you notice the conflict here?  According to Jewish Law at the time, it was a clear violation for this man to be carrying his bed, yet the Son of God had given him clear instructions to do just that.  The only conclusion that I can come up with is that somewhere along the line, the Jewish legal tradition got a bit off track.  Actually the conflict rises out of ones definition of the nature of work.  For example, if you were to define work as that which you did to put a roof over your head and food on the table, then this man clearly was not doing work.  If you defined the term as including even minor human effort, then he was a violator.

Jesus will have a lot to say about what God meant by His command to rest on the Sabbath.  The Bible records Jesus healing on the Sabbath seven different times.  Each time Jesus takes the opportunity to teach those present what God meant when He directed that they should keep the Sabbath holy.  I have always found it important to listen when Jesus says anything, but when He is talking about what God meant, it becomes especially important.

The real issue that arises out of today’s reading is the difference between a living faith and a dead religion.  Dead religion cared more about man made rules than about God who healed a crippled man.  Rules are all about power and authority.  He who makes the rules has the power and authority.  Those whose only job is to obey the rules don’t have any power or authority.  For someone to challenge such man made rules, they challenge the power and authority of those who believe it is their right to enforce those rules.  Where there are man’s rules that must be obeyed, sometimes love and good lose their meaning.  Since Jesus, the strict rules were replaced by a relationship of love and respect.  My relationship with God must be such that I follow Him, obey Him and serve Him.  For me to disobey what the Father tells me is something I would not readily do.  Do you see the difference?  What you have to ask yourself is, would you rather participate in a living faith or a dead religion?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you believe you faith to be living or is it dead?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 12th

So You Think You’re God, Prove it

John 5: 16-21
In my life, I have met a lot of self-important people.  I meet them all the time.  They’re the ones trying to drive into my backseat on the highway.  They’re the ones who cut into line as it to say, “I’m too important to stand in line.”  Yet none of them compare with Jesus Christ.  In today’s scripture, Jesus is claiming to be God.  Now that is an audacious claim to say the least.  As Josh McDowell wrote it in “Evidence That Demands a Verdict,” either he was a liar, a raving lunatic or, just possibly, He might be telling the truth.  Open your Bible and read John 5: 16-47.  Do you see why the Jewish leadership was trying to do away with Jesus?  This section of scripture gives us a couple of reasons.  The first we talked about yesterday, Jesus broke their Sabbath rules.  The second would be that Jesus had a habit of calling God His own Father.

Here we see Jesus gives His audience nine proofs that He is who He says He is.  I suppose a couple would have been enough for me, but these people were a real stubborn bunch.  They needed more proof, so Jesus gave it to them.  The first proof was that He claimed to be equal with God.  Look at verses 17 and 18 of the chapter.  Now on first glance, there is nothing there that I would find offensive.  That’s because I don’t think like a first century Jew.  They would never refer to the God of Abraham as “my Father.”  They might talk about “our Father.”  Here Jesus was claiming that He had such a relationship with God that He was able to refer to Him as His own Father, but also that the work Jesus did was exactly what God, the Father, would do if He were standing right there.

The second proof can be found in verse 19.  Jesus claimed a perfect obedience to God.  Notice here that Jesus claims that He never acted independently from God.  You never see Jesus “doing His own thing.”  In other words, Jesus acted, at all times, in the very nature and character of Almighty God.   Is that a lesson for all of us in the nature of obedience and how short of it we come?

So, if to further prove His point, Jesus goes on in verse 20 to let his audience know that God loves Him so much that He shows Jesus everything He does now and in the future.  Let that one roll around your mind for a while.  So is Jesus saying that He knew at that point early in His ministry everything that was going to transpire right up to His death on the cross?  Yes, I believe that is exactly what Jesus means here.  Who else would God do that for, except His only Son?

For His fourth proof, Jesus really gets into some theologically heavy ground.  Take a look at verse 21.  There would have been no controversy with the idea that God has the power to raise the dead, unless you were a Sadducee.  The controversy came about in the minds of those present that Jesus also had that power and authority.

So are you convinced that Jesus is who He said He is, or do we go on?  Actually, tomorrow we are going on anyway.
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Who do you believe Jesus to be?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 13th

So You Think You’re God, Prove it, Part 2

John 5: 22-47

I’m glad to have you back.  We are looking at nine proofs that Jesus made in John 5: 16-47 that He is God.  We are at number 5, which can be found in verse 22, where Jesus claims to have been given the power to judge mankind.  Think about all of the attributes that God has which would enable Him to be a fair and impartial judge; wisdom, all knowledge, God knowing our very thoughts and motives, His justice, His mercy, and His power.  In order for Jesus to be the same type of judge, He must have every one of those attributes.  For were Jesus to fail at any point, He would fail to be as good a judge as God would be.  Yet, that is exactly what Jesus is claiming in this short sentence.

So, on to number 6, Jesus has the authority to determine each man’s eternal destiny.  Take a look at verse 24 and read slowly what it says.  Every person in that crowd was taught that the only way to please God and to gain something after death was through Moses.  They believed that the answer to all of life could be found in the Mosaic Law.  Can you imagine how radical Jesus’ statement in verse 24 would have been to these people?  It would be like someone walking up to you and throwing your whole world upside down.  Jesus is claiming that He is greater than even Moses.  He is claiming that it is His word that leads to eternal life.  In my book, only God has the power and the authority to do that.

Now Jesus moves on to claim that He is the source of life (see verse 25 and 26).  It says clearly in the first 2 chapters in Genesis that it was God who breathed life into everything that lives on planet Earth.  With these words, Jesus is telling those around Him that God, the Father, has given that power over to Him.  Jesus has the power to give life to the dead.  Now you have to remember, he hadn’t raised anyone from the dead yet at the time He spoke these words.  I can imagine these words would come back to haunt these people when Jesus actually raised the dead to life.

What are we up to now, number 8, I believe.  If you read verse 27, you see that Jesus again claims the authority to judge, but He adds something.  He calls Himself the Son of Man.  Jesus does that whenever He wants to emphasize his humanness.  You might miss His point of you don’t stop to think about it.  Jesus is saying that He came down to Earth as a man, who was tempted just like each one of us and didn’t fail to follow all that God wanted of Him.  Can you see where that might make His judgment a little bit more effective than a God who just sat in heaven and never had to endure a flat tire on Monday morning?  What excuse can a person have when they are confronted with someone who endured what they endure and didn’t sin?

For Jesus’ final proof that He is God, take a look at verses 28-30.  It’s once again about the judgment, but it also adds another few pieces to the puzzle.  Do you notice that it is by the very voice of God that the dead will be raised on the last day?  The second thing I notice is that no one will be left out.  This will be the ultimate “all skate.”  At the end of time, every person who has ever walked on this planet is going to have to stand before Jesus Christ.

Now as I said earlier, this entire speech that Jesus gives is easy to say, but not so easy to do.  It all comes down to this; if Jesus is who He says He is, then the things that He does must be consistent with the things that God does.  If there is any deviation from that model, then Jesus is either a liar or a lunatic, to quote Josh McDowell.  My whole point in writing this devotional is that by the end of your time with me, you will have absolutely no doubts as to the truth of who Jesus is.  You may have a great many doubts as to the truthfulness of Jesus’ claims here.  All I ask is that you keep right on reading and see where you are at the end.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How has your opinion of Jesus changed since yesterday?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 14th

Do You Have What it Takes?

As we arrive at the place in Jesus’ ministry where He gives people the opportunity to leave everything and follow Him, we have to ask the question that makes up the title of today’s reading.  What if it were you that Jesus approached?  Do you have what it takes to leave everything that this world has to offer behind to spend time with the master?  I suppose everyone who takes their relationship with Jesus seriously, would have loved to sit at the master’s feet for even one afternoon.  Imagine what insight to life you would have received.  Imagine the things that you would have seen.  Yet I have to believe there is more to discipleship than sitting around contemplating the vastness of the universe.  As I ponder today’s question, I have to ask, “What is a disciple anyway?”  If I am to spend any time contemplating the possibility of leaving everything behind then I have to know what I am getting myself into, don’t I?

As I said earlier, Jesus called His disciples in 3 different stages.  The first occurred the day He arrived back from spending forty days in the wilderness being tempted by Satan.  At that point, He called 6 disciples to accompany Him for almost the first year of ministry.  He began to pour His life into Peter, Andrew, James, Nathaniel, Phillip and finally John.  They were there and probably drank the wine He made at Cana.  They overheard His discussion with a Pharisee named Nicodemus.  They were off getting food when Jesus had a discussion with a woman at a well in Samaria.  Yet even after all of those experiences and all of the teaching that must have happened while walking along the roads of Israel, these men eventually left Him to go back to their jobs and families.

