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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?

As we begin this month’s readings, we will be walk with the disciples of Jesus as they climb out of the deep basin that holds the Sea of Galilee up into the capitol city of the region of Bashan to the North.  There are a couple of key events that we will spend some time examining.  One of those occurs during their stay in Caesarea Phillipi where Jesus will ask the question, “Who do men say I am?”

After that, we will go with the inner 3 disciples, Peter, James and John, as they accompany Jesus up into the mountains around Mt. Hermon where Jesus will pay a short visit with Elijah and Moses during an event that is commonly known as the Transfiguration.  That event is another in a series of transitional events in the life and ministry of Jesus.  The relationships between Jesus and His disciples change as their Master begins to openly talk about His upcoming execution and His ultimate victory over death.

As Jesus begins to talk about the end of the life these 12 men had known for the last 3 years, there arises a division among these close friends as each of them begins to jockey for a place of prominence in the coming Kingdom of God.  We will end this month in Jerusalem where Jesus will spend around 3 months ministering in the center of Judaism. 
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THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 1st

The Journey Upward

Mark 8: 27
After healing the blind man in Bethsaida-Julias, Jesus and His band of followers would have walked along the Jordan River as it traveled north of the Sea of Galilee.  The Jordan River begins its route to the Dead Sea in the mountains of the Hermon Range, so the Jordan River exists on both sides of the Sea of Galilee.  Traveling north along its banks the group would have climbed up to Lake Huleh, the uppermost of the Jordan Lakes.

North of Lake Huleh, the road gets much steeper, much more difficult to travel as the group rapidly gained altitude with each passing step.  As He would have paused to rest and gaze back along the way He came, He would have been able to view the entire Galilean region set out below Him.  He could even see the Jordan River Valley south of the great sea.  Finally after much climbing, the group would come upon the Roman road that leads to the region’s capital city of Caesarea Philippi.

I talked about the journey upward today as a more physical description than a spiritual one.  Jesus and His disciples began the journey at the Sea of Galilee, some six hundred and fifty feet below sea level.  Now as they enter Caesarea Philippi, the stand at over eleven hundred feet above sea level.  At this altitude, it is said that the vegetation that is surrounding them is quite extraordinary.

Caesarea Philippi was originally known as Paneas, after a cave in a cliff on the east side of town.  The cave was used in ancient times as a place to worship first the Canaanite god, Baal-gad, who was thought to control one’s good fortune, then later the Greek god Pan, after whom the village was later named.  When Philip had received his kingdom from Rome, he enlarged and greatly beautified Paneas, and named it after both himself and Caesar.

It was into this very Gentile district that Jesus now walked.  His ministry in Galilee was now over, as it had become necessary to leave Capernaum.  There could be no more effective ministry in Galilee for four reasons.  The first was that the persecution by the Pharisees and other Jewish leaders had grown more active and much bolder.  The second reason was that Herod Antipas had begun to make inquiries into this one whom the people had wanted to make their king.  Herod had already killed John and now, with blood-stained hands, was actively looking around for John’s successor.  Third, there was the growing indecision and unfitness of the people.  The constant flow of miracles became an end to themselves.  With the passage of time, the miraculous had grown common.  Miracles no longer pointed to Jesus and His message, they had become just “one of those things.”

The final reason for Jesus’ withdrawal from Galilee lay with the state and vulnerability of His own disciples.  It was necessary for Jesus to once again get them into neutral territory so He could pour His life into these men, who would take on a greater role once He was gone.  All that Jesus would do while in the territory controlled by Philip was for and about the disciples.  There are no records of any healings or interaction with the local population.  In other words, this was not a missionary journey, this was a leadership retreat.

I suppose there are many people reading this who have had the opportunity to “go on retreat.”  Usually one travels to a remote location, away from the hustle and bustle of life in order to be able to listen to the quiet voice of God.  At these events, there is usually a good speaker, great fellowship between people of like beliefs and struggles, and sometimes even great food.  By the end of the time, you feel like you could win the world for Jesus all by yourself, but then you have to travel back down the mountain.  The road back down to the ordinary can be difficult for some, but is that a reason for not taking the journey upward?  My answer to that question is an unequivocal and definite “no.”  In my opinion, we need to get away every once in a while to recharge our spiritual batteries.  I have noticed in my own life, I don’t have as many opportunities to go on retreat as I used to.  Perhaps I am just too busy.  Perhaps this would describe your experience also?  If so then we just run and run and run, but sooner or later our spiritual batteries get a bit run down.  It’s up to you to determine the where and the when, but it’s important to recognize when you need a recharge and to take the necessary steps to get away for a time; even if it’s just you and God going on the journey.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do you feel like you are in need of a recharge soon?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 2nd

The $6,400 Question

Matt. 16: 13-15
All right so I borrowed another title from the world of television, though there is no doubt some who are reading this who don’t have a clue about my title today.  That’s OK; you can read about it in any book about the birth of television.  There use to be a television game show with the same name.  Since the television game show has nothing to do with our topic today, I guess I will be moving along now.  The question that we are going to be talking about today lies at the crux of the human experience.  It is a question that every human, created by God, must answer at some point in their lives.  Who do you say that Jesus is?  You can read about the question in any of the four gospels, but I will choose to be in Matthew today as his account seems to be the most complete.  So turn with me and read Matthew 16: 13-20.

So, the question has to be asked why this question and why right now?  For over two years the disciples had followed Jesus and that journey had been one excitement after another.  They had been astonished and amazed at both His teaching and His miracles.  Their eyes had been opened to the kingdom and had witnessed hundreds of people take their first steps within that kingdom.  To be sure, their faith had been tried at times, but it was growing in little steps with each passing day as they saw their master handle a myriad of circumstances in everyday life.  They had been introduced to a new kind of life, one that they could never have imagined when they first responded to His call.

From here on out following Jesus was going to get really tough.  As we have been talking about, opposition to Jesus had been building for some time now.  That opposition was not going to go away; it was going to intensify.  Jesus didn’t ask His question, “Who do men say that I am” because He didn’t know the answer, but to call attention to the impression He made on the popular mind of the day.  It would be necessary, if these men were going to weather the upcoming storms, for them to correct the defects in their thinking.  These men needed to be brought to a higher level of thinking when it came to Jesus.

Now the popular thinking of that time did not state that Jesus was actually any of the men the disciples listed in verse 14.  There is nothing in Jewish writing of the times that indicated that they believed that the soul or essence of someone actually would be reborn in someone else.  What the rabbis taught about Elijah was that he would actually physically return before the Messiah came.  Remember that Elijah didn’t physically die.  He was transported into heaven in a really impressive chariot.  Yet, I believe that Jesus was referring to the fact that the people saw in Jesus a continuation of the work of these great men.  Although popular opinion disagreed on whose work they thought Jesus continued, everyone who came in contact with Jesus agreed that He was more than an ordinary teacher.  Some of the multitudes even believed that Jesus’ mission came directly from the God of Israel, but few thought that Jesus was their Messiah.  He just didn’t fit the mold they had created.

No, I believe that Jesus’ question was asked in order to elicit faith from each of His disciples.  That’s the reason that Jesus asked His second question, “What about you, who do you say I am?”  Did you notice how Jesus turns the question in the opposite direction so that the spot light now lies directly upon each of His disciples?  It was important that Jesus remove their focus from the multitudes and the popular opinion about Him and refocus the hearts of each person in the room.  True to form, the answer to that most important of questions leaps from the mouth of Peter, but we’ll talk more about that tomorrow.

As we leave our time today, Jesus still asks that question of all people, “Who do you say I am?”  As you close your eyes, you can almost see Jesus standing before you and uttering this question.  How are you going to answer Him?  Remember, He is God in human flesh.  He’s not going to be overly impressed with a deep theological response.  No, for this one you are going to have to search deep within your heart if you are going to really answer His query.  You can’t search your memory banks for all of the things you have heard about Jesus to truly answer Him because you can already feel His eyes as they enter deep into your very soul.  He is searching for how you actually feel about Him, and such a question deserves your utmost attention and thought.  So, how do you answer Him?  What are you going to say?  Why not close your eyes right now and give Him your true answer?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How did you answer Jesus’ question?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 3rd

Peter’s Confession

Matt. 16: 16
Madalyn Murray O'Hair, probably the most famous of atheists, spoke at a college in Ohio.  All throughout her speech she proceeded to take religion as a whole totally apart. She didn’t confine her scorn to just the clergy and the rest of the church’s officers; she harassed the believing students and professors present in the audience. She made a laughingstock of those who trusted in prayer and mocked the citizens of America so stupid as to believe in anything religious.  As the evening was coming to a close, there came a voice from the back of the auditorium.  One of the students present spoke up and said, “Mrs. O'Hair, I am so happy you came to speak to all of us here tonight. We have listened with attention to your tirade on our beliefs.  We thank you for showing all of us what an atheist is.  Now in turn we must be ever grateful for your visit, because now and forever we have strengthened in our Christian beliefs by listening to you tonight.  We really feel sorry for you.  I thank you because I know you have strengthened my faith in our Church, in our religion."  Ms. O’Hair, for the first time that evening, couldn’t say anything.  Moments later, the applause for the young girl's response was deafening.

Faith has a way of coming to the forefront even during the most difficult of situations.  For the twelve men who had followed Jesus, these were probably some of the darkest days that they had seen yet.  They had watched as their master had refused the crowd’s insistence that He be their king.  They had listened to the Sadducees and the Pharisees demanding a heavenly sign, yet no sign was forthcoming.  Surely He who they had seen calm a great storm could have come up with something equally impressive?  Instead Jesus had led them into the high country of the Hermon Mountains to get away from all of the uproar and all of the controversy.  There alone together, Jesus seemed to be testing their knowledge about the popular opinions that existed about who He was.  In Matthew 16: 16, we see Peter slowly stand and act as spokesperson for the group.

The statement of faith that we read here has two distinct parts to it.  The first is that Peter reaffirms the belief within the group that Jesus is the Messiah that had been written about for hundreds of years.  He calls Jesus the Christ, which is the word that had been the Greek equivalent for the Hebrew word for Messiah since the Septuagint had been completed around 100 B.C.  Here Peter is acknowledging that even though the crowds and their own leadership wouldn’t believe, the disciples believed.  These twelve had the same education as the multitudes.  They knew what the rabbis taught about what it would be like when the Messiah came.  Even more than all of the crowds and Jewish leaders, however, they knew their master and from that intimate knowledge they knew what His role would be in the history of Israel.

The second part to Peter’s confession was a belief that Jesus was the son of the Most High God.  This is not the first time that Peter had professed His belief that Jesus was more than a mere man.  We see him alluding to that idea in John 6: 69 after the crowds had deserted Jesus.  In all of the time they had spent with Jesus, all of the teaching they had been privileged to listen to, they knew that He was more than a great teacher, and more than just a great man.  Yet as we will see tomorrow, it was not logic, nor was it just a lucky guess that Peter was able to make the statement he did.  Their belief in the nature of Jesus came directly from the God of Israel.

There have been a lot of times in the past when I have been upset when there has been some interruption in the gospel message.  You’ll be sitting in a service and your pastor is just about to make a call to faith and a baby will cry or someone will leave the room with a coughing fit.  You think to yourself, “Great, one more opportunity for someone’s eternity spoiled.”  Yet, the development of faith within the human heart is not influenced by the physical realm at all.  The same thing is true with the story I started with today and Peter’s confession.  If the outward influences would have been in control, faith could not possibly be formed or developed.  The atmosphere simply wouldn’t have allowed it, but faith exists on the spiritual plane, so it can flourish in seemingly impossible circumstances.  So many times we wait until the circumstances are perfect before we will share Christ with another lost person.  We fail to realize that once we sense the Holy Spirit prompting us to share; He’s already taken care of the circumstances and has already plowed the soul of the person standing before you.  He’s just standing there waiting for us to plant the seed. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How can you “get in the game” when it comes to sharing your faith?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 4th

Blessed Are You

Matt. 16: 17-20
There has been a lot of controversy over the centuries with the 17th through 20th verses of Matthew 16.  The controversy didn’t really begin until the 6th century when Pope Gregory I, then the Bishop of Rome, cited these verses as justification for his claim to be Peter’s successor as the head of the church.   In his writings, Gregory seemed to call for a uniting of all of the Bishops under a single “universal” bishop.  Now there is some controversy over whether or not Gregory intended that title for himself, history shows that he was the first real pope.  Each pope that came after took upon himself the keys that they believe Jesus gave Peter on this occasion and the proclamation that they are the successor to Peter as head of the church.  So the real challenge that lies in these verses is to determine exactly what Jesus meant.  We will look at this section of verses from seven different aspects as we slowly stroll through them.  So why not take a moment to read these verses so that you will be familiar with their contents?

We will begin by taking a look at Jesus’ first response to Peter’s proclamation.  In Jesus’ first words in verse 17 we see that He was not looking with favor at the opinions of the people of His day.  There is nothing in these verses that would indicate that His desire was to be considered a great teacher or a great prophet.  Even though many people today believe that about Jesus, He rejected that idea and His disciples didn’t buy into the notion either.  When Peter proclaimed Jesus to be Messiah and God in the flesh, we don’t see any correction of Peter.  If Jesus were not God, this would have been the perfect time to correct Peter’s thinking.  Rather than seeing a correction, we see an affirmation of Peter’s belief.