Jesus knew that if His church was to survive, someone would have to carry the torch after He had returned to heaven.  In John 17: 14, during Jesus’ great prayer that makes up that chapter, He says that He had given these men the word that has come from God.  In other words, He had given His disciples the keys to life.  There is now no excuse for men to walk around in ignorance when it comes to the God who created them.  They had the “word.”  The time would come when they had to share it, but first they had to hear it.

According to Easton’s Bible Dictionary, the term, disciple, was sometimes applied to the followers of John the Baptist (Mat 9:14), and of the Pharisees (Mat 22:16), but most people associate the word with twelve of the followers of Christ.  A disciple of Christ is one who believes His doctrine, rests on His sacrifice, imbibes His spirit, and imitates His example.  All that is required to be a disciple is that they be a well calked cistern that doesn’t leak.  I bet you never thought of yourself that way.  If you believe that the Bible is the Word of God, then isn’t it important for you to read it, absorb it and not leak it, in the sense of having some of that precious truth fall uselessly to the ground?

Finally, disciples are imitators.  Disciples are taught that the ultimate end of all things is that they become like Jesus Christ.  If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then disciples must sincerely flatter the creator of the universe.  To be sure this imitation is a process, not an event.  Disciples will spend a lifetime trying to be like Jesus.  They do it even though there are very few times they will actually achieve it.  Disciples do it because Jesus has given them something of great value and they want to show their gratitude.
So I have to ask the question again, do you have what it takes to be a disciple of Jesus Christ?  Are you willing to leave it all in order to follow Him?  What if it means taking up your cross?  I know what you are thinking; is it worth it?  I think so, but that is a question that you will have to answer on your own.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you believe you have what it takes to be a disciple of Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 15th

Second Call

Luke 5: 1-11

Hello, my name is Cephas.  You probably wouldn’t know me if I passed you on the street, especially by that name.  If I gave you the name by which my master called me, you might remember me.  You see, He called me “Rock.”  I’m not sure why He called me that.  I certainly wasn’t a rock on the day He approached me while I was going about my morning routine after a night of fishing.  I can remember it like it was yesterday.  It had been a stormy night, the kind where you wonder if you will make it safely back to shore.  In my business you have to endure many nights like that.  The Sea of Galilee tends to get a bit stormy, and if you have been out on it as many times as I have, you will get caught every so often.  I have known a lot of my friends who didn’t make it back.  They became food for the very fish that we had tried to catch last night.

Anyway, we had the boats pulled up on shore.  My brother, Andrew, and I were tossing the nets out onto the water in order to remove all of the pebbles that tend to get stuck in the nets.  Our partners, James and John were mending the holes in the net that had developed that night.  You can’t catch fish in a holey net.  This is the life that I have known since I can remember.  Fishing is a good life.  There is just something honest about pitting yourself against nature every night to bring in a catch.  The job was very lucrative too.  There is no shortage of people who will buy my catch.  Fish is such an important part of the diet around here that the country actually has to import them to supply all of the demand.

Well, they’re going to have to import a lot of fish if tonight’s catch is any indication.  Last night was pathetic!  I mean it was beyond pathetic.  It was not even enough to fill a small basket.  We were just getting done when up walks Jesus.  I knew Him, of course.  I spent almost a year following Him.  Sure I had seen some amazing miracles, but we had spent 4 months in the Jordan Valley just baptizing people; day after day dipping folks into the water.  It does get a little old after while.  So when our group got back into Galilee, I dropped out and went back to fishing.  At least when I dipped fishing nets into the water, I could haul up something I could sell.

Now Jesus has the audacity to ask me to throw out my net into the harbor.  I mean I had just finished cleaning the dumb thing!  After the night we had, the only thing I wanted to throw was my body into my bed.  Yet in the short time I had been with Jesus, I had learned that He was a man of His word.  He told me that if I tossed the net, there would be fish there.  I suppose those fish had to be somewhere.  They sure weren’t any of the places that I tried last night.  So my brother and I row a bit out from shore and give the net a good heave.  What happened next is still a blur.  I just remember the net was so full of fish that I had a hard time pulling it back in the boat.  The load just about sank my boat.

I remember getting back to the shore, sinking to my knees, and asking Jesus to leave me alone.  You see, I just didn’t feel that I was worth His time.  I had given up doing what was great for a series of endless nights tossing a net from my boat.  I had abandoned the eternal to grasp the immediate.  Of what use would I ever be to someone like Jesus.  At the point where I was at my lowest, Jesus lifted me up, dusted me off and told me that I would still be a fisherman and follow Him.  It’s just the nature of my catch that had to change.  From now on, I would be going after men, not slimy fish.

How about you?  Have you ever followed the route in life that Peter followed?  He was drawn to the familiar like a moth to a flame.  To follow Jesus takes you out of your comfort zone.  It is unfamiliar territory.  It stretches you.  There are times when you have to ask yourself if it is worth it to trade the immediate for the eternal.  It is during times of doubting that you have to make sure that you are quiet and can hear the voice of God.  It is during those times of doubting that you can sense God telling you that you can affect the eternal.  It is during those times of doubting that you come to understand that the life that Jesus calls you to is truly worth it.  It is during those times of doubting that you truly realize that there is more to life than just getting up and going to work in the morning.  There is just something truly satisfying about being about Jesus’ agenda if you are willing to pay the price to obtain it.  Discipleship is worth the cost.
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What if Jesus called me out of my comfort zone, would I go?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 16th

Synagogue Teaching

Mark 1: 21-28

Open up your Bible and turn to Mark 1: 21-28.  As you read this passage, there are several things that will strike you as being a bit unusual, at least they did me.  Jesus has entered the synagogue at Capernaum.  Now Capernaum sits at the north part of the Sea of Galilee and was a major town in Galilee.  Peter, Andrew, James and John all lived there, so it was a natural headquarters for Jesus’ ministry.  Notice how Jesus enters the Synagogue on the Sabbath and begins to teach the people.  I suppose He had developed such a reputation by that time that all of the people would want to hear what He had to say.

Mark describes the reaction of the people as amazed in the New International Version, the King James uses the word, astonished, to describe the Greek word that Mark actually wrote.  If you look up actual the Greek word in the Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words by W. E. Vine, you will find that it is an extremely powerful word that literally means to be struck in the mind.  The picture the word draws is to be so astonished at what you see or hear that your mouth drops open and your mind refuses to wrap around what you have just heard.  Jesus was actually teaching them about God.  It was not like their rabbis had taught them.  There were no references to great rabbis of the past.  There were no references to empty ceremonies that you have done all your life.  Jesus taught as if no one had ever uttered the ideas that came out of His mouth.

The second thing I noticed in this passage was where the demon possessed man was when he spoke out.  He was right there in church.  Perhaps he was even a member of that synagogue.  Most people I know don’t want to acknowledge that Satan comes to church.  This passage demonstrates that he does visit, though not to become spiritually edified.  No, he generally comes to disrupt things.  True to form, Satan interrupts Jesus’ teaching with loud proclamations as to who He was.  Do you notice that Jesus immediately silences the man?  What objections could Jesus possibly have to someone declaring the truth as to who Jesus was?  The first objection would probably be the fact that the interruption came at the wrong time.  There have been times when I have been teaching, weaving my thoughts to a logical conclusion so that the class will be confronted with a critical truth they need to apply. It is at that moment that someone will invariably ask a totally unrelated question that is completely off the topic at hand.  I have always attributed that event to Satan being ever active in my class.  The second reason for Jesus’ objection was the fact that such great truths are not for the Sons of Satan to declare.  It is not the right for the sons of evil to proclaim the greatness of God, nor the glory of His Son.

Satan was silenced that day by Jesus casting him out of the man and out of the synagogue.  The passage says that it was with a violent shaking and loud shriek that the demon came out of the man.  It was such a dramatic event that it shook up more than the possessed man; it shook up everyone present.  No one had ever talked the way Jesus talked.  No one had ever done the things that Jesus did.