It is at that point we see Jesus blesses the truth and importance of Peter’s statement.  “Blessed are you, Simon Bar Jonah,” is very Hebraic in form but the “Bar Jonah,” which means son of Jonah shows Jesus was speaking in Aramaic at the time.  Jesus then goes on to reveal the real source of Peter’s pronouncement which becomes our second aspect.  When we were talking about the events around Jesus’ birth and early ministry, we said that it was the Holy Spirit who revealed to Mary, Elizabeth and later John the Baptist, who Jesus actually was.  The same is true here.  As Jesus points out it was not “flesh and blood” that had revealed to Peter this truth.  The term Jesus uses here for flesh and blood normally is referring to man in opposition to God.  You can see the same term used by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15: 50 and Ephesians 6: 12.

Dr. Alexander Bruce in his book “Training of the Twelve” said, “These words evidently imply that the person addressed had said something very extraordinary; something he could not have learned from the traditional established belief of his generation respecting Messiah; something new even for himself and his fellow-disciples, if not in word, at least in meaning, to which he could not have attained by the unaided effort of his own mind. The confession is virtually represented as an inspiration, a revelation, a flash of light from heaven, the utterance not of the rude fisherman, but of the divine Spirit speaking, through his mouth, a truth hitherto hidden, and yet but dimly comprehended by him to whom it hath been revealed.”  In other words, though Peter uttered these famous words, he did not fully comprehend the full meaning of what he had just said.  You have to remember this Peter is a lot different than the Peter we see in the Book of Acts.  At this point, he has a lot of spiritual growing up to do.  He does not yet have the Holy Spirit and knows nothing of the cross.  With this statement, Peter was, for the first time in his life, being used as a conduit for God to reveal to His creation a truth about Himself.  It would not be the last time that God would use Peter as a conduit.  After all, Peter did write a couple of letters that appear in your Bible and he did provide much of the information that Mark used to write his gospel.

When God speaks, you just have to listen.  When He says that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the Living God, it requires us to sit up and pay attention.  Do not delude yourself into thinking that this Jesus is nothing more than a good man or even a great teacher.  The evidence is that He was much more than that.  Right in the words of these verses you are given evidence from Peter, Jesus and even God, Himself, about who Jesus was and continues to be.  To believe any different from what the evidence demands would be like standing on top of a tall building and jumping off because you don’t believe in the Law of Gravity.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Has the answer to Jesus’ question changed for you over time?  What caused that change?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 5th

The Rock

Matt. 16: 18
Today, we will be concentrating on Matthew 16: 18 and looking at another two aspects of Jesus’ reply to Peter’s confession of faith, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  I’m not sure there is another verse in the entire Bible that has more controversy attached to it than today’s verse.  We touched upon the source of the controversy yesterday when we talked about Gregory I, the first real pope in the Roman Catholic Church.  He used this verse to argue that the church should have a single leader instead of a lot of regional Bishops.  To Gregory’s thinking, since Peter had been given the authority to be head of Jesus’ church in this verse, then it would stand to reason that others would then assume that mantel of authority after Peter was executed.

Now if you have been reading this book for long, you know I don’t go heavily into the Greek language.  That’s because it has never been my attempt to write this book for Biblical scholars.  This book has always been about the everyday person sitting in the seats of the church today.  At this point, however, I feel I must at least brush upon the nuances of the Greek language in this case because of the confusion that surrounds this passage.  Now there are a lot of people who understand that the Greek word for Peter is petros.  Petros is the masculine gender of the word and is used in classic Greek literature either to describe a small stone or a large rock.  When Jesus talks about the rock on which He will build His church, He uses the Greek word petras, which is in the feminine form of the same word for rock.  If we look again at classic Greek literature, petras always describes a large rock.  Some will argue that if Jesus was giving control of His church over to Peter, He would have used the same gender of the word so as to not confuse people.  They argue that the change in gender must be for some definite purpose.  In other words they believe one should translate this verse, “You are stone and upon the rock I will…”

I have always felt that Jesus called Peter the foundation on which His church would be built only in the sense that all of the Apostles would become the foundation for the church.  After all, Peter often was seen acting as the spokesman for the group.  I have always believed that the rock on which the church was to be built was on the confession, not the man.  Throughout history the church has been built upon the backs of those who believed in their hearts that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  That foundation was the permanent base upon which the church would always rest and has always been strong enough to withstand all of the pressures that hell could ever muster against it.

The fourth aspect in the seven that I am dealing with in Jesus’ response to Peter’s statement is His reference to the church.  This is Jesus’ first mention of a word that we use so commonly today.  It is evident that in rejecting Jesus’ mission and His role as Messiah, Israel was being bypassed as a conduit for God’s work upon the earth.   If the world was going to be reconciled back to its Creator, it needed to be done by a new organization referred to here as the church.  Now this word in the Greek only means an assembly of people.  Luke used the same word to describe a town meeting in Ephesus (Acts 19: 32).  This “church” that Luke described in Acts 19 was called together to decide what to do with a trouble-maker named Paul.  I also found an indication that the Jewish nation used the Hebrew equivalent of the same word to describe their religious unity, so the idea of church might have had a spiritual context within the minds of these disciples.

So what do you do with this verse?  There is no evidence either in this verse or in looking at Peter in the Book of Acts, that he was ever the spiritual leader of this new church.  The church has always been built upon those who profess Jesus as their Lord.  Paul said to the Roman church, “For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved (Romans 10: 10.)  It is my belief that there is no more important decision this side of heaven that people are confronted with.  That is the “main thing.”  As a pastor of mine once said, “The main thing is that we keep the main thing, the main thing.”

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

For you what is the “main thing?”  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 6th

The Keys to Binding and Loosing

Matt. 16: 13-20
As we finish out our discussion concerning Jesus’ response to Peter’s confession of faith found in Matthew 16: 13-20, we come to a section where Jesus mentions two issues that have been widely misunderstood over the ages, that of binding and loosing and the keys to the Kingdom.  I have heard a lot of theories about binding and loosing over the years.  So I will attempt to give you what others have said and what I believe and allow you to choose what you think is right.  In Jesus’ day, the rabbis used binding and loosing to determine what human behavior was allowed and what was not allowed.  In other words, the Jewish leadership claimed to speak for God when it came to what behavior would be allowed in people’s lives.  Of course the rabbis were criticized at the time for doing a lot of binding and not a lot of loosing.  The keys were seen as giving the church the right to do much the same thing.  They were seen as a means for the church to control entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven.  Both ideas have been used as a means to exert power over people by convincing them their lives would be much worse if they didn’t toe the line.

One of the great examples of what I believe as a misuse of this verse is found in the issuance of indulgences in the 16th century.  To understand indulgences, you have to understand that Roman Catholicism still teaches that some sins that a person committed, though forgiven, still had to be dealt with by some act of penance in order for a person to be “ready” to enter heaven.  Catholics were taught that if you didn’t get a chance to do the penance in this life, you would enter a place called purgatory where you would spend however long it took to get all of your past due penance taken care of.   The Catholic Church also taught that you could shave time off purgatory through doing religious acts which were called indulgences.  It was Pope Leo X who added the idea that indulgences could be obtained by the giving of alms for a religious purpose.  The purpose he had in mind was the rebuilding of St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. 

One of the men appointed to go out and sell the indulgences was an early day marketing genius by the name of Johann Tetzel, whose was sent by Pope Leo to the Germanic states.  Mr. Tetzel has been quoted as saying, “As soon as the coins in the coffer ring the soul from purgatory springs.”  It almost sounds like Madison Avenue doesn’t it?  It was Mr. Tetzel’s aggressive marketing that caused another German by the name of Martin Luther to nail his 95 Theses to the door of the castle church at Wittenberg, starting the Protestant Reformation.  Now that’s one view that you could have about binding and loosing.

The problem I see with that view is the idea that Jesus gave Peter or any of the Apostles this kind of absolute control over other believers.  If you believe that these men influenced those who came after them, I would absolutely agree.  If you said Jesus was referring to the fact that it would be up to the Apostle’s witnessing efforts at spreading the “good news” that would later influence those who heard and believed, I would also agree.  One of the ways to determine exactly what was meant by any statement is to look at the actions of the original hearers of that remark.  In other words, you can gain understanding of what Peter and the other Apostles understood from Jesus’ words by taking a look at their actions that followed their hearing of those words.  Is there any evidence that the early church began by sitting down and writing a complicated set of rules?  Can you find a single incident where an Apostle looked at someone and said, “I don’t like you, so you’re not in?”  That’s why I just can’t buy the notion that Jesus gave the church some special power to control people’s lives and eternal future.  To me, that’s always been a power that God would never delegate to a fallen creature like the human being.  Rather the privilege of spreading the “good news” allows fallen people, just like you, to change the population of eternity.  It allows you to participate in the activity of setting people free from the bondage of sin, loosing them to pursue a life of joy and meaning.  As I read the entire Book of Acts, what I found was example after example that  these Apostles spent the rest of their lives showing people how to set themselves free from the bondage of their sin.  That is what Christians needs to spend their lives doing.

As to the keys used to open the Kingdom of Heaven and allow people to enter, I have no problem with those keys being placed in Peter’s hands.  For I read in the 2nd chapter of Acts where Peter unlocked the kingdom for the Jews.  I read in the 7th chapter where he unlocked the kingdom for the Samaritans, which were the half-Jews.  Finally I read in the 10th chapter where he unlocked the kingdom for the Gentiles or the Non-Jews.  To my mind, that takes care of everybody.  There are Christians who have spent the last two millennia arguing about who has the keys.  Since the doors are all open and unlocked, who cares who has possession of the keys?  Why do we get so upset that when a new Pope comes on the scene and he takes possession of a set of keys?  That is one thing I just don’t understand.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How can you avoid getting into the externalities of religion?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 7th

Knowing Enough to be Dangerous

Matt. 16: 20-23
Around my office I seem to be someone to whom people come to when their computers refuse to work.  I’m not sure how or where I got this distinction.  I suppose it came about when I fixed some minor computer problem and so the logical assumption was made that I can fix anything that goes wrong with a computer.  In this case, the truth is a long way from the assumption.  The reality is that I know enough about computers to be dangerous.  I’ve learned through the mistakes that I have made to stay within my limitations when it comes to computers.  For if I go tinkering around too much, I can really do some damage to a computer.  The result of which will be an even more costly repair down the road.

The same thing was true about the twelve men who are a large part of our story.  We’ve spent the last few days looking at the great confession of Peter as he proclaims Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  The natural course that one would expect after receiving such a glowing affirmation from Jesus, would have been that He would have promoted the idea that this great truth should be shouted from the rooftops.  Instead in Matthew 16: 20, Jesus tells His disciples not to tell anyone that He is the Christ.  I’m sure that this idea must have brought great puzzlement to the minds of these followers.  Why wouldn’t the Master allow them the privilege of proclaiming this great truth to a world that was thirsty for some truly great news?  In the title of today’s reading you will find the answer to that question.  At this stage in their spiritual development, the disciples knew enough to be dangerous.  They are at that stage where they could do more harm to the great spiritual movement that Jesus had begun than they could to promote it.

Almost as if Matthew was trying to illustrate this point in the very next verse, he tells us that Jesus began to talk about the immediate future.  Verse 21 says, “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.”  Now Jesus had alluded to His sacrificial death on numerous occasions before.  In the early days on their first visit to Jerusalem, He had talked about raising the temple in three days.  To Nicodemus He had told about the Son of Man being lifted up in the same manner as Moses raised the bronze statue of the serpent in the wilderness.  More recently in the Bread of Life Sermon, He had said, “I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world" (John 6: 51.)  What Matthew means here is that it was at this point that Jesus began to speak of His death plainly, without all of the figures of speech.

What we see in Matthew’s gospel is a very simple and direct message; that Jesus was going to suffer at the hands of the Jewish leadership, that He was going to be killed as a result of that suffering, but that He would be resurrected from the dead three days after being executed.  How unprepared for this message Peter must have been.  Peter had a completely opposite view of what his future was going to be.  What we see in verse 22 is the intense love of an intense man.  Now to Peter’s credit, he did take Jesus aside to rebuke Him.  I suppose it was nice of Peter not to do it publicly and openly, but Peter obviously felt that it was his job to straighten out the Master.

We find Jesus’ response to Peter’s love to be almost harsh.  It almost seems to be a contradiction of the person we believe Jesus to be.  Yet Jesus was making a strong impression to rid His chosen group of a stumbling block that could derail the ministry.  Peter was giving Jesus the exact same message that Satan had done in the wilderness.  Both Satan and Peter wanted Jesus to take the easy road, the one that involved less pain and the one that would leave mankind in his lost state.  Such thoughts must be put to death with finality so that they do not become a future stumbling block.

So many of us fail to share what Jesus has done in our lives because we feel that we will become that stumbling block that gets in the way of someone entering the Kingdom.  We feel we know enough about salvation to be dangerous.  We feel that way because we keep coming back to the idea that we are doing the saving.  Over and over Jesus says that when the time comes to defend our faith, He will give us the words.  When did Jesus ever lie to us?  Is there a single time when Jesus ever failed to do what He promised?  Why do you think that He will fail you when it comes to the most important decision anyone will ever make?  Instead we need to walk boldly into each and every day confident that God will use what we say to His glory.  So the next time you are tempted to share with someone what God has done for you, step on out and leave the rest to God.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do you trust God enough to share your faith and leave the results up to Him?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 8th

The Cross of Obedience

Matt. 16: 24
As we come to Matthew 16: 24, what comes to my mind is all of the times I have heard this verse used in a wrong sense.  For example, someone has failed to find “Prince Charming” and refers to her spouse as “my cross to bear.”  Another example would be someone who is suffering from some chronic illness referring to it as “their cross to bear.”  I’m sure if you think back in your life you will also remember times when you have heard this term.  You have to admit, the using the phrase in this way does sound like it might be Biblical, but you can’t quite put your finger on where such a thought appears in the Bible.  Well here is the verse and we have been spending some time take a look at the context in which it is found.  Lately we’ve been picking on Peter quite a bit.  I suppose it’s because of all the twelve, he was the most vocal.  Peter has gone from a spiritual high point where he is proclaiming the deity of Christ down to being called in instrument of Satan, just in the last 8 verses of Matthew.

The other eleven men would have been on much the same spiritual journey as Peter.  Each of them could have told you exactly who Jesus was and what they believed He was ultimately going to do on earth.  Yet the path that Jesus walked to the cross is not the path the twelve knew anything about.  At this point in their spiritual journey, it is vital that the men who had been following Jesus full time understood exactly what it meant to be a disciple and what it meant to follow Jesus.  So let’s get started as we take a look at this verse in its context and see if we can gain some understanding as to what Jesus meant in these words.

Right off the bat, Jesus grabs our attention by His words, “If anyone would come after me.”  If I were one of the twelve, I would have been thinking to myself, “What do you think I have been doing all of this time?”  Yet Jesus is talking about something totally different.  The idea here is for one to make a personal, deliberate choice in the direction one takes in life.  Remember in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus talked about seeking out the narrow door and taking that route instead of the superhighway that leads to spiritual death?  It’s the same idea here.  You have a choice how you live your life.  If you choose the path that Jesus walks, there are three things this verse says you must do.

The first would be to deny self.  The Greek word for deny, according to W. E. Vine, means to disregard ones own interests. It is not simply the act of getting out of bed on Sunday mornings to go to church when you would rather read the paper and drink coffee.  What Jesus is talking about here involves the complete direction of your life.  Who directs what you will do in the next few moments?  Who directs how you will spend the remainder of your day?  The disciple is one who lives a life with Jesus continually in the driver’s seat.

The second thing Jesus directs the disciple to do would be to take up a cross.  The men following Jesus knew about crosses.  They saw them all over the place.  The instrument was used whenever Rome wanted to make a point about the difference between good and bad behavior.  Yet Jesus was about to give that instrument of death a whole new meaning as He willingly carried it to Calvary.  We are to have the mind of Christ as Paul talked about in Philippians 2: 5-8, to become obedient even if it means our giving the ultimate sacrifice.  The true disciple follows Jesus no matter what the cost.

Finally if we are to walk on Jesus’ path, we are to follow Him.  Following, in the sense that Jesus uses, is not merely tagging along because there is nothing better to do.  The word has an active sense to it in that we have to desire it with every fiber in our being.  Following takes energy.  It takes courage.  It takes commitment to a cause greater than anything we can ever imagine.

We’re going to be talking a lot about the difference between believing in Jesus and being a disciple of Jesus.  From here on this topic is going to be addressed repeatedly by Jesus as He has set His direction towards the cross.  This would be a great time for each of us to take a long hard look at how we have been living lately.  Is Jesus really in control, or are we just playing our roles?  Is Jesus the center of our lives or just another thing to occupy our time?  Those are questions that only you and Jesus can answer together.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Was Jesus really in control of your life yesterday?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 9th

Put on Eternal Glasses

Matt. 16: 27
The question has to be asked.  It is not one that Christians like to think about, but those who are seeking God ask it all of the time.  For most of us we tend to ignore it and hope that it is never brought up.  The question is asked in various forms and with various words, but in its essence it is one that everyone has to answer.  Have a piqued your curiosity yet?  The question that I am talking about is why would a person even want a relationship with God?  Assuming one believes that God exists, it is only in the spiritual realm that He lives and not anywhere my senses can measure.  In other words, I can’t see God, I can’t smell God.  I can’t even touch Him in a real sense.  Why would I want a relationship with a being like that?

I bring this subject up as a result of what Jesus said in Matthew 16: 27.  As you have been reading, we are still sitting in a private house at Caesarea Philippi listening to Jesus teach us about the costs of being a disciple of the living God.  He has talked about taking up our cross and following Him, which is quite a challenge for any one of us.  Now we have two questions to answer.  The first is do I want to have a relationship with God?  The second is why would I want to subject myself to that level of commitment?  There has to be a reason that a person would forgo all that the world has to offer in order to enter into a relationship with God where He is in complete control of our lives.  Now He gets to the good part.  He gives us that reason.  Jesus says, “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.”

Before you get too excited, you need to understand what Jesus actually said that day.  The word Jesus used that is translated reward in most Bibles can be understood in both a positive and a negative sense.  The literal translation of the word has the idea of receiving payment in return for some action on your part.  Now you understand that Jesus is saying that if you are involved in good things, then your reward will be a good thing to receive.  You also understand that the opposite is also true.  We don’t like to think about the negative definition of the idea of our receiving payment from God because we don’t like to get ourselves involved in any areas that tends to deal with wrath.

One thing that is common to the human condition is that we all tend to look at life in the here and now.  Jesus never did that.  He always looked at things from an eternal perspective.  In business, it is called managing for the long term.  The only difference is that when it is Jesus talking, He is talking about the really long term.  No one likes the thought of being held accountable for one’s actions.  What Jesus has to say here is that your appointment at the throne of judgment is one of those sure things in life.  So it is really important that you begin to look at life with eternal glasses.  So much of what we do today has more of an impact than we would normally think.  By putting on eternal glasses, we begin to see things the same way that Jesus saw them.  The insignificant begins to grow in importance as a part of everything we do.  Imagine what it would do to our giving if we put on our eternal glasses.  Imagine what it would do for our prayer life if we put on our eternal glasses.  You get the idea.

The point that Jesus is making in this verse is that you need to spend the next moment of your life putting on a pair of “eternal” glasses.  It is only then that you will begin to view reality the way Jesus views it; from an eternal perspective.  Eternal viewing definitely changes things.  When you’re viewing eternally, your priorities in life will change.  When you’re viewing eternally, you will look at people differently.  When you’re viewing eternally, things like joy and happiness will take on a whole new meaning.  So what kind of glasses are you currently wearing?  My challenge to you today is to take a look at things in light of the endless expanse of time.  Keep using the phrase, “When I am heaven 10,000 years from now, how important is this going to be?”  Use this phrase about everything that you encounter today.  It is my prayer that you will begin to view your world the way Jesus views your world.  So put on those eternal glasses and see things from a whole new perspective.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What kind of glasses are you wearing today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 10th

The Great Contradiction
Matt. 16: 24-28
I really love to fly.  There is just something about seeing things from a different perspective than those who are earth bound.  I love to look at clouds from above them, and to fly over some of the great natural wonders that are found in our country.  The funny thing is that I am also really afraid of heights.  Just to stand on a second story balcony can make me a bit queasy.  Yesterday, I was staying in a great hotel in downtown Los Angeles where I was given a room on the twentieth floor.  Unfortunately the only way to get to my room was to board a glass elevator that climbed on the outside of the building.  Now I don’t know who came up with the bright idea that glass elevators are somehow a good thing.  I just know that the only way I could get to my room was to keep my eyes firmly glued to the elevator door and not look at what was happening behind me.

There are a lot of contradictions in life.  My fear of heights and my love of airplanes is just one of them.  Our scripture today is another of those contradictions in life.  On the surface, what Jesus had to say just doesn’t make any sense.  The problem we have with this part of the Bible is that we don’t look at things the way Jesus looked at things.  We are still in Matthew 16 and will be taking a look at verses 25 and 26.  Why not take a moment to read these verses in the context of what Jesus had to say?  That means you will have to go back to verse 24 and read to verse 28.  Remember that we are still talking about Peter’s confession and then his attempt to take Jesus away from His original purpose in coming to earth.  Jesus needs to bring the disciples to a point where they understood what it meant to follow Him.  He just gave them the extreme challenge of denying themselves and taking up the cross of obedience as they live out the rest of their lives.  Now He lets them know why they would want to make such a dramatic life change.

At first glance, Jesus idea of saving your life by losing it makes no sense.  That’s because depending upon which translations we are reading, we might miss out on two very important words that are not found in say the New International Version.  Those words are translated “for me.”  Also if you read these verses carefully, you will notice He is not talking about someone who jumps on a grenade to save someone else.  He is still talking about living a life that does not involve just pleasing our own wants and needs, but living an even better life that comes through pleasing Him.  Jesus, in verse 25, just restated the point He made in the previous verse.  Everyone has a choice in who controls their life.  

Now I have always thought that this life has a lot of great things to offer.  If you were honest with yourself and had unlimited time and unlimited resources, you could probably keep yourself fairly well occupied pursuing the things this world has to offer.  What Jesus is doing is challenging you to expand your mind beyond the few years you will spend on earth and to begin to look at things from an eternal perspective.  What Jesus is doing is to get you to take a look at what is really important.  That is the point Jesus is trying to make when He said, “What can a man give in exchange for his soul?”  Humans tend to live in the here and now.  We tend to not want to think or even believe that there is something real that exists outside of this life.  That’s why we do most of the things that we do.  Things change when we look at things from the perspective of eternity.  As we talked about yesterday, we have to view life with “eternal glasses.”  That makes the choices that Jesus gives us today look less scary than when we view life from our own limited 80 year perspective.  How to you tend to view the life that Jesus has given you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What has changed today about how you view life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 11th

An Even Greater Reward

Matt. 16: 27, 28
I can still remember early in my childhood being given a lesson in the value of saving.  I didn’t grow up in a wealthy family by any stretch of the imagination.  If I had my eye on some new toy, my parents couldn’t just run out and buy if for me.  I had an allowance and I could always earn more by doing chores around the house, so I was encouraged to put off going to the drugstore and loading up on candy in order to save for something I really wanted.  I have always valued that lesson and have even passed it on to my children because I believe so strongly in the value of saving for a rainy day.  That is exactly what Jesus is talking about in Matthew 16: 27, 28.  Why not take a moment to take a look at these verses and we’ll get started.

For the last several days, we have been looking at what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  It is a lot more than just mouthing words that we believe that Jesus wants to hear from us.  Peter tried that and was rebuked by Jesus for it.  In this section of scripture, Jesus is teaching that He wants more out of us than just words.  He wants our life.  That’s what He said in verse 24.  He then gives us two reasons why a reasonably sane person would want to give everything to Him.  The first reason we’ve been talking about over the last few days when we talked about looking at things eternally.  When we do that, it becomes obvious why we would choose to follow Him completely.  The second reason for being a disciple involves future rewards as we talked about two days ago.

Jesus says, in language that we cannot help but understand, that the disciple of Jesus who gives up everything to follow Him will be rewarded at some future point in time.  He describes that point in time as being when He returns to this earth with a completely different agenda than His first visit.  There is a lot of difference between self-sacrifice and self-indulgence.  If you think about it, these two lifestyles are on complete opposite ends of the spectrum.  What Jesus says in verse 27 is that living a life for Jesus will not go unrewarded.  In fact, I can imagine a room piled high with rewards and I still don’t think I have even a fraction of the picture Jesus is trying to paint here.  The question that I have to ask is, “Am I willing to put off gratifying my desires today for something even greater than I can imagine in the future?”

Jesus then tells us that there were people standing in His midst at that point in time who would not die until they had witnessed that He spoke the truth.  That’s one heck of a statement to make.  In fact, there is a lot of controversy over exactly what Jesus meant by that statement.  There are some who believe that Jesus was referring to what was about to happen on the Mount of Transfiguration.  They say when Jesus transfigured before Peter, James and John, it symbolized the coming kingdom.  Others say that Jesus was referring to the Day of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came down to permanently reside in man.  They reason that since the kingdom of God is really God’s rule in a man’s heart, then the Holy Spirit coming down to permanently guide us is exactly what Jesus was talking about here.  Still others think that Jesus was referring to Peter and John who both wrote about the end times with such descriptions that it could have only come by a revelation from God.  At some point in your life, read the Book of Revelation and see if John didn’t see the coming Kingdom as Jesus describes in Matthew 16: 28.

Whatever view you take on verse 28, the end result is still the same.  Are you willing to put off present gain for a much greater reward in the future?  The men who walked with Jesus, who called themselves disciples, did exactly that.  They lived a life that Jesus wanted them to live.  They walked the path that Jesus walked in the short time He was on this earth.  Most of them died for the cause they so firmly believed in.  They didn’t do it for fancy cars and a large bank account.  They considered those things to be far too small a reward for their efforts.  They were willing to wait for God to give them more than they could ever imagine.  So, what about you?  What do you have to look forward to?  As you mentally imagine the rewards that are waiting for you in heaven, does that influence the way you live your life today?  Try keeping that vision in your mind for a time today and see if that doesn’t change the way you act and change your priorities.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do you have to look forward to as you follow Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 12th

Into the Mountains to Pray

Luke 9: 28-32
After a week in Caesarea-Philippi, Jesus took Peter, James and John with Him to the mountains around Mount Hermon to pray.  The exact site of the event that we will be taking a look at over the next five days is unknown.  However if you took a tour of the Holy Land, you would undoubtedly be taken to a place at the summit of Mount Tabor.  At that high elevation, you will find the Church of the Transfiguration commemorating this event.  Now I found a lot of scholars who have a problem with that site mostly because of the presence of a fortress there in that time.  Even Mount Hermon as a location for the transfiguration doesn’t fit the narrative that is given by Matthew, Mark or Luke.  Mount Hermon is eight thousand feet above Caesarea-Philippi and would take a day of really arduous climbing to ascend to one of its three peaks.  At that altitude the bitter cold, even in the summer, would have made it impossible for the disciples to spend the night as indicated in the story.  No, it was probably just a small, out of the way, mountain area that was visited by that small group of men on the night they described.