So, how about you?  When you read the gospels, do you find yourself more drawn to the dramatic events of Jesus’ life, or to His teaching?  It’s easy to be drawn to the dramatic.  Man has always had that tendency.  Just look at what is popular on television this year.  It’s never The Discovery Channel that has a show in the top 10 most popular television programs.  Next time you find yourself reading about Jesus, try to focus on what He is saying rather than what He is doing.  In the long run, you will be better off for it.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you tend to look at the events of Jesus’ life or what He said?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 17th

Love Thy Mother-in Law

Mark 1: 29-32

As Jesus returned from teaching in the synagogue, He came to Peter’s house and there was another opportunity for a miracle.  You can pick up the story in Mark 1: 29-32.  The issue at hand was the fact that Peter’s mother-in-law was sick with a fever.  The presence of a mother-in-law tells me that Peter was married.  Remember the Apostle Paul talked about some of the Apostles being married in his first letter to the Corinthian church when he said, “Don't we have the right to take a believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord's brothers and Cephas?”  

Luke’s gospel calls it a “high fever.”  Since Luke was a doctor by trade, I tend to take his description as accurate.  Now the Jewish Talmud had a cure for the kind of burning fever that this lady had.  It says to tie a knife, wholly made of iron, by a braid of hair to a thorn bush, in reference to Exodus 3:2-5.  Repeat for several successive days, then cut the thorn bush down while pronouncing some kind of magical formula and he fever would abate.  It would be an understatement to say that Jesus did not follow the Jewish Talmud in this case.  He merely bent over her and rebuked the fever and it left her.  The healing was so complete that she began to serve her guests.  I don’t know about you, but it takes me several days after having a fever to feel anything like I want to wait on tables.  This gives me the idea that the healing was total and complete; not only did her fever leave her, but her strength returned.

Jesus had to eat fast because it wasn’t long before the entire town had gathered outside the door.  One can only imagine the scene in Peter’s front yard.  The sick, the lame, the blind, the demon-possessed, all lying around waiting for Jesus to finish supper.  Can you imagine the job it would be to clean up after such a gathering?  At least you would like to think that they waited until evening to allow Jesus to eat, but it’s probably because it was still the Sabbath and so it would be illegal for them to carry a sick person through the streets of Capernaum until after sunset.

The picture that Mark gives is of the compassion that Jesus had towards these people.  You see no word of complaint on His lips.  He looked at these people as His own and rids them of all their illnesses.  It was as if the words of the prophet Isaiah were being fulfilled that very night when he said, “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.”  Now, I am quite sure there were a few words of complaint heard in town that evening.  If you happened to live in the house of any of the town physicians, you would have been a lot of complaining about all of the income that was lost.

We are living in a time when it is very popular for people to give large sums of money to solve the world’s ills.  Whether it is world hunger, the AIDS crisis, or just plain old poverty, there is a great outpouring of support for such projects.  While all of these lofty goals are to be commended, I wonder if we aren’t just losing the importance of what Jesus was doing.  We shouldn’t forget that there is also a spiritual side to people.  What good does it do to take care of an African orphan and take care of all of his physical needs, but never tell him there is a savior who loves him?  Yes, that orphan will live to grow up and perhaps live a fine life, and then what?  Throughout the gospels, we see Jesus never separated the physical from the spiritual.  He had compassion on the down cast.  He healed when the sick approached, but He also took the time to develop their faith in Him.  His healing was always complete; just like Peter’s mother-in-law.

Jesus’ example must stand as a beacon for all those who are part of His church today.  As He reached out to the disadvantaged of society, so must we.  As Jesus pointed those same disadvantaged people to the Kingdom of God, so must we.  It is never God’s plan to do one without the other.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you find it easy or difficult to reach out to the disadvantaged of society?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 18th

The Natural Order of Things

Mark 1: 35-39

I happen to be a morning person.  To those who are not blessed to be morning people and live in my household, I have learned to temper my AM enthusiasm.  As Solomon said, “If a man loudly blesses his neighbor early in the morning, it will be taken as a curse.”  So I try to temper my morning blue bird tendencies in deference to my family and those I come in contact with before 10 AM.  Anyway, it has always cheered me to know that Jesus was also a morning person.  He liked to get up really early in the morning.

Open your Bible to Mark 1: 35-39 and read what Jesus does after His evening of healing and miracles.  It says here that Jesus rose early in the morning, went off by Himself, and prayed.  Mark uses an interesting Greek word for morning.  His use of the word “proi” tells us that Jesus rose before dawn.  The word was used in classic Greek literature to describe something happing during the 3rd watch, or between 3 and 6 AM.  Jesus rose before the sun had broken the horizon in order to spend time alone with His Father.  There are other places in the gospels that tell us that this was a favorite time for Jesus to be alone with God.  It teaches us a valuable lesson.  Jesus was not merely a worker of miracles.  He was not just the greatest physician the world has ever seen.  Jesus, at whose words the demons obeyed, did not live a life of outward power, but of inward power.  It was His time alone with His Father that gave Him everything He needed to be about His Father’s business.

If you asked the average Christian to describe his prayer life, the answer is usually along the lines of, “I don’t spend enough time in prayer.”  Why do you suppose that is true?  If you were honest with yourself, would you admit that you just don’t give prayer enough priority in your life?  It is not that I come to you today with the attitude that I have this area all wired.  I have to admit to you that I struggle at times making prayer a priority in my life.  It’s those times when my prayer life takes a back seat, that I find my life more of a struggle than those times when prayer is the first thing I think about in my day.  How about you?  Do you need to make a commitment to God, right now, to begin every day in prayer?  If so, why not do it now?

So after Jesus finished praying, up walks Peter to tell Him that all of the people of Capernaum were looking for Him.  That is probably the greatest under-statement in the entire Bible.   Jesus had spent His evening ridding them of every kind of illness present in the town.  The fact that they were looking for Jesus was not surprising, yet they were not looking for the right reasons.  It’s at that point that Jesus tells the disciples that they were going on the road.  It was time for them to visit the other towns in Galilee.

What we have here is a shift in focus for Jesus.  There are several in the gospels, but this is a rather dramatic one.  At His first Passover, Jesus had presented His claims before the Jewish Leadership.  He had stayed nearby, in the Jordan Valley, hoping that the leadership would accept Him as Messiah and follow Him.  Not only did they fail to follow Him, but they were now openly criticizing Him.  Henceforth, Jesus separated Himself from that “rebellious generation,” and took His message to the common people.  From Capernaum, Jesus took His disciples down a new path that represented a new part of His work on earth.

It is the easiest thing in the world to stay in familiar surroundings.  That can be anything from a house to a ministry.  You’ve been there for years and the thought of moving causes a cold sweat to develop.  After all, you don’t know what the new will bring.  In the reading today, we sense that Jesus had been giving some definite marching orders from His Father.  It didn’t matter what success He had or what was left to be done.  God had spoken and it was now time to pitch the tents and get on the road.  That’s the way it has to be with a disciple of Jesus.  You have to go where He directs no matter how much sweat it causes.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you tend to go anywhere with Jesus or do you prefer to stay at home?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 19th

He Touched a Leper?

Mark 1: 40-45

As we continue our journey through the first chapter of Mark, we come to the only miracle recorded while Jesus and His followers journeyed through the other towns in Galilee.  The man in our story suffered from a disease called leprosy.  Now leprosy in those days was a generic term that could be applied to a number of skin diseases.  Early accounts show the word used to describe everything from psoriasis to true leprosy.  True leprosy is an extremely awful disease where the body, starting at the extremities, rots away.  There is nothing in verse 40 to indicate how severe this man’s disease was.  It isn’t really important to the story anyway.

In looking at the various remedies that were written by the rabbis of the time, leprosy cures were never mentioned.  The Old Testament refers to the disease as “moral death.”  According to Mosaic Law, the leper had to separate himself from society. With his clothing torn, his hair disheveled and the lower part of his face covered by clothing, he appeared as if he were going to his own burial.  To add to his burden, he was required to utter the word, “unclean,” whenever he approached people.  The original intent of this was to incite the nation to pray for him, yet it also caused him to feel as if he were an outcast.  If a leper so much as put his head into a dwelling, the entire place was considered to be unclean, and had to go through extensive purification ceremonies to be made clean again.  It was a requirement for a leper to stay at least 6 feet from any living person, but if he ventured upwind from you, it is doubtful that 6 feet would be enough.  Rabbi Meir wrote a long time ago that he would not even eat an egg bought on a street where a leper had walked.  Another rabbi boasted that he always threw stones at lepers to keep them far off.  Other writings of the time show prominent Jews hiding or simply running away from someone afflicted with leprosy.

So we come to Jesus.  Notice that the Leper seeks Jesus out.  As to what made him think Jesus could heal him, we do not know.  There was no precedent for such a healing, except Elisha healing Naaman in 2 Kings 5.  Yet the man probably heard about all the people Jesus had been healing and the fact is, he didn’t really have another alternative.  The other thing I notice in this story is Jesus’ motivation.  The Greek word Mark uses gives a picture of someone moved to the deepest part of ones internal organs.  It gives the idea of being so moved with compassion for the man that there was very little else that Jesus could have done.  To the complete shock of this man, Jesus reached out, touched him and uttered the words, “I will, be clean.”  I say shock because this was probably the first human touch this man had felt in a really long time.

Now comes something really strange.  Jesus commanded this man to say nothing but to go show himself to the priest as prescribed by Jewish Law.  If you want to understand what was required of both Jesus and this man, go to Leviticus, chapter 14, and read the first 8 verses.  It was Jesus intent here to obey the Law.  Unfortunately the man did not obey, and as a result, Jesus was unable to venture into town, but had to stay out in the wilderness area.  It is unclear why Jesus was kept out of the cities due to this man’s disobedience.  Some say that it was due to the increased popularity that would ensue.  After all, this healing had never been done before, and the miracle could easily drown out the message.  Others say that Jesus had touched the leper and would be considered to be unclean.

The point of this story is for us to view this episode as an example of the way Jesus dealt with His community.  Where others ran the other way, Jesus was filled with compassion.  Where others condemned, Jesus accepted.  Where others had no answer, Jesus solved the problem.  It is a tremendous example for each of us the next time we run into those who are considered the refuse of society.  What will you do the next time you are in that situation?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Are you a runner or do you stay the course?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 20th
A Scene of Contrasting People

Luke 5: 17-26

The remaining events of Jesus’ tour of the Galilean towns are not recorded in any of the gospels.  We now find him back in Capernaum.  The Gospel of Mark makes an interesting statement in that he says Jesus had come “home.”  Capernaum was a kind of home base for Jesus’ ministry during this time.  I have always thought that it was at Peter’s house that the event we will talk about today took place.  It would not be hard to imagine this house as being one of the larger, middle class homes in town.  Peter was a successful businessman in a lucrative trade.  Open your Bible to Luke 5: 17-26 and read the story.  There was a large crowd present, and as was usually the case, we have several groups of people in the crowd, each with their own agenda.

First we have the religious leaders, made up of Pharisees and Scribes.  Luke tells us they came from every town around Capernaum and even some had arrived from Judea in the south.  Since Judea was 60 miles, as the crow flies, and many more if you walked, we can assume that these men had been sent here with a mission.  We know that opposition to Jesus had already been building in Jerusalem.  It is not hard to imagine these men were sent to Capernaum to build a case against Jesus.  Their task would have been to gather evidence and report back to the Sanhedrin all that they had seen and heard.

Next we have the crowds.  We all know why they were present.  They came for the show.  Now, I suppose if you were to ask them, they would tell you that it was His teaching that captivated them, and I suppose on some level that would be true, but to see someone healed miraculously right before you eyes, well that was exciting.  Still, it could be said that the crowd was there for what they could get out of Jesus.

The same could be said of the man who was healed of his paralysis.  I can’t imagine how it would be to be constantly dependent upon the kindness of friends for your very survival.  We are not told how long this man had been in this condition.  This story can be seen in Matthew, Mark and Luke and no one tells much about his condition.  Perhaps he had recently had an accident, or maybe he was born that way.  We are not told.

The scene also contains a remarkable story about four faithful friends who carried the man to the feet of Jesus.  We are not told about the relationship that had built up among these five men, but we understand that it was strong.  In my experience such relationships are built over long periods of time.  These four men were obviously of a kind who would give everything, even their dignity, for their friend.  Since they didn’t know in advance they would need rope and tackle that day, we can only assume that they would have used materials at hand, the very belts that held their outer robes in place.  Now we are not sure what they were wearing underneath.  Hopefully it was not too embarrassing.  We also understand that these men were innovative thinkers.  When they saw an obstacle, they didn’t let it defeat them, they just found another way.

Finally, we see Jesus.  The story always begins and ends with Jesus.  There is no doubt He knew the people who were in the room with Him.  Yet He doesn’t attack.  He goes about the mission the Father had given Him before the world began.  I suppose when you keep your mission in front of your eyes, and look on things with God’s perspective, it’s not hard to keep from getting caught up in distractions.

So which of these groups of people represent you?  Some reading this piece today go to church regularly, some once in a blue moon.  Some seek God out when they are in trouble.  They keep Him only to get something that no one else can give.  That’s OK.  What’s important is that you came.  It’s at this point, however, it would be wise for you to stop looking for the miracle and focus on the man.  His message is just too important for you to miss out.  The future that He has for you is too wonderful to let it pass you by.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Which of the people described today represents you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 21st
Who Does This Guy Think He is?

Luke 5: 17-26

My name is Isaiah Ben Abraham and I am a Pharisee by belief and a servant of the Sanhedrin.  I was sent to Capernaum for the purpose of gathering information about this new teacher who has been stirring up so much trouble for our country.  You see the Sanhedrin has a very delicate balancing act to do.  It has to keep true to the Law of Moses and the traditions of our forefathers.  It also has to placate our pagan rulers in Rome.  No, I have to tell you, it is not an easy task.  So here I am in the home of one of this imposter’s disciples.  I’m here with some of my brother Pharisees and a bunch of Scribes.  I am not sure why they sent Scribes.  After all, it is the Pharisee who actually lives the entire law and all of the oral traditions.  The Scribes, well, if you can’t live it, you can at least teach it.

So here we are listening to this guy teach about something He obviously has no formal training in.  The problem is the people in the building are actually buying it.  So I am busy taking notes when I start to feel dirt falling on my head.  At first, it was barely noticeable but then it really gets distracting.  Eventually I just have to look up and see if the guy’s roof is starting to cave in on my head.  What I see is truly remarkable.  Where there was a roof a moment ago, there is now a big hole.  I see four guys up there lowering some guy on a mat down through the hole in the roof.  All of a sudden dozens of hands lift up toward the sky to grab onto the mat to steady it and see it safely to the floor below.

This guy was obviously afflicted with some malady.  His legs looked like two shriveled lumps.  They looked like they couldn’t possibly hold him upright.  That was probably why he didn’t walk in the front door like the rest of us.  Then, I looked into his eyes and saw a mixture of fear and hope.  It was eerie the way he just looked at Jesus, oblivious to the commotion that he had just caused.  I mean he was interrupting my mission here.  All I wanted to do was to get home and take a bath to wash off all of the humanity that was touching me.

What Jesus did next puzzled me at first, but then I could feel the anger within me swell.  He told the guy, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.”  I mean, who does this guy, think He is?  All my life I have believed that only God can forgive sin.   Does Jesus think He is as big as God?  His statement is blasphemy, pure and simple.  I’m thinking we now have our case against Jesus all wrapped up in a pretty package.  Almost at the moment I was thinking these thoughts, Jesus says, “Why are you thinking these things in your hearts?  Which is easier: to say, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up and walk'?  But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.”  At that point Jesus says to the paralyzed man, "I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home."  Suddenly, the man’s legs appear to change right in front of my eyes; what were once shriveled lumps became whole limbs.  The man got off the mat and started walking around the room.  I have never seen anything like this in my life.  My heart was so confused at that moment that I completely forgot my mission and got caught up in the joy of the moment.  The entire room was celebrating this man’s joy right along with him.

The Pharisee in our story had the question all wrong.  Even today, it is not about, “Who does He think He is?”  Jesus knows exactly who He is.  Read the gospels.  You will never see any confusion about the issue.  There is not a single statement that Jesus ever made to the contrary.  He said He was God.  The true question every person must ask in the deep recesses of their heart would be who do you say Jesus is?  Jesus demonstrated His authority to forgive sin, as only God can do, by doing a miracle right in front of even the staunchest skeptics that they had to admit could only have come from God.  It would probably be a good thing for some of you to take Jesus’ claims to heart right about now.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What are you going to do with Jesus’ claims?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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March 22nd

Matthew, the Mokhsa

Matt. 9: 9

The three synoptic gospels all give much abbreviated descriptions of the calling of Matthew.  They basically state that Matthew, or Levi in the Gospel of Mark, was sitting at his booth when Jesus called him.  They also record that Matthew left his former life without question or hesitation.  So turn in your Bible to Matthew 9: 9 for the short description that Matthew gave about his own calling to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.