It is evening.  You can almost sense the peaceful solitude that surrounds the group as they stop for the night.  According to Luke 9: 28-32, the group started out this evening by spending an extended period of time in prayer.  After quite a bit of time it seems that the men became quite sleepy.  It would be easy to imagine that after a day of strenuous exercise and in the thin, cool mountain air, these men would have had trouble staying awake.  Apart from all of the troubles that existed in the region of Galilee that they could see from such a great height, they would not have a great sense of urgency about what lay ahead.  To them, they weren’t thinking that all of this would end soon.

Have you ever been in a situation where you can identify with Peter, James and John?  I can remember a time when I had to leave my house at 6AM to get to work.  I used to get up around 4:30 in order to have time to spend alone with God.  While I don’t like to admit it, there were times when that quiet time turned out to be nap time.  I didn’t want to fall back asleep, but it happened.  I suppose there are those who say that I wasn’t in the presence of Jesus and that’s why I slept, but like these disciples, I was in His presence as my purpose for getting up that early was to be in His presence.

Other times, while I didn’t fall asleep, I would be thinking more about the day ahead than praying.  I can remember stopping myself and then having to ask forgiveness of God for allowing my mind to wander only to have it happen a few minutes later.  Has that kind of thing ever happened to you?  So, how can we develop better prayer habits?  I know that in my own prayer life, I did better when I worked off a list of the things that I knew I wanted to pray for.  That seemed to work for me.  To me, the true secret of effective praying is developing a sense of urgency about prayer.  When prayer becomes rote and just another of my morning routines, that’s when my mind tends to drift.  For example, when someone that I am close to is fighting cancer or some other calamity, my mind becomes focused on what I am about and so my prayers become much more effective.  I don’t want my friend to suffer for an extended period, so I pray with a sense of urgency.  There is no problem with my falling asleep during those kinds of prayers.

As I look at the life of Jesus, I can’t help but think that He always approached prayer with a sense of urgency.  That is not hard to imagine given the fact that He had so much to do and so little time in which to do it all.  While it is true He had a lot less time than I have had, still I wonder if I don’t take the time I have left too much for granted.  Do any of us know how much time we have left on this side of heaven?  Unfortunately I have noticed that there seems to be seasons of prayer in my life.  I have some times when my prayer life is really strong and active, and others when I should do some more work on it.  Sometimes I think that is a natural process.  Yet the Apostle Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 5: 17 that I am to pray without ceasing.  I guess the only way for me to practice continual prayer is to constantly remind myself that the time is short and if I am to be all that God wants me to be, it would be wise for me to develop that sense of urgency and get real serious about my prayer life.  How about you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do you find that you need to get more serious about prayer?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 13th

Beholding Deity

Luke 9: 28-36
I can’t say that I normally feel envious of the disciples.  Life in their time was characterized by a harshness and brutality that we just don’t understand today.  Yet as we come to this point in our story, I find that I have a real sense of envy when I think about the sight that Peter, James and John were privileged to witness that evening.  We are still in Luke 9: 28-36.  Yesterday we talked about the fact that these men accompanied Jesus to a mountain area with the express purpose of praying.  We are not told what they are praying about, but it must not have been too urgent as all three of the disciples had drifted off to sleep.  What awoke them suddenly was a sight that no one this side of heaven has ever seen.

Luke describes the event as Jesus’ face changing and His clothes becoming as bright as a flash of lightening.  Frederick Farrer in his book, The Life of Christ, says, “His whole presence breathed so divine a radiance that the light, the snow, the lightning are the only things to which the Evangelist can compare that celestial luster.”  One can only imagine what these men were actually looking at.  So you have to ask yourself why this event even occurred.  For the disciples, this event would have made a huge impact upon their lives.  As we have talked about earlier, what is going to happen to them over the next several months is not going to be easy, nor will it be pleasant.  The events that led up to the cross would test the mettle of any one of us.  I believe it is because of the coming trials that it was important for them to gain a permanent impression of exactly who their master was.  It would be too easy for them to get into the trap of thinking that He was just a great rabbi.  They needed to see Him as God in human form.  Another purpose for this episode might have been for Jesus, Himself, in order to give Him strength to endure what was to come.  We say that because we will also see God, the Father giving strength to His Son in the Garden of Gethsemane.  God always stands willing to provide the strength we need to endure our own times of stress and pressure if we but ask Him.

All three of the gospel writers who record this event say that Jesus was not alone with His disciples on the mountain.  Jesus spent time with two of the all time great men of the faith.  I like the way Alfred Edersheim talks about why Moses and Elijah appeared on the mountain with Jesus.  He said, “The column was now complete: the base in the Law; the shaft in that Prophetism of which Elijah was the great Representative, in his first Mission, as fulfilling the primary object of the Prophets: to call Israel back to God; and, in his second Mission, this other aspect of the Prophets' work, to prepare the way for the Kingdom of God; and the apex in Christ Himself, a unity completely fitting together in all its parts.”  In other words, we have already talked about Jesus as He came to fulfill both the Law and the prophets.  Who else would be meeting Jesus that evening but Moses and Elijah, great representatives of each of the main trusts of His ministry?

Only Luke records what was discussed between Jesus, Moses and Elijah.  He says they talked about Jesus’ upcoming death in Jerusalem for the sins of the world.  Take a moment to consider how Jesus’ death was so very different from either of these two great men.  It says in Deuteronomy that Moses was taken from this earth after 120 years of high-impact living, “Yet his eyes were not weak, nor his strength gone (Deuteronomy 34: 7.)  This description of Moses’ death stands in stark contrast with the kind of death that Jesus would undergo.  An even greater contrast can be seen with Elijah, the prophet.  You will remember that Elijah was taken into heaven in a chariot of fire without having to experience death.

So what can you take out of this section of the Bible that you can use today?  This is one of the passages that points to the deity of Jesus Christ.  To say He was even an extraordinary man is not possible given the events that three of the gospel writers describe here.  Ordinary men do not do these types of things.  If He is God in human form, His words and His deeds must take on extraordinary importance right down deep in the core of your very being.  Since He is the God who spoke and the world was formed, His words must transcend eternity.  They demand our complete attention.  The words of Jesus do not make just a fine story.  They are the words of life, itself.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Who do you believe Jesus was?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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July 14th

Three Shelters

Luke 9: 28-36
Have you ever had a really bad day?  I mean the kind of day where all you want to do is to crawl under your bed and hide?  It’s a time when you earnestly pray for the rapture to occur right that very moment and deliver you from all of this.  While Peter, James and John weren’t having a particularly bad day, the thing they desired, above all else, was to permanently live right there on that mountain top.  We are still in Luke 9: 28-36 on the Mount of Transfiguration.

The disciples, though once fully asleep, were now quite wide awake.  It seems that Peter would like to perpetuate the moment and build three booths or shelters to keep the two visitors from fading away as they were already doing.   Peter wanted to keep the pleasantness of the moment without any of this talk about suffering and dying.  Like the old saying goes, “Oh, how much better to live up here with the saints of God than with those sinners below.”  Have you ever felt this way?

Suddenly right before their very eyes there appeared a cloud.  It started out small at first but then constantly grew in size until it enveloped the group.  Yet this was no ordinary cloud; the kind that they were used to.  This cloud had a luminous quality about it.  It glowed from deep within it; almost with the kind of glow they had always heard about and knew to be associated with Israel’s God.  As this cloud slowly began to surround them, their hearts were gripped with a deep and abiding terror, as if they felt the very presence of God, Himself.  For there was one more testimony that needed to be heard that night, there was only one more thing that would complete the picture they had been given.  Out of the cloud there came the voice of the God of Israel saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him."

Those who had been with Jesus since the beginning had heard this voice before.  When they had been with John the Baptist, they had seen this same Jesus rise from the waters of baptism and the same voice was heard with much the same lesson.  The Jesus they had been following all this time was someone whose words must be heard.  The words that He has to speak are important, they demand to be heard, understood and responded to.  At this very moment, your thoughts and opinions are not as important as His thoughts and opinions.  It’s time to stop speaking and just listen.  There can be no more talk about building shelters on this night.

The same thing is true today.  How vital it is that we hear what Jesus has to say to us.  How vital it is for us to strive to understand Jesus’ very thoughts.  We must dig down deep into what motivated Him to do the things that He did.  To be sure, all of His talk about cross bearing and denying oneself is not an easy thing to hear, but if He says we must then we must.  We must hear Him when our hearts desire is to lay down our burdens before it is time.  We must not dream about tabernacles where life is secure and where we know only joy.  We must understand that there is still a lot of work to be done.  That was the message that Peter, James and John had to hear so long ago; it is the message that we need to hear right here, right now.  Your mission and your faith is never about what you do on Sunday’s.  It’s always about what you do every day of the weeks you have left on this earth.  If you would but listen, you can hear the same words that these disciples heard on that night.  “This is my beloved Son.  Listen to Him.”

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

If it had been you on the mountain, how would that have changed you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY
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The Trip Back Down

Matt. 17: 9-13
I can only imagine what it would have been like to be able to ask Jesus anything that was on my heart at the moment.  There have been times in the writing of this book that I have pondered over this point or that.  Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to ask the King of Kings and receive the answer with His next breath?  Yet there are times when I really don’t want the answer to my questions.  That was the case in what we will be talking about today.  We are accompanying Peter, James and John as they walk back down the mountain with Jesus after the events of the previous evening.  Of the three gospel writers that record the events on the Mount of Transfiguration, only Matthew records the conversation between the men on the trip back down the mountain.  You will find it in Matthew 17: 9-13.

The first thing that you notice is that Jesus had a request to make of His inner three.  He directed them not to tell of what had happened on that mountain until after His resurrection.  Now I’m sure all of this resurrection talk meant nothing to them at that moment.  I say that because from here on out every time Jesus mentions the subject, the disciples are described as confused or puzzled over it.  The only reason that I draw this verse to your attention is that it will figure prominently later in our discussion.

The disciples had a burning question deep within their hearts.  So what prompted that question?  It is obvious that they were still thinking about the events of the night before and the appearance of both Moses and Elijah.  Why did the rabbis teach that Elijah would be coming first?  If Elijah had just come, why was it only for a season and only to these three men, and they were now being told they couldn’t talk about it?  They had just seen Elijah return back to earth, yet in the short time he was present he did not talk about restoring the nation of Israel with Jesus as its King.  These great men of Israel had talked about the rejection and violent death of Israel’s Messiah.  Their real question was about the validity of everything they had been taught by the rabbis on this subject.

As always, Jesus carefully redirected their thinking back to what the prophesy was originally intended to tell mankind.  In order for you to understand what Jesus teaches here, it is important to go back to the original prophesy that Malachi gave.  It can be found in Malachi 4: 5, 6 where Malachi says, “"See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes.  He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse."  According to Malachi, Elijah’s task was to restore all things.  In other words, he was to restore a moral element to the nation so they in turn would be willing to submit themselves to God and receive His message.  If they failed to submit, Malachi says that God is going to come and wreak a little havoc on Israel.

What Jesus now taught these men was that Elijah had already come.  Had Israel accepted the ministry and message of John the Baptist, all would have been restored, but they did with John what they pleased.  By logical sequence, Israel would also do the same thing to their Messiah.  It was only at that point that it dawned on the disciples that Jesus was not talking about Elijah but John the Baptist.  I can only imagine the bad feeling the disciples had at that moment.  You know the kind that centers in the pit of your stomach that gives you indigestion.

It is a core belief for a lot of people that God should just accept a person the way he is.  After all, if God made me, then He ought to be more accepting of the kind of person that I have become.  Unfortunately that’s not how God looks at it.  The theme behind the entire Bible is that God wants men to come back to His way of viewing life, not the other way around.  You can believe in God with every ounce of your being, but it will do you no good in the end.  It’s only when you look at your life and see it the way that God sees it will you take that first step towards His kingdom.  It’s called repentance.  I know the word is big and has a really negative meaning to most people.  Yet repentance is merely being sorry for the way you act and turning to Jesus for both forgiveness and direction on how you need to go in the future.  It is a wonderful, cleansing act that will allow you to throw off the shackles of your past and to begin right at this moment to live the life of abundance that Jesus has always wanted for you.  Jesus today has drawn for us a picture of two different types of people.  The disciples represent a person who has been drawn to Jesus’ message and have repented of the way that had lived up to the point they encountered Jesus.  The other type of person is the one who has done with Jesus exactly what they wished.  Which type of person do you represent?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What type of person do you represent?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 16th

Help My Unbelief

Mark 9: 14-27
One thing that I have noticed in all of my working life is that chaos always reigns the day I come back from vacation.  It seems that the better the vacation the worse that first day back is.  It is good to know that even Jesus suffered the same calamity.  We are taking a look at Mark 9: 14-27 today.  We can imagine the three disciples coming down the mountain.  They would be excited about the vision that they had witnessed the night before.  They would be deep in thought over the teaching they had just received from the Master.  I’m sure they felt they had a lot to tell the others, but that would have to wait as a scene of total confusion was awaiting their arrival.