The narrative is short because the gospel writers would have assumed their audience had a very good idea of Matthew’s profession prior to being a disciple.  Unfortunately, 20 centuries later, it gets a bit lost.  Ancient Roman documents tell us there were two types of tax collectors that were employed to keep the government’s coffers full.  The first was called a Gabbai.  A Gabbai collected the regular dues like the ground, income and toll taxes.  These taxes were set by law and were generally not in dispute.  Matthew was a member of another class of tax collectors called a Mokhsa.  Roman law read that there was a tax on all exports and imports, everything bought and sold, bridge taxes, road taxes, harbor and town dues.  Now a Mokhsa had to pay Rome an annual license fee and had to kick back the taxes that they collected, at least those taxes that they cared to report to Rome.  The reality is that the Mokhsa became extremely inventive when it came to taxation.  Historic records show them collecting taxes on animals, axels, wheels, pedestrians, admission to markets, crossing of a river, and various licenses.  Actually history has not preserved records of all of the inventive ways that they used to extract money from the population.

Imagine yourself on a long journey and you run into a Mokhsa on the road.  You would have to stop, unload all of your pack animals and open all of the packages for inspection.  After you paid the taxes demanded, you got to repack all of your belongings and rejoin the journey, only to run into another Mokhsa down the road where the routine would begin again.  You get the idea that the Mokhsa was not a popular individual, especially when you consider that the Jews seriously challenged Rome’s right to collect taxes in general.  In fact, to the Jew, the Mokhsa would socially rank below gentiles and pond scum.  That’s the way they saw it. 

So you have to ask yourself, why would Jesus choose someone who would automatically put him at odds with Jewish prejudice?  Such a choice is even more alarming when you consider how Jesus usually treated those of higher rank and power in Israel.  The answer lies in the fact that Jesus was always looking at the heart attitude of a person, not outward appearances.  He was in direct conflict with rabbinic thinking of His day.  The rabbi believed that you must first make a man penitent of his sin and then welcome him to God.  Jesus tended to welcome the sinner and introduce him to God; understanding that once in the presence of a Holy God, the sinner will become penitent.  Do you see the difference?

Jesus gives us a tremendous example to follow.  Christian author, Chuck Colson tells that in his early years as a Christian, he smoked cigarettes.  Too many people take the stand that Chuck should have quit his smoking before accepting Jesus.  As he tells it, Chuck soon came under the conviction that he needed to quit and by then he had the power of the Holy Spirit to give him the strength.  All too often, we take offense at sin, shake our finger and walk the other way.  Perhaps a better way would be for us to introduce our friends to Jesus Christ and let Him take care of the sin issue.  After all, isn’t it the job of the Holy Spirit to convict the world of sin?  I can’t see anywhere in the Bible where God has given that job over to His children.  Even though there are those who believe the pointing out of sin is their right, that view is just not supported anywhere in the Bible.  To my thinking, it is always unwise to take over a job that God has reserved for Himself.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you prefer to judge sin or the sinner?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 23rd
Hangin’ With the Sinners

Matt. 9: 10-13

Those who know me will testify to the fact that I bristle at those who take Bible verses out of context and try to use them to justify their own prejudices.  Now most people who do this, do not have an evil intent, it’s just that they have never taken the time to fully investigate what the Bible actually says.  They just heard it and it sounded good to them.  One of those phrases that will get my back up goes something like this, “The Bible says that we are to avoid all semblance of evil.”  I can almost feel my blood pressure rise just in typing the phrase.  Let’s set the record straight, talk about Matthew’s party and then draw our application for today.

First, the Bible never makes that statement, nor does it teach what people think it teaches.  The verse about avoiding all semblance of evil is actually found in 1 Thessalonians 5: 22.  Why not turn in your Bible and read this verse.  Now before you close your Bible, read the entire paragraph by reading verses 19-21.  What subject was Paul addressing when he wrote the letter?  He was talking about the fact that there is warfare that goes on every day between good spirits from God and evil spirits that come from Satan.  His teaching is that we are to cling to the good spirits and avoid the evil spirits like the plague.  Paul does not teach that the Christian is to avoid every place where someone in the world might possibly think sin might be occurring.  If you hold to the “avoid all semblance of evil” position, you would have been standing right behind the Pharisees in Matthew 9:11, and pointing your boney finger at Jesus and accusing Him of a serious violation of the Law.  In fact, if you think the Bible teaches to stay away from anything that resembles sin, you would have had a problem with most of Jesus’ ministry.

As I step down from my soap box, let’s get on with our story from yesterday as it is found in Matthew 9:9-13.  Matthew, in his humility, has given us just the bare facts about his own conversion.  One has to suspect that Matthew had made his decision about Jesus long before that day.  He just hadn’t put shoe leather to it.  So what did Matthew do on his first day as a disciple?  He threw a party.  He invited all of his friends to his house for a lavish spread.  Now given that tax collectors were some of the wealthiest people in all of Israel, this house must have been something.  We can imagine the gathering of people was most impressive.  The crowd that came to the party was Matthew’s colleagues, other tax collectors.  In those days, tax collectors hung around together because no one else came near them.  Matthew wanted his friends to make the same decision about Jesus that he had made.  So he brought the two together.

From all outward appearances, this gathering was absolutely scandalous.  The tax collectors present did gain some respectability to be seen in the company of Jesus.  To the rest of Israel, this mixture of people was absolutely unacceptable.  I find it interesting that the Pharisees went to the disciples with their complaint and not to Jesus.  I think they did so for a couple of reasons.  The first is they probably already knew what Jesus’ response would be.  After all, Jesus didn’t keep secrets.  He generally spoke His mind on things.  The second reason would be to try to drive a wedge between master and disciple.  If they could place seeds of doubt amongst the disciples, they might germinate some day and destroy the group.  Jesus did not let that happen but instead intervened with a great illustration, “It is not the healthy who need a physician, but the sick.”

So where do you stand in all of this?  Are you so worried about outward appearances that it affects your effectiveness for Christ?  If you saw your pastor walking out of a bar at night, how would you handle it?  To be sure, there must be a difference in behavior for someone who follows Jesus, but that same Jesus went to where the sinners hung out.  If Jesus thought there would be people in that bar who needed to gain entry into the Kingdom of God, that’s exactly where He would be.  Jesus was more concerned about the lost entering the kingdom than with His own reputation in the community.  Can you say the same thing?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What attitudes do you need to change?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 24th

To Fast or Not to Fast?

Matt. 9: 14-17

As we continue our journey in Matthew chapter 9, we come to verse 14 where Matthew recounts a visit from John’s disciples with a question that they had about fasting.  For those reading along, our scripture today is Matthew 9: 14-17.  One can understand the confusion in the minds of John’s disciples.  They were like a ship without a rudder.  Their leader was in jail.  They tried to carry on as they had in the past, but it just wasn’t the same.  Now they see their rival group eating, drinking and being merry.  The question they pose is a natural one.

In order to better understand the question and Jesus’ response, it is necessary to look at fasting as it was practiced at the time.  Remember that context is important when looking at anything in the Bible.  This is no exception.  In Jesus’ time both the Jewish nation and John’s disciples viewed fasting the same way.  It was seen as an outward sign of some religious duty.  Where the two groups differed was in their inward view of the practice.

The Jewish leadership supported an annual fast on the Day of Atonement.  This was prescribed by Moses in Leviticus 23:31.  By the time of Zechariah, the nation fasted for one day during the fourth, fifth, seventh and tenth months each year.  If you were truly devoted to Judaism, you also fasted twice a week on Mondays and Thursdays when the temple was in session.  
John’s disciples would have fasted for a completely different reason.  In order to understand the disciples of John, you have to go back to John’s message.  John the Baptist spoke a lot about repentance.  His message attempted to convince people that they were on the wrong path and they better do some walking to get back on the right path or God was coming to get them.  Do you remember his metaphor that the axe was laid at the root of the tree ready to cut it down?  With such a message to bring, is it any wonder that John’s disciples would be a bit melancholy, mournful and unsatisfied?  There was nothing positive about the message John brought.  They knew only what was wrong with society and the world at large.  Also remember that they wore coarse garments and frequented lonely desolate regions, living as hermits in protest to their times.  Their message would have left them anxious, dispirited by John’s arrest, and generally depressed; it is no wonder that they spent their time in fasting.

Jesus gives John’s disciples one familiar example and two parables to explain why His disciples did not follow their lead.  His point in all of them was that there is a law of congruity when it comes to fasting and other matters.  He taught that the outward acts of devotion to God should correspond to the condition of one’s mind.  There should be no attempt made to force acts or habits on others out of some religious right or duty.  In other words, if God directs or you feel you need to stop eating for a time in order to get closer to Him, then do it.  The whole point of the cloth and wineskins is that the old forms of life and religion were not going to handle to new spirit.  If you try to make the new fit into the old, it will break and you will lose both.  The good news is that Jesus came to show us a different path; one that could not be contained by the inflexible structure that Judaism had become.

Our lesson today lies in two areas.  First, the church cannot afford for its structure to get in the way of Christ’s gospel.  For when a church becomes rigid in its rules and practices, that church will break and lose the spirit of God that brought it together in the first place.  It will become just another dead religion.  The second lesson is directed at those people for whom fasting have become something to do because everyone else seems to be doing it.  The next time you fast, remember the law of congruity.  Fast when you are so desperate for a word from God that eating becomes unimportant; and stop fasting when He gives you the answer that you seek.  That is the kind of fasting that Jesus taught us to do.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Why do you fast?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 25th

The Sabbath is for Man

Mark 2: 23-28

Travel back over to Mark’s gospel, the 2nd chapter, and read verses 23 to 28.  Here is another example of Jesus redefining what God meant in His command to honor the Sabbath.  As we discussed earlier when we were in John 5, the Jews had an extremely strict view on what constituted work on the Sabbath.  They had surrounded the Sabbath with a set of strict rules that governed all Jewish behavior done on that particular day of the week.  

I can remember a seminar that I took years ago when the seminar leader was explaining that it was unlawful for a Jew to spit in the dirt on the Sabbath.  The leader went on to explain that if a Jew spat in the dirt, someone might come by and slip in the spittle.  Now I have to tell you that this wasn’t a safety issue.  The very act of slipping might cause some dirt to be dislodged from the ground, which would constitute plowing; and everyone knows it is not lawful to farm on the Sabbath.  Now I didn’t grow up in first century Israel, so I cannot verify the validity of that particular prohibition, but it is consistent with other rules from that time that I have seen.  

There is no dispute that the disciples did violate the Jewish Law in picking corn to eat for breakfast.  Yes I know the translation you might be reading says wheat, but look up the Greek word Mark used.  It’s corn.  Anyway, the surprising thing about this story was that Jesus did not rebuke His disciples, but actually defended them from some Pharisees who were continuing to follow the group.  Jesus cited a section in 1 Samuel 21: 1-6 where David and his men had actually entered into the Tabernacle and had eaten the showbread, which was unlawful for anyone to eat apart from the Jewish priesthood.  The show bread was also called the Bread of Presence.  It was set up by God as a symbol of His presence.  After this bread was replaced each Sabbath, it was then eaten only by the priests.  Yet here was David, a man after God’s own heart, entering into the Tabernacle and feeding his men on this bread.  Jesus doesn’t condemn David for his actions any more than the Jewish rabbis of His time.

So what is Jesus trying to teach us here?  I think the lesson lies in verse 27.  The point of the Sabbath is man.  God’s intent was to give man a break from his labors.  The Sabbath is one day in which people can rest from the toils of everyday life.  The Jews had made their view of the Sabbath into something to be done to show that a person was dedicated to God.  The problem that they failed to address was that it is impossible for sinful man to ever do enough to satisfy a holy God.  So if the Sabbath is not about doing something for God, then we have to revisit Jesus point here.

There are a lot of older Christians in our country who remember when you couldn’t find even a grocery store open on Sunday.  Today, it is highly unusual to find any store closed on Sunday.  In fact, when we drive over to a store to pick up something that we really need and find the store closed because it is Sunday, we feel a bit inconvenienced somehow.  Yet I can’t even say that Jesus was teaching that we need to stop shopping on Sunday.  Go back to verse 27.  The Sabbath is made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  I believe that Jesus is teaching that whatever day you call the Sabbath needs to be a day of recharging, both physically and spiritually.  In my opinion, the true test of whether or not someone has kept the Sabbath lies in their looking back at the end of the day and honestly saying that they have been recharged physically and spiritually and ready to begin life once again.  If you can do that, then you have kept the spirit of the Sabbath.  If not, then perhaps there are some priorities in your life that need to be adjusted. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Thinking back to last Sunday, did my activities glorify God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY GALILEAN MINISTRY

March 26th

Where Does True Religion Come From?

Mark 3: 1-6

If you have been a Christian long enough, you will eventually hear someone trying to make a distinction between religion and Christianity.  If you have been reading this book long enough, you know that I tend to do that also.  The argument normally revolves around the idea that religion is man-made and Christianity comes from God.  I say that this argument is usually made inside Christian circles because it doesn’t really fly outside of Christian circles.  Those outside of Christianity will argue that Christianity is one of the world’s seven largest religions.  Today we are finishing up Jesus’ Early Galilean Ministry; four months that Jesus spent building both His team and His ministry.  It was a defining time for both Jesus and Israel.  While opposition to Jesus has been steadily building, it still hasn’t crystallized into a force that would see Him crucified.

Turn in your Bibles to the 3rd chapter of Mark and read the first six verses.  Here Jesus heals a man with a withered hand.  The real story was the fact that He once again healed on the Sabbath.  As you know from past sessions, this was just not done in Jewish society.  They felt that any kind of healing was work, and working was forbidden on the Sabbath.

What is present in today’s scripture is a classic contrast between living faith and dead religion.  Do you notice the attitude of those who were in attendance?  It says that the reason for their attendance that day was to find some evidence against Jesus.  With such an attitude, there is little reason for Jesus to do any kind of teaching.  The people who were present were in no mood to listen anyway.  The only record of what Jesus said comes in the form of a question, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?”  Let’s say you were on a street corner in any city in the country asking this question.  What do you suppose most people would say?  I imagine that most would agree that the point of religion is to do good and not evil.  This is the very dilemma that Jesus faced that day.  If He were to withhold healing the man, it would be seen by society, as a whole, to be an evil act.  Try to imagine that you have the power to heal and you refuse to do it for someone in need.  Yet if Jesus were to heal this man, those in the room would accuse Him of evil simply because He did it a certain day of the week.  Taken on its surface, Jesus is in a classic no-win situation.  Yet, I doubt that Jesus would look at it that way.  There appears in these verses a lament by Jesus concerning the hearts of those in the room.  They were supposed to be in the room with the express purpose of worshipping God, yet they refused to allow even God to violate one of the precious rules that had supposedly been given to them by God through Moses.  Isn’t this the very definition of the word, “ironic?”
The difference we see in the actions of Jesus and His audience is the fact that Jesus maintained a connection to His Father.  It was that constant relationship which gave him a foundation to do what He knew needed to be done.  Jesus does not even hesitate to do what God, the Father wanted of Him.  He knew that opposition within Judaism was building.  I believe that as God, He even knew what, and when that opposition would erupt and lead to His death.  Yet His relationship with His Father was more important that His own safety and security.  How about you?  Do you maintain that daily quiet time so that your channel to God remains uncluttered?  Do you find yourself in prayer before you make decisions?  If not, how can you be sure the path you’re on is the one that God wants for you?  It is always wise to involve God at the very beginning of a decision.  The alternative would be to start your prayer when everything seems to be falling apart.  I’m sure you will agree, that is not the way to do it.  What is it that you need to be doing today?  Isn’t now the time when you need to be praying about those things?
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How did your time with God refresh you?  Do you need to change something? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

March 27th

Ones Sent Forth

Luke 6: 12-16

Now we find ourselves moving into the period of time in Jesus’ ministry commonly called the Middle Galilean Ministry.  This period stretches from the final call of the twelve up to the peak of Jesus’ popularity, the feeding of the five thousand.  We’ve said before that there were three different times when Jesus invited His disciples to follow Him.  This is the 3rd call to discipleship.  Take up your Bible and turn to Luke 6:12-16.  I like Luke’s account because it includes what I believe to be an important prelude to the story.  Notice in verse 12 that Jesus goes up on a mountain side and prays all night.  What a tremendous example for all people who call themselves Disciples of Christ!  Before a major decision that would affect the spiritual future of the entire planet, Jesus spends an extended period of time talking to His Father.

After all of that prayer, Jesus comes down and chooses the twelve men into whom He would pour His life.  These men would see and hear things that we can only imagine.  If the Apostle John is to be believed, the events and teaching that these men witnessed is a hundred times more than is contained in the four gospels.  This is also the first moment that these twelve men are designated Apostles.  The Greek word used here by Jesus means, “ones sent forth.”  According to Peter in the first chapter of Acts, the requirements to be an Apostle meant that the individual had to be a part of Jesus’ ministry, and they were witnesses to the world that Jesus had been raised from the dead.  Into these men, Jesus entrusted the future of His church.  So who were these men that Jesus trusted so completely?