As the disciples and Jesus approach they can begin to hear the sound of voices in violent argument.  They see their nine brothers, but they also see a group of scribes surrounding them violently arguing with them.  What you have read about today are Jesus’ weakest disciples in their weakest moment.  As we rejoin the rest of the disciples, we see this as an hour of triumph for these scribes.  It seems they had thrown down a challenge to do the small task of healing a demon possessed boy, and the remaining disciples had failed miserably.  No doubt the subject of the argument was the power, source and reality of Jesus.

The scene abruptly changes as Jesus walks up to the group.  Mark tells us that the crowd was amazed at Jesus’ arrival and rushed out to greet Him.  What caused the amazement is unknown.  Perhaps Jesus still retained some of the glow that He had the night before as Moses did coming down from Mt. Sinai.  It is almost as if the scribes shrink to the background at the arrival of Jesus.  It is the boy’s father who steps forward and, as Matthew describes, he kneels before Jesus.

As the father describes his son, we get a picture of a boy robbed of the power of speech by a demon.  Almost as if on cue, the boy drops to the ground, rolling around and foaming at the mouth.  Jesus’ response here is interesting.  He is lamenting sorrow at this unbelieving generation with which Jesus has to constantly deal.  Jesus has borne the constant demands for miracles and the constant lack of belief in the message that He had come to bring them.  As the boy is brought before Him, Jesus asks about the length of the boy’s affliction, almost as a physician would do.  Yet given who we know Jesus to be, this was probably more for the crowd than anything else.  I’m sure the God who created the boy knew exactly what ailed him.  The father closed his description of his son’s ailment with a most curious question, “if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us."

Jesus turns the man’s question back around to shine a bright spotlight on the man’s faith.  The help that we seek from God is always conditioned upon the faith that we have and never by the power or ability of God.  Once again we see that Jesus’ miracles never supercede the presence of faith.  The real question that needed to be answered was not “if you can,” but does the father of this boy believe?  The man’s response was and remains historic as he drops to his knees and cries out, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!"  As this man leapt to obtain the goal, he also recognized how far short his own faith was at the time.  As a result of the man’s statement of faith, Jesus ordered the demon out of his son, never to return.  What followed was also typical of demon possession.  The demon did not come out of the boy voluntarily.  Yet this episode was so violent that the crowd believed the boy to be dead until Jesus lifted him up and restored him to his father’s arms.

This story has so many dimensions to it that are worthy of our final discussion.  One dimension we will deal with tomorrow.  Another we will take a brief look at today.  If we pray for a healing and it doesn’t come, is it because of our lack of faith?  While I believe firmly that on occasions, a failure to heal can be as a result of a lack of faith.  I do not believe that always to be the case.  You have to remember that God is in charge in all circumstances.  The healing you desire may not be God’s desire.  There have been times when I have prayed for a healing only to have God not answer that prayer.  As time has passed, I have looked back to that prayer from a different perspective and have understood why God answered my prayer the way He did.  I have a good friend who still struggles over the fact that her prayer for her believing grandmother was not answered and her grandmother died.  Yet as we pause to consider where my friend’s grandmother is at this very moment, it almost seems selfish to deny her the glorious existence she is experiencing now so that she would continue to live in her pain wracked body for a moment more.  There are times when we just don’t possess the vision that God has.  Sometimes it takes quite a bit of faith for us to believe in our hearts that God really does know what He is doing and leave our doubts and accept God’s plan for our lives and in the lives of those we love.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has God convicted you of a wrong attitude in this area?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY
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Failing Unbelief

Matt. 17: 17-21, Mark 9: 28, 29
I am not an electrician by any stretch.  When I have an electrical issue around my house that is simple, I will usually try to do it, but if the problem is more serious than replacing a switch, I will defer to a professional.  Even in my limited knowledge about electricity, I do know that if there is even the slightest break in the electrical line, whatever is plugged in will not work.  The same thing can be said in matters of faith.  Yesterday, we were talking about a boy who was demon possessed.  The nine disciples, who were not invited into the mountains to pray, had failed to help this boy.  I’m sure they had done the right hand motions, said the same words as before, but the boy just sat there unchanged.  If you will turn to both Matthew 17: 19-21 and Mark 9: 28, 29, and read these sections of the Bible, we can get started.

It does not stretch my imagination to believe that these disciples were more than a bit perplexed.  Earlier when Jesus had sent them out in pairs to the villages of Galilee, they had done quite a bit of healing for the local population.  I’m sure they had enjoyed the notoriety that came with the abilities that Jesus had given them.  To be sure they had been faithful in preaching the message as He had instructed them, but there is nothing more spectacular than a good healing.  So, these men wanted to know why the power to heal suddenly had left them.  They thought that perhaps the power to heal that Jesus gave them came with some kind of expiration date.

Jesus’ response to their question is quite interesting.  Both Matthew and Mark appear to give different reasons for the failure, yet if you really take a look at it, the answer that both men give is the same.  Matthew reports that Jesus pointed out their lack of faith.  Anytime there is a lack of faith, it usually can be traced to four different problems; any one of which can cause faith to be missing.  It’s a lot like our electricity illustration that I used above.  The first problem would be a doubting of Jesus’ ability to do what He has promised.  We don’t like to admit that such doubts exist within our hearts, but such doubts do creep into our minds at times and then takes the short journey to our heart to cause us to be powerless.  Our faith has been short circuited.

The second problem that will short circuit our faith, is to doubt that Jesus would ever use someone like me.  We doubt the power of God within us.  There are times we will use our own history to defeat us.  We believe that since God has never used me this way before, He can’t possible do so now.

The third problem that will short circuit our faith, is to doubt the current level of our faith.  This one I have seen a lot.  We seem to think that faith is something that we have to appropriate like filling up our gas tank.  To be sure faith does increase over time as we trust God and He comes through for us, but there is not such thing as a “faith station” where we can fill up.

The final problem that will short circuit our faith, comes when we doubt God’s willingness to answer our request.  We refuse to believe that our request is even worthy of bothering God about in the first place.  We think that perhaps it is not God’s will, so therefore we shouldn’t ask.

All of these short circuits point to an even greater problem, which takes us back to Mark’s response to the disciple’s question of why they couldn’t help the boy.  Mark records that Jesus told them that it was because of a lack of prayer the boy stayed the same.  Remember that it is in prayer that we connect to God.  It is in prayer that we plug into the power source.  It is in prayer where there exists a two way communication with a loving Heavenly Father.  How can we know if something is God’s will, or if He will supply the power to do something if we don’t take the time out to ask Him?

Too many times we get so involved in the form of religion that we forget its power.  We attend a Bible study and wonder why we didn’t sense God’s presence.  We worship on Sunday and go home empty.  The reality is that we forgot to plug in before we got started.  In all that I have heard and read, I have come to firmly believe that God never will intrude upon our lives.  He only comes in when we invite Him.  If God is not an ever present force within our daily lives, perhaps it is because we neglected to invite Him in to control our lives.  That invitation is something that needs to be made every day.  It is not a “one time event.”  If you want God to be present in your life today, you have to invite Him in right now.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Are you going to invite Jesus into your life today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Temple Tax

Matt. 17: 24-27
I have never met someone, outside a tax accountant, who actually enjoys that day in mid-April when our taxes are due.  Though all of us enjoy the services that government provides, the actual payment of taxes for those services causes us to reel back from its sting.  Today we are not talking about government waste of taxpayer money.  We are talking about fishing as a means of paying our annual taxes.  Actually that’s not true either.  I have never met someone, other than Peter, who actually found enough in the mouth of a fish to pay their annual taxes.  We will be in Mathew 17: 24-27 today, so why not take a moment to read this section?

Jesus is back in Capernaum for a short stay before He heads for Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles.  The temple tax was taken during the feast each year in obedience to the commands of God, given in Exodus 30: 11-13.  For the Law required that every male over the age of twenty pay a half shekel tax in order to support the upkeep and operation of the temple.  I have spent a number of years of my life as treasurer of our church.  In that capacity, I know that it takes a lot to keep a building and a ministry going, though I have never thought about taxes as a way of providing for ministry.  Perhaps they had something there.

Did you notice that the inquiry from one of Israel’s tax collectors was made to Peter and not to Jesus, Himself?  It appears to me that there is some doubt on the part of this tax collector that Jesus would be willing to pay the tax.  Would He, who took such strange views on Jewish observances, who made such extraordinary claims, pay this tax?  It could even be assumed that this tax collector would have like nothing better than to catch Jesus in another chargeable offense against Judaism.  Such a breech would have, no doubt, put this tax collector in better position with Jewish leadership.  It is obvious that Jesus had paid the tax on past occasions, but matters were now changed.  The opposition to His message and ministry had become more pronounced since that first Passover.  Jesus had stated, quite plainly, that He was the Christ.  If Jesus were to pay the tax now without any comment it would do some damage to that claim.

We see from the narrative that Peter answered the tax collectors query in the affirmative and wanders off to procure the proper coinage through probably his own resources.  Jesus, aware of what was transpiring, arrests Peter’s progress.  Notice that Jesus addresses him as Simon, a name that means “He hears and obeys.”  Blind obedience at this moment in time is not the point the Master needs to make in Peter’s heart.  Jesus pointed out the real state of matters using the illustration found in verse 25.  The intent of a king is to never collect taxes from members of his own family in order to maintain his lifestyle.  The reference to the temple tax is obvious.  The son of God should be considered exempt from such a tax.  Yet Jesus would still vindicate His royal title and pay the tax at the same time, but not by ordinary means.  The coinage to pay this tax would come as a result of a miracle.  Peter would find a stater in the first fish he caught in the Sea of Galilee.  According to W. E. Vine, the stater that Matthew referred to in this verse was, in fact, a tetradrachm.  That coin would have weighed the equivalent of a full shekel, enough to pay both men’s tax.

The motive we are given in verse 27 is that the tax was to be paid in order to not offend the Jewish authorities.  The original Greek word means to put a stumbling block in front of someone.  It’s the same Greek word that would later become “scandal” in the English language.  The idea was that Jesus was not going to give His disciples, or later His church, the idea that obeying a higher power meant that Christians don’t have to pay taxes or obey government laws.  He never did anything that could be perceived to mean that Christians were being encouraged to disobey a government’s legitimate duty to control its citizens.  So, I guess I will have to write that check each spring to pay the taxes that are legitimately due.  Yet just like Peter, I can rejoice when I send off the check because the funds to pay those taxes have always been supplied by my Jehovah Jireh, the God who provides.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has God provided for your needs in the past?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Denominational Differences

Mark 9: 38-41
Have you ever wondered why there are so many denominations?  It all started with a single church that Jesus started, but has splintered into so many different pieces that it is next to impossible to number how many denominations there are in the world at any given time.  As I was reading about the history of our current system of denominations, a lot of what I read indicated that the first church split occurred in the 11th century with the great split between the church centered in Rome and the Orthodox churches centered in Constantinople.  So what caused the splintering of one great movement into so many pieces they can’t be numbered?  My feeling is that the root of denominationalism can be found in today’s section of the Bible.  We are in Mark 9: 38-41.

The events that Mark describes here probably occurred as Peter had gone off fishing for coins to pay the temple tax.  I say that because here John is acting as spokesperson for at least part of the group.  Now I am not sure if he came to consult Jesus out of a sense of guilt, or he just wasn’t sure the group took the right course of action.  Perhaps John was just looking for a pat on the back for his defense of his Master’s turf.  It appears that the group had come upon an exorcist who was driving out demons in Jesus’ name.  The disciples forbade the man from continuing in his ministry due to the mere fact that he was not part of their group.  To be sure there could be no way of telling where the exorcist was in a spiritual sense.  The man obviously had not spent the kind of time with Jesus that the twelve had.  It’s probable the disciples felt that this “outsider” had not made the same level of commitment that they had made.

Instead of an expected pat on the back, Jesus takes steps to correct their faulty thinking.  I’m sure that the disciples were more than taken aback by this turn of events.  What Jesus teaches here is that the standard by which they were to judge spiritual correctness must not be based upon the external.  For them it was enough that this exorcist was not of their company.  Yet we know from our vantage point that even that was not a sure fire way of telling who was totally committed to Jesus, for sitting among the group was Judas Iscariot.  It is obvious that this man had been successful in casting out demons in Jesus’ name, or why did the issue even come up.  So what is the standard?

If you read Jesus’ words, what sets apart people who are allowed to participate in Jesus’ ministry is as a result of what happened to them on the inside.  Notice that Jesus laid out three conditions that existed in this exorcist that the disciples must take into account before they forbade him to minister in Jesus’ name.  The first condition that he must meet is that the exorcist was not speaking evil of Jesus.  It goes back to the question that Jesus had earlier asked Peter, “Who do you say I am?”  This man obviously believed in Jesus or His ministry would not have had any success.  Second, the man was not saying anything against the work of Jesus in that he was not ripping or tearing apart the words or ministry of Jesus.  The man’s words and actions are to be looked at, not his background, education or what side of the tracks he was born on.  If the man is exhibiting what later would be described as the fruit of the spirit, then he must be on Jesus’ side.  The third condition that Jesus laid down was that the man was giving service to his fellow man in the name of Jesus.  That is what Jesus was referring to when He talked about giving a cup of water in His name.  It is not part of the disciples’ job description to criticize those who serve their fellow man in the name of Jesus.