You have already heard me talk about some of them.  They were formerly disciples of John the Baptist and had come over when Jesus returned from being tested in the wilderness.  The first six disciples were Andrew, his brother Simon (Peter), James, Nathaniel (Bartholomew), Phillip and John.  We have also talked about the calling of Matthew, the Mokhsa from Capernaum.  In addition to these seven men, Jesus adds five others.

There is Thomas called Didymus, which means Thomas was a twin.  We see in the Bible that Thomas was a man with a warm heart but a melancholy temperament.  At one point he is ready to march with Jesus to Jerusalem to die, and within a week he needed to put his finger into the wounds in Jesus’ body in order to believe He rose from the dead as He said He would. 

There is James, the son of Alphaeus, also called James the Less.  We know that his father was Alphaeus, who is also known as Clopus.  From scriptures, we also know that this James’ mother was named Mary, who spent a lot of time with Jesus’ mother.  According to Merrill Unger’s dictionary, Alphaeus was the brother of Joseph of Nazareth, the man who raised Jesus.  It certainly would explain why these two Marys were seen a lot together in the gospels.

Another of the newly appointed Apostles was Thaddeus.  Thaddeus is known as the three named disciple.  He is also called Judas in Luke 6:16 and Lebbaeus in Matthew 10:3.  His real name appears to be Judas Lebbaeus surnamed Thaddeus.  Luke, in designating him Judas of James has led some to speculate that Thaddeus and James of Alphaeus were brothers.

Then we come to Simon the Zealot.  A Zealot was a member of a political party of Jesus’ time who were known for maintaining a constant state of rebellion against Roman rule.  Let’s just say that it was the Zealots who kept Roman crucifixion squads from becoming bored.  Simon was not a safe man for Jesus to have around, but then Jesus has never been accused of playing it safe.  Some believe He chose Simon because He knew who Simon would become.  Others believe that Simon was also a brother of James and Thaddeus.

Finally we come to the most notorious of the disciples, Judas Iscariot.  Judas comes from the Judean town of Kerioth.  We know that because Iscariot is an Aramaic word which means, “man of Kerioth.”  As such, Judas would have been the only disciple who came from the region of Judah.  For some strange reason, Judas also served as treasurer for the group.  I guess that is a case of giving someone enough rope to hang himself.

Anyway, that’s the group.  Do you notice there is not a Biblical scholar in the whole bunch?  There is nothing in these men that would have attracted Judaism, as it was practiced at the time.  Jesus chooses ordinary people to do extraordinary things.  It’s the same thing that He does today.  After all, He chose you, didn’t He?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Would you have made a good apostle?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

March 28th

Introduction to the Sermon on the Mount
Luke 6: 17-20
According to Dr. Luke, immediately after choosing the twelve Apostles, Jesus took them down to a level place and began to teach them.  Take a moment to turn in your Bible and read Luke 6:17-20.  We now know that this was the moment when Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount.  If you keep reading in the 6th chapter of Luke, you will be reading some very familiar verses.  In fact, if you compare what you are now reading with the 5th chapter of Matthew, you see the very same words.  Most people associate the 5th, 6th and 7th chapter of Matthew to be the complete sermon.  As you read through the entire sermon, you notice that the words that Jesus speaks here are just as vital in today’s society as it was in Jesus’ time over two millennia ago.  Yet this Sermon makes its hearers more than a little uncomfortable.
Most people that I know agree that life today is a bit hectic.  Dallas Willard in his book, “The Divine Conspiracy,” writes, “Recently a pilot was practicing high-speed maneuvers in a jet fighter.  She turned the controls for what she thought was a steep assent and flew straight into the ground.  She was unaware that she had been flying upside down.  This is a parable of human existence in our times; not exactly that everyone is crashing, though there is enough of that.  But more of us as individuals, and world society as a whole, live at high-speed and often with no clue to whether we are flying upside down or right-side up.  Indeed, we are haunted by a strong suspicion that there may be no difference, or at least that it is unknown or irrelevant.”  Do you find yourself agreeing with Mr. Willard?

With that in mind, we now find ourselves entering into the realm of Jesus’ teaching about the way in which those who have entered into His kingdom ought to be living their lives.  Yet to better understand the Sermon, it is necessary to get into the mind of a first century Jew, for that is who makes up His audience.  Let me give you in illustration of what I mean.  Imagine you have paid a lot of money to see and hear Jesus teach that day.  The title of this seminar is, “Sermon at the Hilton.”  I imagine that you would come prepared with a large notebook and a handful of pens in order to take copious notes.  Some of you, I imagine, would even try smuggling in a tape recorder.  After all, you paid good money to get in and you want to get your money’s worth.  At the door to the ballroom, you are met by the Apostle Peter who tells you that there are no notebooks, no video and no tape recorders allowed inside.  “Just listen,” is all Peter will say.  You have to understand that knowledge for its own sake would have been considered laughable in Jesus’ day.  No one cared a bit about how much you knew, unless you were a rabbi or a Pharisee.  Teaching in that time was centered on impacting the “life flow” of the hearers.  People remembered what Jesus said because it grabbed you where you lived and it wouldn’t let go.

If you continue to read these daily excerpts, I will promise that you will be stretched both intellectually and spiritually.  I will warn you, right at the start; this subject is for serious disciples only.  It is for those who want to know more about what it means to become like Jesus, those who want to make a difference in this world, and those who want a closer relationship with Jesus.  John W. Miller, in his study of the sermon writes, “You who take up this study, having enlisted in His movement at this time, should pause at this point to reflect on your readiness.  Perhaps in considering Christianity, you had in mind simply joining a church.  You may not have thought of the church as a movement calling for radical changes in your life.  Or you may have thought that Christianity was primarily a matter of believing certain dogmas.  You did not realize that it is far more a call to action, a call to discipleship and sometimes hard obedience.  Perhaps you thought that your main responsibility as a Christian would be to go to worship services on Sunday and live a respectable life.  You did not realize that joining up would involve you in a whole new lifestyle, one that might bring you into opposition to the ‘kingdoms of this world.’  Consider: Do you want to leave the crowd and join the disciples who follow Jesus in this radical way?”
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Are you ready for God to do a work in your life in the next 37 days?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

March 29th
Happiness is in Who You Know

Matt. 5: 1-12

What is now called the Sermon on the Mount can be found in two different places in the Bible.  Luke gave us an account in the sixth chapter.  We depend on Luke to give us where the sermon fits in Jesus’ ministry.  Remember Luke wrote to the Greek mindset.  He wrote to a people who like things in chronological order.  That is why most scholars regard Luke as one of the great historians of his time.  The other place we would find the Sermon on the Mount would be in the 5th, 6th and 7th chapters of Matthew.

Now we remember Matthew wrote to the Jewish way of thinking.  There are always two things we need to remember in reading Matthew.  Jewish mindset does not regard chronological order as important.  They are far more interested in dramatic effect.  The second is that Matthew structured his gospel in the same manner as the Torah that he grew up with.  If you think about the first five books in the Old Testament, you notice that there are some writings about the early history of Israel, then there is the Mosaic Law, then you have more history.  Matthew wrote his gospel in the same way.  That means that everything that Matthew gives us as the Sermon on the Mount probably wasn’t taught by Jesus on that particular day.  Rather, Matthew gives us a summary of all of Jesus’ teaching during His time on earth.  That’s why you will find various things that Matthew includes in his account of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount recorded at a different time and location in the gospel of Luke.

That being said, let’s turn to Matthew 5 and read verses 1 to 12.  Read it slowly and let the words of Jesus soak into your brain.  What you have just read is a section of scripture commonly known as the Beatitudes.  That’s because of Jesus use of the word, “blessed,” repeatedly.  In my research into the Beatitudes, I have found two schools of thought on how to interpret these verses.  I will go into one of those schools today and cover the other one tomorrow, so hang in there with me.

The first school of thought comes from a couple of my favorite authors, Alfred Edersheim and Dallas Willard.  They feel that the key to understanding the Beatitudes lies in understanding the Greek word that is translated blessed.  Jesus uses the word, “Makarios”, here.  Archibald Robertson, in his book, “Word Pictures in the New Testament,” notes that there is another word in Greek for the idea of being blessed.  Jesus didn’t use that word.  He goes on to state that the origin of this word lies more in the idea of being happy.  Why not go back and reread this section of scripture again, but instead of saying the world “blessed” say the word “happy” instead.  Do you see how the meaning of what Jesus says changes?