Sometimes we get the feeling that only those people who go to our church are right with God.  Everyone else must be suspected of spreading a wrong doctrine because they are not in our group.  I suppose this is because everyone senses a need to be part of the “correct crowd.”  People tend to think that if someone does things counter to the way we do them, then they must be wrong because we know for a fact that we are right.  That is just human nature.  Jesus here is teaching that kind of thinking is just plain wrong.  When we look at people who go to other churches, there are a few bench marks from which you cannot stray, like who Jesus is and how does one get into the Kingdom.  All of the rest is just window dressing.  They go to their church because they are comfortable there and are called by God to minister there.  You go to your church for the very same reason.  Remember this is not a competition that pits churches against each other.  It’s the same body, just a different gathering, that’s all.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do I need to do to promote denominational harmony?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Greatest

Mark 9: 33, 34
On February 25, 1964, a brash 22 year old from Louisville Kentucky by the name of Cassius Clay knocked out the much favored Sonny Liston for the heavy weight boxing crown.  While a relatively small number of people actually watched the fight, a large number of people can remember Clay’s tirade immediately following the fight when he proclaimed himself “the greatest.”  I guess that such a proclamation goes against the grain for most of us.  Although, if the truth was known, a lot of people have that opinion about themselves; it’s just that they seldom put that loud a voice to those feelings.

A few days ago, we were looking at the scene as three of the disciples were coming back down the mountain after a rather impressive evening to come upon the rest of Jesus’ disciples in a heated debate with some scribes.  If you remember reading at the time, I said that the events that surrounded the healing of the demon possessed boy would have lasting repercussions upon the remaining ministry of Jesus Christ.  Today we will talk about those repercussions.

According to Mark 9: 33, 34, it was on the way from Caesarea Philippi to Capernaum that a dispute had arisen among the disciples as to who was going to be the greatest in the coming Kingdom.  That debate will take different forms, but it will dog the ministry and threaten the relationships between the disciples right up until the final evening of Jesus’ life on earth.  Every time the dispute raised its ugly head, Jesus showed a great deal of patience as He dealt with the disciples’ ideas as to what constitutes greatness and what was going to happen within the Kingdom of God.

If you had been tagging along that ancient road, you would have seen Peter, James and John looking quite smug at this point.  They hadn’t said anything about what had happened when they were alone with the Master, but you could just tell that something important had happened up on that mountain.  The rest of the group was still quite downcast over their failure with the boy and the stinging rebuke that had been delivered by Jesus.  With a seed of doubt sowed here and a little bit of boastful pride sowed there, Satan was doing a number on the unity that had existed before in this small band of followers.  Jesus had begun to talk quite frequently about returning to Jerusalem to suffer and die at the hands of the Jewish leaders.  Such talk would make the disciples feel that the Kingdom that Jesus had spent so much time talking about must be quite near at hand.  These men had always been taught that there would be distinctions of rank in the Messianic Kingdom.  Of course the rabbis had taught that their learning would put them at the head of the class, but the disciples had to believe that their devotion to the Master would give them a special place in that Kingdom.  The main topic on the road had been who was going to be number 1?  Who would sit at Jesus’ right hand in the coming Kingdom?

The Apostle John listed the boastful pride of life as one of the three temptations that comes from the world (1 John 2: 16, 16.)  That temptation will lead a person to both the idea that they are the center of the universe and all things revolve around them, and the idea that they need no help to get ahead in life.  It is that sin that had infected the disciples and it is that sin that infects the church today.  One only has to spend about ten minutes in leadership over any church in America to see this temptation alive and well.  If the temptation isn’t present within the leadership team then it is quite prominent in the membership.  Human beings, at times, have great egos that need to be served.  For those reading this today, this is a time for a little soul searching.  Take a moment to review your attitudes and actions over the past week.  How many times have you been hurt or offended because you felt stepped on by another brother or sister in Jesus?  How many times were you angry because you didn’t get your way?  Jesus said there is a better way to live.  Tomorrow we will be taking another look at what Jesus had to say on this subject.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do I need to mend some fences today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Like a Child

Matt. 18: 2-4
As we move into Matthew 18: 2-4, we see Jesus answering the disciples’ question as to who would be the greatest in the Kingdom of God.  The answer that he gives them is in two parts and so it is important to take a look at both parts in order to get the complete picture.  Right now it would probably be a good idea for you to read today’s scripture so that you may be completely familiar with its contents.

As you can tell from your reading, Jesus’ main object is to continue to mold the temper and the will of His disciples.  It is interesting to note that man has made great strides in the art of prayer and Christian activity.  He has shown, at times, great faithfulness in various areas of temptation.  He has certainly proven his aptness in the areas of Christian Doctrine.  Yet he has proven so defective in the areas of his own temper and self-seeking.  All too often, we do something for God, but if we do not receive the praise of men, we go into our spiritual corner and pout.  There are a great many Christians in today’s church who have lost the idea of humility.  Most people I run into can’t even properly tell me what humility even is.  What good can ministers do for the Kingdom of God if their only concern is where they fit in the hierarchy of that Kingdom?

In the past, I have always had a great deal of difficulty in understanding this section of Matthew’s gospel.  That’s because I am a parent.  Most times when this passage is looked at, it is viewed in light of the thought that a child is something that is spiritually ideal.  Parents know better.  They’ve seen the good, the bad and the ugly when it comes to children.  So what is Jesus talking about?

The first idea about the Kingdom of God that Jesus is trying to teach is that everyone understands that the first step is to gain entry into that Kingdom.   If you were to take a look at the literal translation of the original Greek in verse 3, the idea Jesus is giving is that a person must convert and become like a child in order to enter His Kingdom.  Conversion has the idea of being changed from one thing into another.  As an illustration, Jesus calls a child over to Him.  The act of that child coming to Jesus’ side illustrates four facets of what Jesus meant when He used the word conversion.  First the child trusted Jesus.  He somehow sensed that Jesus meant him no harm.  Second the child surrendered his own will to walk into the presence of Jesus.  Children usually are busy about their own lives, but this child interrupted what he was doing to walk over to Jesus.  Third this child was obedient to what Jesus wanted of him.  This was no small task because Jesus was surrounded by at least twelve large grown-ups at the time.  Finally, the child was humble before Jesus.  He didn’t walk up to Jesus with his own agenda or any particular needs.  This child’s main motivation wasn’t that he was attracted to Jesus because of His fame or His miracles.  Jesus called and this child just came.  Those four ideas are present when someone is converted.

The second idea that Jesus was teaching His disciples is that there is a different yardstick used to determine the place one will occupy in His Kingdom.  Notice Jesus never argues that the Kingdom of Heaven doesn’t have ranks within it.  He teaches that distinctions within that Kingdom are based upon the extent of one’s humility, not one’s greatness.

So how do I gain humility?  Take a moment to turn in your Bible to Philippians 2: 2-4.  Do you see what Paul is teaching you here?  Humility is nothing more than putting the interests of others before your own interests.  If Peter were practicing humility, he would have been championing someone else for the number one position rather than himself.  How well do you do in this area?  Actually the main question is not how well do you practice humility, but how often?  Take a moment and think about the last time you were someone else’s cheerleader.  How long ago was that?  If you’re not sure of the exact date, it’s probably been too long.  If your wish is to gain stature with Jesus, this is something that needs to be practiced continually.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What can I do to be someone’s cheerleader today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 22nd
A Millstone Tie

Matt. 18: 5-9
One of the things that has always bothered me are those who will use religion for their own personal gain.  They use the promise of a great future, like a shiny fishing lure to draw a group of followers to their doom.  While the news media has covered men like Jim Jones and David Koresh in Waco, Texas, there are many more that draw the trusting people of the world after them and away from the God who loves them.  I take solace in today’s section of the Bible where Jesus warns that it would be better for them to be fitted for a millstone tie and be tossed into any large body of water.  Today we will be in Matthew 18: 5-9.

Yesterday we looked on as Jesus drew a small child to His side and used that child as an illustration of two great truths concerning the Kingdom of God.  Then He continued to use that same child to illustrate the dangers associated with the sin of ambition.  In Jewish literature of the time, the word child was used in two different ways.  One way was in the traditional sense, like the young short person standing in their midst.  The second way the word child was used was to describe someone who was a new disciple of a rabbi, or someone who had just converted into the Jewish faith.  I believe you can use both definitions of the word child to apply what Jesus had to say here into your own life.

Anyone who has spent more than fifteen minutes in the corporate world has run up against the kind of person who thinks nothing of climbing the corporate ladder on the backs of others.  They will be king no matter who they have to harm in the process.  Unfortunately the same kind of people can also be found in the church.  Oh, they put a profoundly spiritual spin on their behavior, but the results are much the same.  Your church’s leadership is then left to deal with both the hurt feelings and the person causing all of this damage.  Before you think too hard about who in your church I might be talking about, a little bit of this trait resides in all of us.  It certainly did in the hearts of Jesus’ disciples as they jockeyed for position in the Kingdom of Heaven.

A person new to their belief in Jesus is extremely vulnerable.  We know from past experience that most cults in America target the new believer because they find them to be easy pickings.  Jesus gave some strong warnings to those who engage in the practice of picking off people new in their faith.  A millstone, according to Holman’s Bible Dictionary was made of basalt and was about a foot and a half in diameter and two to four inches thick.  The wearing of such a tie would certainly cause someone to have a difficult time swimming.  Obviously Jesus here is giving an illustration to describe the immediate destruction of the offender.  He then revisits an illustration He used earlier in our discussion of His Sermon on the Mount that concerned a little eye and hand surgery.  Using both of those illustrations, we get the idea that Jesus is rather protective of those who are young believers.

So what are we to do with the ideas that Jesus is trying to teach us today?  He is speaking to those who are in a ministry that is reaching out to the lost.  He is speaking to those who teach them.  He is speaking to those who have seen a friend or relative begin a relationship with Jesus.  He is teaching you to watch out for those people.  He is teaching you to not win them and forget them, but to properly train them and nurture them.  He is shining a beacon on the level of time and care that He spent on those who followed Him.  He is also, in the negative sense, giving us a warning if we fail to provide solid spiritual leadership to those God has drawn into a relationship with Him through our ministry.  He is saying that when He draws someone, it would not be wise for us to toss that new believer into the nearest trash can.
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How can you participate in God’s discipleship ministry?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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One Lost Sheep

Matt: 18: 10-14
We are once again looking at a parable of Jesus.  The parable of the Lost Sheep is an interesting one in that it is told on two separate occasions to illustrate two different points.  Today we will be taking about Jesus’ first use of this parable.  Join me in reading Matthew 18: 10-14.  We have been talking about the context in which Jesus was teaching for the last few days.  It all begins with a dispute between the disciples as to who was going to be the greatest in the coming Kingdom of God.  Jesus has taken the disciples through the idea of conversion to the importance of humility, now he continues to develop the idea that all of His children are greatly important to Him.

Notice how Jesus begins the teaching in verse 10.  There are a couple of interesting points that Jesus makes in this verse.  The first is the mention of angels.  The rabbis taught that all Jews had a guardian angel to look after them.  There is no evidence that such a thing exists and Jesus does not really teach that here.  The fact that there are angels who are tasked to look out for God’s children is what Jesus is teaching here.  He just doesn’t say that there is one specific angel assigned to each of us.  That’s what the writer of Hebrews taught when he said, “Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? (Hebrews 1: 4)  Notice the writer of Hebrews is talking in the plural sense.  If there were one angel assigned to me, it would be plainly taught in the Bible.  Since it is not, I have to assume that I have access to all of the angels in heaven to help and protect me.  I don’t know about you, but I kind of like the idea of having access to that much help.

Jesus also says that those angels are ever present before the throne of grace.  The idea of being in the presence of the king was well understood in Jesus’ day.  To be in the constant presence of a king meant that there was great power and prestige associated with such a high position.  That is what would have been going through the mind of the disciples.  The idea that Jesus is trying to convey is that God’s children hold a special place in God’s heart.  As such they should be viewed by those here on earth in the same light.  I know that most of you reading this are nodding their heads up and down because such an idea seem obvious to us, given our understanding of the nature of God.  Yet, so many times we don’t treat each other like we really believe this truth.  If you have any doubts about it, just spend some time reading the editorial page of Christianity Today.  My, we do get vicious with each other at times. 

So what follows Jesus’ teaching is a parable about a flock of sheep.  When one of the sheep goes missing, the shepherd leaves the other sheep to go out and find their missing cousin.  The parable ends when the shepherd finds the lost sheep and with much rejoicing he brings it back to join his other sheep.  The parable is meant to illustrate the care that God has for each one of His children.

So what do you do with all of this?  While it is heartening to know that God takes your security within His Kingdom quite seriously, we do at times fail to recognize that He takes the same care for other’s that reside within His kingdom.  We can acknowledge it in principle, but in practice, well, that’s another story.  In the 14th and 15th chapter of Romans and the 8th chapter of his first letter to the Corinthian church, Paul was teaching much the same thing.  We need to look out for each other, especially those who are not strong in their faith.  If that means that we must curtail some of our liberty so that the weaker brother does not stumble and fall, then we do it because we understand how important the weaker brother is to the God we serve.  You see what Jesus is teaching us here is a lot harder to actually do than it first appears.  It’s easy to think about such things in the abstract, but when we have to give up doing something we really enjoy, just because someone has a problem with it, that’s another story.  So, once again, it is time for a little personal evaluation as to where you are in this area.  My feeling is that prayer is always a good thing to do on these occasions.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do you need to pray about today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 24th
Church Discipline

Matt. 18: 15-20
We come now to a very familiar passage for anyone who has ever been involved in church leadership.  It’s not that church leaders enjoy this section of the Bible.  Actually it is the hardest part of their job, but it is the most necessary if the church is to continue to be all that God wants it to be.  I am talking about the subject of church discipline.  Yet this passage is not just for church leaders.  It is for everyone who loves the church and wants to see her spiritually strong.  There comes a time in every Christian’s life when a brother or a sister in the faith steps across the line and does something to you that is not in keeping with everything the Bible stands for.  We need Jesus’ teaching to be able to both restore peace and the fallen Christian.  That’s where Matthew 18: 15-20 comes into play.