Alfred Edersheim wrote in his book, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, that, “The Beatitudes must not be regarded as the reward of the spiritual states with which they are respectively connected, nor net as their result.  It is not because a man is poor in spirit that his is the Kingdom of Heaven, in the sense that one state will grow into the other, or be its result; still less is the one the reward of the other.  The connecting link is in each case Christ Himself; because He has opened the Kingdom of Heaven to all believers.”  You have probably heard sermons in your life that have attempted to promote the qualities that Jesus listed here as something to be pursued.  In other words some pastors teach that you have to try to become poor in spirit in order to attain Kingdom of Heaven.  It is true that I have known people who only accepted Christ as their Savior when they finally realized their own spiritual bankruptcy.  It is also true that I have known people who have accepted Jesus for a variety of other reasons.  It could be that they had someone erase the doubts from their mind, or they saw true happiness in the life of one of Christ’s followers.

Now I hate to leave you in the lurch, but we have come to the end of our time today.  Tomorrow, we will look at another way of looking at the Beatitudes and then you can begin the process of altering or confirming your own belief in how you approach this most famous of passages. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How did the meaning of the beatitudes change when you used the word “happy?”  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

March 30th

The Other Side of the Story

Matt. 5: 1-12

We talked yesterday about one way of viewing the opening of the Sermon on the Mount commonly called the Beatitudes.  Today, we will look at some people’s opinion that teaches that each verse is a cause leading to the effect listed in that same verse.  In other words, we will look at the view that teaches that a person needs to become poor in spirit in order to be able to enter into the Kingdom of God.

So what does it mean to be poor in spirit?  Matthew Henry describes these people as being “Humble and lowly in their own eyes.  They see their want, bewail their guilt, and thirst after a Redeemer.”  It is to acknowledge that I am nothing compared to God.  So how can a person who is poor in spirit be happy?  It is because it is the poor in spirit who can be forgiven of everything in their lives that separate them from their creator.  It is the poor in spirit who can receive fellowship with others who walk as they walk and they can receive the gift of life that lasts forever.  That should make anyone happy.

The truly great contrast that Jesus gives comes in the midst of great mourning.  In fact, the word that Jesus uses here gives a picture of the deepest kind of mourning that a human can endure.  It is a sorrow over sins that comes when we realize that it was those sins that put Jesus on the cross.  Of course the comfort that is promised can come only from “The man of sorrows who was acquainted with grief,” to quote the prophet Isaiah.  Only Jesus is able to succor the mourner and give him strength beyond imagination.

The beatitude that is laughed at by most of our society is the third one about the meek inheriting the earth.  That is because we have a totally wrong idea about what it means to be meek.  The Greek word used gives a picture of someone who has a strong yet teachable spirit.  They are strong yet they are humble and tender.  These people are possessed with all of the emotions and ability to take and conquer, yet they are able to control themselves.  They are disciplined because they are controlled by God.  They will inherit the earth because God has already written the last page in the history of mankind and He wrote it that way.

The idea of being hungry and thirsty for righteousness in the Greek means to have a starving hunger and a burning thirst to know God more deeply.  Yet this verse says they are hungry and thirsty after righteousness, doesn’t it?  In this context, the original Greek word means they hunger after whatever conforms to the will of God.  Jesus here says that it is these people who will find satisfaction.  That’s because the Bible says, “He who seeks God will find Him.”

So what about those who show mercy?  The merciful know what it is to carry someone else’s burdens.  They know what it means to give help and comfort to someone else.  If you think about it, this is the quality that comes closest to God, Himself.  Jesus teaches elsewhere in the Gospels that there is a direct connection between being merciful to the people we come in contact with and the receiving of God’s mercy (Mt. 18:35).  That’s why the merciful will be happy; they receive a complete forgiveness that can only come from God.

It is the pure in heart who will see God.  Here Jesus gives us a picture of someone who has an unspoiled, unpolluted heart.  This heart has but one desire, to give God glory.  It is these who will see God, the ultimate in happiness.

Notice what follows a pure heart; it is now time to talk about the peacemaker.  As we talked about earlier, those who are pure in heart have a close relationship with God, and it’s the peacemaker who has an affect on people relationships.  The good news of Jesus Christ was never meant to be spread by fire, by the sword, by bigotry, by anti-Semitism, or by intemperate zeal.  Just as Jesus is the Prince of Peace, so must his followers be.  There is no way we can follow Jesus and be a “peace breaker.”

The final beatitude offers an interesting contrast.  It combines the idea of happiness with persecution.  When I read about the awful ways Christians died during the great Roman persecution, the word, “happy”, does not come to my mind.  Yet this is the one beatitude that is mentioned twice.  That is because Jesus meant to give it great emphasis and to let us know the certainty of the rewards for those who endure.

Isn’t it true that the greatest of happiness that life has to offer truly lies in the rewards that Jesus gives us here?  Think about it.  Isn’t persecution a sign that you are actually doing it right?  If you’re not being persecuted, it is because the world sees no difference in your life.  You should worry if you’re not persecuted, for even the prophets that were sent from God, Himself, were persecuted.  If you’re not being persecuted, perhaps it is time to spend some time talking with God about it.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Am I at a place in my spiritual maturity where I can be happy being persecuted?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

March 31st

Healthy Salt

Matt. 5: 13

Salt is one thing that I had grown quite fond of until I hit my 4th decade.  It was at that point that my doctor advised me that my salt intake was doing damage to my body.  It wasn’t an easy thing to get use to less salt, but I eventually got to the point where now too much salt actually bothers me.  The type of salt we are talking about today will actually improve your spiritual health.  We have come to verse 13 of the 5th chapter of Matthew.  Take a few moments to look that verse up in your Bible and read it slowly and carefully.

To remind you, Jesus had just chosen twelve men who will change the world.  Ignore the throng of people seated beyond the circle of these twelve men.  Concentrate on the faces of these twelve men as they hear the words of their Master.  For the modern person, we cannot understand how salt could possibly lose its saltiness.  In fact, it is impossible for pure salt to lose the properties that make it salt.  It is also a fact that what passed as salt in Jesus’ day was anything but pure.  To be sure, the substance that was scraped from the shores of the Dead Sea had salt in it, but there was also present a white powder that looked like salt, felt like salt, but had none of the qualities of pure salt.  That white powder was actually used in that time as road bedding material.  This unsalty salt was actually walked on by the nation of Israel just as Jesus said in this part of His sermon.

So when we look at this verse, there must be an understanding that there are properties of pure salt that we must emulate if we are to become a disciple of Jesus Christ that we long to be.  First a salty Christian must be distinctive.  The first thing you notice about salt is that it is different than its surroundings.  As Paul wrote to the Corinthian church, those who become Christians must become a new person with a new life (2 Cor. 5:17).  He also wrote to the Roman church that Christians must allow God to transform them by changing the way they think (Rom. 12:2).  One power of salt is that it is distinctive. 

The second property of salt is that it preserves.  In those days with no refrigerators, salt was the only thing that could keep meat from spoiling.  Salt cleans and disinfects that with which it comes in contact with.  So how is that a picture of a “Kingdom” resident?  Peter teaches that we need to stay purified by obeying the truth and to love one another deeply from a sincere heart, in order that we build each other up to keep on doing it (1 Peter 1:22,23).  That is the essence of spiritual preservation; to obey God and spur each other to do the same thing.

Salt also penetrates by inserting new quality, substance and life into the world.  It doesn’t take much salt in a recipe to make a difference, and when the salt is just right, the flavors in the meal seem to come alive.  Isn’t the same thing supposed to be true about the disciple of Christ?  The Apostle Paul admonished us to “put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator” (Col. 3:10).  That’s the difference that we are to be exhibiting out in the world.  In other words say a person takes a close look at you, how much of Jesus does he normally see?

Finally, salt is irrepressible.  Once something is salted, you can’t unsalt it.  The same thing is true of the people empowered by God.  They can’t be stopped.  Remember the words of God, Himself, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”  There is no limit to what “salty” Christians can accomplish.

How salty are you right now?  One of the great things about being a disciple of Jesus Christ is that it matters more who you will become than who you have been in the past.  The power to permanently change your life resides with the Holy Spirit, and is freely given to anyone who asks.  Perhaps it is time that you went to God and did some real business.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How salty do you believe yourself to be?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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