In order to properly understand this passage, we need to come to some understanding of where it applies in our lives.  Jesus is quite plain when He says that the act that brings all of this into play is when someone sins against you.  That means that this particular individual does something that is spoken against in the Bible that directly affects your life.  Now that requirement alone eliminates a lot of confusion and misapplication of these verses.  For example, if a member of your church has an affair with your spouse, that is something which would qualify.  If someone in the church is busy spreading negative gossip about you, you can go to Matthew for instructions on what to do.  You get the idea.  The sin has to be against you.  If someone sins against your sister in Christ, it is not your job to invoke this passage.  It is your sister’s job.  You can help with the second step, but that’s it.

The second thing that you need to understand in order to properly obey Jesus’ teaching in this area is that the central goal behind this teaching is that the offending person is restored to a place of fellowship with both God and their fellow believers.  Remember the context within which this teaching appears.  Jesus has been dealing with the disciples jockeying for position and stepping all over each other to get to the top of the heap when it came to the Kingdom of God.  He just got finished telling about the joy that God has when He finds a single lost sheep.  God cares about those of His who have wandered off.  He wants his lost sheep found and brought back into the flock.  This is not about a race to get to the third step so we can really embarrass and alienate those who would have the nerve to offend you.  The whole thrust of Jesus’ teaching is about restoration.

Since you have already read this passage, you understand that the offended party is to go privately to the person with the intent on getting it straight and restoring the relationship.  You are not to tell your best friend.  You are not to tell your pastor.  You are to go to that person in private with the intent of restoration.  If that fails, find someone who is more spiritually mature than you to go with you for a second attempt.  You know the old saying, “two heads are better than one.”  Perhaps the person you bring with you will think of something to say that will turn things around.  Only if the first two steps fail to restore the offending party are you to take the matter to the church leadership.

So how do you go about applying this section of the Bible to your life?  When you are harmed by someone’s actions, you need to first make this a matter of prayer.  Let God give you His thoughts on the matter before you confront anyone.  It may be that you are wrong.  It may be that the issue that God wants to deal with is yours, not with the other person.  If after some time spent in prayer you still feel you were violated, then you need to go to the offender with gentleness.  You need to wrap your arms around that person and say, “You know I always want to give a good report about you when anyone asks me, but there is something you did that I just didn’t understand.  Can you explain it to me?”  Do you see a lack of condemnation in those words?  Do you see that in those words, you give the other person the benefit of the doubt?  If you walk up to someone at say, “Listen buddy, you did me wrong the other day,” it might begin things on the wrong note.  If restoration is your true motive, attacking someone else is not the way to get there.

There is much more than can be said here, but I am running out of time.  If you just keep in mind the final goal behind what you are supposed to do, you’ll be fine.  Tomorrow we will talk more about the church’s role in all of this.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What attitude do you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 25th

Looking Out for the Church

Matt. 18: 17
Yesterday we talked about seeking the reconciliation of someone who had committed some trespass against someone within the church.  In Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep, we saw the care that the shepherd took in seeking out and finding the single sheep who had wandered away.  It’s the same thing with those of us who have strayed from the path that we are on towards Christ likeness.  In the first two steps that Jesus gives us as a model, we see an increasing expression of Christian charity and love as restoration and reconciliation is our only goal.  It is only as a last resort, after a lot of prayer and with the purest motives that fallible humans can muster, do we bring the matter out into the open and make it public.

Yet even in that final step we see that it is done out of love and concern for our brother or sister in Christ.  That’s because we have now involved those who we believe to be the more spiritually mature in our midst to make additional attempts at reconciliation.  In my opinion Jesus is teaching that we are to take the matter before the leadership of the Church.  If two heads are better than one, then a dozen or so who have demonstrated spiritual maturity must be better still.  It is only after the offender refuses to listen to all of this advice and counsel that the final step Jesus describes in this section of the Bible is taken.

Do you notice that the excommunication that Jesus describes in this passage is two-fold?  There is a religious side, as symbolized by the word “heathen,” where the offender is removed from the church rolls and loses their right to participate in the governance of the church.  Second there is the social aspect, symbolized by Jesus’ reference to a “tax collector,” whereby the membership refuses to even socialize with the offending person.  The extremity of this action means that we are never to take it lightly, and only in the direst of circumstances.  It is because I am bound to take in every member of the church as my brother and my sister, that I must be concerned about their behavior.  I have an obligation to love each person in my church.  It is my job to encourage all people within my church to increasing levels of Christ likeness and point them away from the rebellion against God that describes all sin.  In a great many ways Jesus is telling me that I truly am my brother’s keeper.

In my nearly two decades in church leadership, there have been times when a brother or a sister has brought such a matter before us.  In each of these cases that come to my mind, the offending party has usually left the church before we got to that final step.  After much prayer and debate, it was decided that we remove the person from the membership rolls and move on.  There was no formal ceremony or announcement for the entire community to hear.  We did that because we always held out hope that one day our brother or sister would be found by the shepherd.  We felt that a formal pronouncement would hinder that from happening.  We believed that we never stop in our attempts at reconciliation.  That’s the way we chose to do it.  I know there are other churches who view the matter differently.

The other side of this coin is that there is a need to separate the church from such offenses.  There are a number of examples in the Bible where the church has come under criticism from the Lord for its tolerance of sin.  If the church is to be a group of Jesus’ representatives here on earth, then we must have the same mind as He does about such things.  The last thing any church needs is to have Jesus remove its lamp stand from its place in Heaven as He promised the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2: 5 because they refused to repent of the sin that was within.

So where do you stand in all of this?  Church discipline is not an enjoyable subject to talk about under any circumstances.  It is necessary if the church is to have any kind of light within our communities.  If we are to have the mind of Christ, then we cannot overlook this area just because it is unpleasant or hard to do.  In all of the times I have read the Bible from beginning to end, I have never once found the word “easy” used to describe any part of the Christian lifestyle.  Though it is never an easy thing to do, such actions must be done.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY

July 26th

In His Presence

Matt. 18: 19, 20
There was a man who lived in the 17th century by the name of Nicholas Herman who began his journey with God one winter’s day while gazing at a leafless tree waiting patiently for the sure coming of spring when life would return to it and it would bear another crop of fruit.  He saw in that tree a picture of himself, currently dead but sensing the presence of a gracious God who was waiting for an invitation to begin a work in this man that would span generations.  The journey that began that day developed into one of the great works of Christian literature as Nicholas entered into the Discalced Carmelite Priory in Paris and took the name Lawrence of the Resurrection.  The book that Nicholas wrote we know today by the title, The Practice of the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence.  You don’t have to read very far in that book to understand the key to the power and the influence of this man.  He spent every waking hour living in the presence of the One who visited him that winter day and never left his side.  If nothing else, the book gives us all hope that it is possible for us to live continually in the presence of God.  Most people I talk with rather like the idea of residing in God’s presence, but the reality is that we don’t make it the priority that it demands.

So what normally gets in the way of dwelling in the presence of God?  In Matthew 18, Jesus gives us three different areas where we need to strive to enter into God’s presence.  The first area we have been talking about over the last couple of days.  That would be the area of preserving unity within the Body of Christ.  Actually unity is one of the major themes that is found throughout the New Testament.  Jesus has given us the task of reconciling the fallen and bringing them back on the team.  That is so the church can always be at full strength for the battles it must fight against the forces that oppose God’s will on earth.

The second area of life that we need to get right if we are to continue in His presence is in the area of prayer.  When we read Matthew 18: 19, we find that this verse makes a really bold statement.  If you can get another person to agree with you, then God is going to do what you ask.  So that means that all you have to do is to get someone else to agree that you need a Mercedes Benz, then one will appear in your driveway tomorrow morning.  Is that right?  I know you are going to be disappointed because you really want that car, but that’s not it.  The Greek word that Jesus used for “agree” later became our English word, symphony.  Think about the last symphony you listened to.  There were a lot of parts to it; melody lines, harmony lines and counter points all working together to produce something of great beauty.  That’s what the church is supposed to be on earth.  Yet it can’t be that way if we are constantly at odds with each other.  That’s why Jesus was so insistent that we reconcile our differences and do all we can to preserve the unity.  Once unity is established and maintained, our prayers can be harnessed together like a team of horses, all pulling in the same direction.  That is the point that Jesus is trying to make here.  United prayer will unleash the power of Almighty God.

The third area of life that Jesus addresses here is the idea that it is important that the body make the effort to gather together with regularity.  Yet in verse 20, we see an important fact that must be addressed.  The gathering must be done in His name.  Names were a big deal in that culture.  To gather in Jesus’ name means that we gather with all of Jesus’ authority, character, majesty, power and excellence.  To gather in Jesus’ name means that we are united in prayer, and with the express purpose of doing whatever He needs of us.  To gather in Jesus’ name means there is but one agenda, His.  Everything else takes a back seat.  I have often wondered what would happen if the church were to accomplish this feat.  Would revival come to a community?  Would an entire city be brought to the foot of the cross?

Jesus has been talking about some really important aspects that should be found in His church.  Since we have been addressing the church, there may be some of you reading this who think that we’re not talking about you.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  You are the church.  Everything you think, everything you believe and everything you are affects His church.  Are you doing everything in your power to promote the unity in your local church?  Are you regularly uniting with your brothers and sisters in prayer?  Do you make it a top priority in your life to gather together with your brothers and sisters to celebrate what God is doing around you?  Do you practice the presence of God in your life on a continual basis?  In these major areas of your faith, you are the church.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How can I practice the presence of God in my life today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY
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The Art of Forgiving

Matt. 18: 21-35
I suppose I am not alone when I say that I need help in the art of forgiving.  Does it really have to be all that hard?  Someone harms you in some way and you should just be able to forgive and go on with life.  It’s just that it doesn’t come easy for me, especially when it happens repeatedly with the same person.  I do take some comfort in knowing that the Apostle Peter had the same problem I have.  Turn in your Bible to Matthew 18: 21-35 and we will get started.

It appears that the constant juggling for position within the upcoming Kingdom of God was taking its toll.  Somewhere in the debate Peter was offended.  He goes privately to Jesus and asks him for an exact number of times he must forgive in order to be on the correct side of God.  He has been taught all of his life that asking forgiveness of others is something that one should do as well as make restitution for the wrong done.  The rabbis taught that when one asked forgiveness, it should be granted.  Of course, there was an unwritten law that limited the granting of forgiveness to three times.  Now Peter doubles that number and adds one to come up with his idea that seven times ought to be more than enough to satisfy God.

Unfortunately Jesus did not validate Peter’s generous spirit.  He speaks that the very act of numbering the allowed offenses is a mark of externalism that is not found in any of His teachings.  The idea of the seventy times seven is not that we conduct an exhaustive count of the number of times someone has violated our rights.  When talking about the whole idea of forgiveness, the issue is always quality over quantity.

To illustrate His point, Jesus tells Peter the parable of the Unmerciful Servant.  As you read over this parable, you will notice that there is a man who is unable to pay a very large debt.  The master doesn’t just give the guy more time, he actually releases the man totally from the amount owed.  So how much was this servant forgiven?  Josephus records that Herod the Great was given the sum of 900 talents by Augustus Caesar to run the entire country of Israel for a year.  The sum in Jesus’ parable was eleven times the national budget of Israel at that time.  It is obvious that this man was not just a common laborer, but a financier in a highly trusted situation.  The size of this debt is incredible; but then if you stack all of the sins of a lifetime, it would be a really large pile as well.

After receiving forgiveness beyond anything one could measure, the servant goes outside and runs into someone who owes him a hundred denari.  Now a denari is equivalent to a days wage paid to an average manual laborer.  The servant not only refuses to duplicate the grace that he so recently received, but he had this poor man thrown into prison until such time as the debt was paid in full.  Other servants, witnessing this heartless act, relayed all of the salacious details to their master who called the original servant back in to deliver a sobering judgment.  The unforgiving servant was sent to jail to be tortured until every dime of the debt was paid back.  Jesus, as in a lot of His parables, gives us the lesson to be learned in the very last sentence when He said, “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." 

Whenever you look at a lesson or parable given by Jesus, you have to be aware of who Jesus was talking to.  Parables to the disciples are interpreted differently than parables to the multitudes.  The fact that his parable was delivered to Peter really makes it hit home in my own life.  Jesus expects me to treat other Christians with the same level of grace that I request of Him.  Now I know some of you are saying, “What if the guy I’m supposed to forgive keeps doing it over and over.  Do I still have to forgive Him?”  When you do something against God over and over, do you expect God to forgive you each and every time?  Then you say, “Well, I’ll forgive, but I won’t forget.”  Unfortunately that doesn’t quite cut it either.  For God has said, “I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more (Jer. 31: 34.)”  The standard for forgiveness has been set.  The only question that remains is will we meet that standard?  As to the art of forgiveness, just keep constantly in the back of your mind how much you have been forgiven and how many of your wrongs and hurts have been nailed to the cross of Jesus and use that as your benchmark the next time someone offends you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How do I need to change my attitude towards others as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER GALILEAN MINISTRY
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Into the Limelight

John 7: 1-10
I’m not sure if anyone in this day and time understands what it was like to have Jesus as your older brother.  The entire town of Nazareth had already rejected His claims to be Israel’s Messiah.  The social pressure on the family must have been quite intense.  Since the town considered Jesus to be quite mad, they couldn’t understand why His mother didn’t do something to end this embarrassment.  Earlier we had talked about an episode, recorded in both Matthew 12 and the third chapter of Mark 3, where Jesus’ family came to take Jesus home.  While the outward motive would have been out of a love for an ill family member, I’m sure inwardly the half-brothers of Jesus would have wanted to get Him out of sight so their lives could return to some kind of normalcy.

Let’s travel back to John 7: 1-10 as James, Joses, Simon and Judas approach Jesus with an unusual request.  As you read their words, you can get a sense of mockery in those words.  Sometimes younger brothers can act like that.  We really don’t need verse 5 to tell us that Jesus’ half-brothers didn’t believe in His claims any more than the Jewish leadership believed in them.  It is present in the very words of their request, “No one who wants to become a public figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world."  When someone in your family causes you great embarrassment, the natural reaction is one of anger, which can manifest itself in sarcasm.  That’s what we see in the boy’s words.

The reality is that Jesus was not trying to be a public figure.  There is nothing that we have read to give us any indication that the motive that drove Jesus was the need to be noticed or to be famous.  Notoriety came with the miracles and the message, but they were not Jesus’ prime motivation for what He did.  You can see that in Jesus’ response to His brother’s request.  In His words, the time is not right, Jesus is telling His brothers that He knows that Israel is not going to have a sudden reversal in their thinking and proclaim Him Messiah.  That time will come.  As would later be written by the Apostle Paul, there will come a time, “that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth” (Philippians 2: 11.)  Jesus knows that the acknowledgment of who He is will not take place at the fast approaching Feast of Tabernacles.

For His brothers, any time would be the right time.  They understood that if Jesus wanted to be Messiah then that claim had to be made openly in the center of their world, Jerusalem.  Those claims had to be made before those who could adequately test those claims, and once and for all be done with all of this madness.  I’m sure they felt that once Jesus was formally rejected, He would have no choice but to return home and they could put Him in the proverbial padded cell.  These boys didn’t yet understand where Jesus stood with the rest of the world.  They didn’t understand because they stood squarely with that world.  There is no way that they understood yet what it meant to swim against that tide.

There are some reading this who completely understand what Jesus was going through at this moment.  You have siblings and close family members who think your devotion to this Jesus is a bit insane.  They consider you some kind of religious radical that they would like to quietly sweep under some rug.  When they refer to you when gathered with their friends, it is always with a shrug of the shoulder and a rolling of the eyes as if to say, “We can’t all be normal.  Every family has its share of whackos.”  Jesus gives us two examples to follow in His response to His brother’s request.  The first was that He was never influenced by their opinion of Him.  He knew where He was going and there is nothing this side of heaven that was going to alter that course.  He followed God, and God alone.  The second, I believe, is that He never stopped praying for them that they would come to understand exactly who He was.  The reason I say that is that after Jesus’ final ascension into heaven, His brothers joined with the believers (Acts 1: 14).  His younger brother, James, became the leader of the Jerusalem church and wrote the Book of James.  Jesus’ example for us is to never give up praying and hoping for our family.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Has God given up on you yet?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Set His Face Towards Jerusalem

Luke 9: 51-56
As we left Jesus yesterday, He had set the direction of His ministry to return to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles.  This was one of the great pilgrimage feasts that drew Jews from all over the world.  It marks yet another turning point for the ministry in that He will not set foot in the region of Galilee again until after His death.  There is only about six more months left and they will be spent in the regions of Judea and Perea to the south.  We will also be leaving both Matthew and Mark’s gospel as they don’t spend a lot of time covering this particular phase of Jesus’ ministry.  Luke’s gospel, however, spends a great deal of time here and in John’s writing we see one of the great discourses that Jesus gives while in Jerusalem for this particular feast.

In Luke 9: 51-56, we see an event that happened on the way to Jerusalem.  From Luke’s account, we see that Jesus went to Jerusalem with a set purpose and mission.  We can almost see him, somber and dignified as He walks the direct route to all that lay before Him in Jerusalem.  Jesus sends ahead messengers to prepare for an overnight stay in an unknown Samaritan village.  The people of that village do the uncharacteristic act of refusing hospitality to Israel’s Messiah.  This is obviously quite a contrast to the welcome He had earlier received at Sychar in the fourth chapter of John where they had begged Him to stay.  What we see here is just another case of Jesus not fulfilling what was expected of Him by the multitudes.  As we talked about before, the Samaritans believed that when Messiah came, He would find much more fertile ground for His ministry in untainted Samaria and would vindicate their worship at Mount Gerazim.  Here Jesus was resolutely on His way to worship in Jerusalem.  Since Jesus fulfilled none of their expectations of Him, they felt justified in rejecting His very presence in their village.  While they couldn’t, by Roman law, refuse to let Him pass through their village, they didn’t have to feed and house Him.

The other interesting reaction in this story came from James and John, the two sons of Zebedee.  They had an entirely different idea of what should be done with the people of that village.  The boy’s idea involved a great deal of fire coming straight out of the sky.  Also notice they wanted to be the source of the calling that would cause this village to be wiped out.  So why did these two men react the way they did?  It is no doubt that the entire band of disciples was annoyed at this rejection.  They had been walking all day and were, no doubt, tired.  Those who are tired tend to react to disappointment with anger more easily.  Here we see that there still was a lot of the “old Jewish” in these disciples.  While their faith in Jesus had begun to change them, there was still a long way to go.  If these men had been in charge, they would have avoided traveling through Samaria as they had all their lives, but they followed wherever their Master led them.

So why did James and John want to use fire to deal with these Samaritans?  Some manuscripts add “as Elijah did” to verse 54.  Whether or not they actually said these words, Elijah was very much on their minds when they uttered these words.  For they would have remember hearing about how Elijah had called fire from heaven to consume soldiers sent by Ahaziah, King of Israel in 2 Kings 1: 1-15.  It was the same godless territory formerly ruled by Ahaziah that now refused a common courtesy to their Master.  Their reasoning would have been to let the same fate befall this village.

Jesus rebuked His disciples for their insensitivity.  It was not Jesus’ role at this time to be a judge.  His role was to be the savior of all of the people.  Today it is still not the time for the judgment of all people.  I have always found it interesting how throughout history man has done a lot of damage in the name of God and religious zeal.  James and John would have felt right at home during the Spanish inquisition.  Jesus’ mission was and still is to save not to destroy lives.  His mission must become our mission.  I believe it is important to focus more on those God brings into our lives and less on all of the social ills present in the world.  In Jesus’ economy, salvation still occurs one person at a time.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Have you ever felt the sting of Jesus’ rebuke for the way you treat others?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE LATER JUDEAN MINISTRY

July 30th

What is Your “But?”

Luke 9: 57-62
In looking over the last several months, I noticed we have talked a lot about discipleship.  I suppose that’s because Jesus spent a lot of time talking about it.  Today is no different as we will be talking a look at the cost of being a disciple of Jesus Christ.  The events in our story today take place along the road to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles and can be found in Luke 9: 57-62.

The event that Luke records is a series of three men who approach Jesus with a desire to join His ministry, but…  It appears that each man is breaking into a spontaneous declaration of a readiness to follow Jesus anywhere.  How many times in your own life have you made such a declaration?  For most People such a statement like this is usually pronounced right after God has done some wonderful act in their lives or when they sense God’s presence in prayer.  It is at those times that this section of the Bible needs to be flashed in your mind; for if Jesus were to be suddenly standing in your midst, these are the kinds of things that He would be saying to you.

Jesus advised these three men to count the cost of their decision to become a disciple.  He advises the first man to take a good look at the utter homelessness of the Master at this point in His ministry.  That homelessness is both physical and spiritual.  As He left Galilee, He left behind the only semblance of home that He has known for the last three years.  Yet I believe there is also a spiritual side to His statement here.  There is also the idea that this world was never His home.  He is asking this man if He is willing to follow even if it meant that He would not have any roots for a time.  He is asking this man if he was willing to ignore all of the comforts this world has to offer in order to do something extraordinary with His life.  Eleven of the twelve men who regularly kept company with Jesus had agreed to pay such a price and the impact of their decision has been felt by mankind for over two millennia.

The second man came with the same proclamation but he had a different “but.”  He wanted permission to first bury his father.  To the Jew there was no more sacred duty than burying the dead.  The Jews felt so strongly about this duty that they even allowed one to forgo prayer and the study of the law to bury a loved one.  Yet Jesus here calls His disciples to not only homelessness, but also to set aside that which both natural feeling and social custom would declare to be more important.  The decision to become a disciple of Jesus means that your priorities must dramatically shift.  Jesus must become the most important thing in your life.  Everything else must take a back seat.  

A third man also wants to follow Jesus, but first wants to bid farewell to His family.  On the surface this request seems to be most reasonable.  Couldn’t Jesus delay His journey for just a moment to allow this man to return home and hug his family?  His request shows two things.  It shows that first this decision was made on the spur of the moment out of emotion, and is not likely to be a lasting one.  The other thing his statement shows is that he regarded following Jesus to be his duty and leaving his family a trial.  Do you notice a divided heart here?  How can a farmer plow straight and true if he is constantly looking back?  It can’t be done.  If a person is to become Jesus’ disciple He has to spend His time looking into the eyes of the Master, not constantly looking back at the life He left behind.

So let’s go back to the original question, what is your “but?”  Imagine Jesus walking by where you are right now.  As He looks you in the eye, what would you say to Him?  Would you drop everything and fall in behind Him?  Would there be some hesitation, some sense of regret over all that you were leaving behind?  There is a lot of difference between those who accept Jesus as savior and Lord and those who are His disciples.  A disciple follows Jesus on the other days that are not called Sunday.  A disciple continually puts Jesus first in his life, doing what he senses the Master wants before he considers his own wants or needs.  What separates a Dwight Moody, John Wesley or a Billy Graham from the everyday person sitting in the seats of any church in America?  It is discipleship.  Is there any reason you can’t do great things for the kingdom of God?  What Jesus is telling you is that you must first sit down and count the cost.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What costs are you willing to pay to become His disciple?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Where is that Man?

John 7: 11-13
I can’t remember another great feast that has held so much excitement and wonder.  While I had heard about this Jesus fellow, I haven’t seen Him as I don’t get into Galilee much.  Everywhere I go all I hear about is Jesus this and Jesus that.  It’s all anyone has to talk about.  To me, there are so many other things to be excited about.  Jerusalem is quite the place to be when there is a major feast going on.  The Feast of Tabernacles happens to be one of my favorite times of the year.  My harvest is in and the crops are all sold.  All that is left is a celebration of the bounty that God has brought me, and there is nothing I like better than a good celebration.  While I do bring my family to Jerusalem during Passover, the weather that time of year can be a bit dicey.  No, the Feast of Tabernacles is by far my favorite.

Now we are spending our time living on the roof of my third cousin on my father’s side.  There is my family and several relatives living in a hastily built booth made out of palm branches.  In fact, everywhere you look there are similar booths erected to house the tremendous influx of visitors who come to Jerusalem every year for this festival.  You’ll see these booths on every house, all along the streets and the square down the street is jammed with them.  That’s the point.  The Feast of Tabernacles is supposed to be a remembrance of what our forefathers went through during their forty years in the wilderness.  It’s kind of like one massive group camping trip.

I suppose another thing I like about the feast is the great variety you get to see.  In my line of work I get to see a lot of the back side of my oxen, so it’s a nice change of pace to see all of the colorful costumes of people coming from all over the world.  It seems that with every gathering you pass, you hear a different language being spoken.  The Jerusalem streets seem like colorful rivers of swarming people all trying to get somewhere else.  All of this is pretty exciting for a country boy like me.

There seems to be quite a stir caused by this Jesus fellow.  It’s all done in whispers as no one wants to upset the status quo.  We hear that the higher ups aren’t going along with the idea that this guy might be our long awaited Messiah.  I’ve heard some whisper that this Jesus is a good man.  The story I heard is that He has been wandering up north healing a lot of sick people.  To me, there’s nothing wrong with that.  Yet there are others who say that He is deceiving a lot of people and that just can’t be tolerated.  I mean things have been going along just fine for the last thousand years, why upset things?  Me, I just want to see a few miracles so I can later tell my grandchildren a great story.

In case you haven’t realized it yet, we have been in John 7: 11-13 for today’s story.  It’s one of the few places in the gospels where we get to hear about what the common folk, like the man in our story, thought about Jesus.  It seems that there was a greatly divided opinion about who He was and what His ministry was all about.  It’s kind of like today.  Ask a hundred people on the street to describe who Jesus is and you will get a quite a number of different answers.  Everyone has heard about Jesus and has formulated an opinion based upon various things that they have heard from someone else.  You will find very few people who have actually picked up a Bible and read for themselves exactly who this Jesus is.

To me, it has always been important to begin at the source, especially about something as important as where I am to spend the rest of eternity.  I often challenge people to read the gospels and decide for themselves who this Jesus is and what He had to say about which people will get into heaven and which will go to that other place.  It has always been logical to me that if you want the answer to that question, you go to the one who will be making that decision.  In such an important matter, it is ridiculous for someone to let their eternal destiny lie with what they have heard about Jesus in today’s media.  Since when did the media get anything right?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What do you need to say when you hear a wrong opinion about Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

