DEVOTED TO JESUS

PROLOGUE

WHY READ ABOUT JESUS?

That is probably the $10,000 question.  Of what value is it to today’s person to read about someone who lived so long ago?  Isn’t anything that happened in the 1st century absolutely irrelevant in today’s fast paced world?  The common thinking is that the church has become almost an obstacle given the way we live today.  So each person reading these devotions has to come to grip with this central question.  Why should I read about Jesus?

The answer to that central question lies in the fact that people in today’s society have even less ability to cope with life than those say 50 years ago.  I suppose that is because the world we live in continually depersonalizes us as individuals.  It’s all about information and efficiency.  While it is true that we have more information, you have to ask yourself the question, “So what?”  There has never been a correlation between happiness and knowing more.   With the Earth’s population surpassing 6 billion people, each person has much less significance than those who lived in the 19th century.  

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

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

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

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

Ray Tuttle
WHAT WILL WE BE READING ABOUT THIS MONTH?
This month we find ourselves in what is termed the Middle Galilean Period of Jesus’ ministry here on earth.  Jesus’ popularity continues to build among the people of Galilee, but with popularity will also come increased opposition from those who stand to lose the most in position and authority.

We start the month finishing our detailed look at the Sermon on the Mount.  My prayer is that you are allowing the meat of Jesus’ teaching to impact your life.  For those of you feeling a bit uncomfortable with what you read last month, I can only promise you more of the same as Jesus does not let up as He gets to the end of His message.

By the middle of May, we will be taking a look at those in opposition to Jesus as they finally come to grips with the miracles and teaching they naturally oppose.  They will finally come up with an answer as to whose power and authority Jesus is doing these miracles.  As they spread the word that Jesus is not all that He appears to be, it causes a dramatic shift in the style and message of Jesus’ words to the crowd.  Then at the end of this month, we will find Jesus ministering outside Galilee as He ventures into Gentile territory to meet a man by the name of Legion.
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SERMON ON THE MOUNT

May 1st

A Solution to Judging

Matt. 7: 7-11
I have a really radical approach to this whole issue of judging others.  Are you ready?  Instead of going to people to point out their problems and issues, why not take it to God instead?  I know this solution doesn’t give you a false sense of superiority that you so much enjoy, but if you are really interested in helping someone else, it really is the best path to take.  I know in my life those lessons that the Holy Spirit has taught me have been the ones that have lasted over time.  It seems that God has a way of changing us into the image of His Son that lasts for eternity.  It also has the added benefit of not creating a lot of hurt feelings among people.

Now I know that Matthew 7: 7-11 is normally taught as a lesson on perseverance in prayer, but I believe that it really applies in the case of wanting to help people who have drifted from their faith.  In most cases, the problem is that we believe we have all of the answers to life’s issues.  That kind of thinking usually does more harm than good.  My experience has been that as I ask, seek and knock, God does give me insights by bringing something to my mind that I haven’t thought about before.  That’s what He promises to do in these verses.  Isn’t it wise to involve Him at the beginning of the process instead of approaching people with an “I’m more spiritual than you” attitude?

Our second step is to do the eye surgery we talked about yesterday by making sure that we are absolutely free from sin.  It’s a lot easier to see specks when we get rid of the logs in our own life.  If it is a sin in someone’s life that we are dealing with, this step is even more important.  If you want to be a tool for the Holy Spirit to use, you have to be a clean tool.  It is also important that you are absolutely sure that sin has occurred.  There is no room for error here.  It is never a matter of one’s own opinion.  Everything that you do with another believer must be Biblically based.  If there are any doubts that a sin has occurred, you must assume it did not.

In Galatians 6: 1 the Apostle Paul said that the job of spiritual correction must be done by spiritual people.  You see that it is not everyone’s job to correct another Christian.  That kind of correction is reserved for those people who operate with “divine” power, not their own power.  It is only that kind of power that gives us wisdom beyond our own, judgment beyond our own, and love beyond our own.

The third step is to remember that any correction that is done is never done with the idea of “straightening them out.”  Correction is always done with the idea of restoration in mind.  Our motivation must be to get them back on the path that Jesus has set for them so that they can resume their journey.

The final step is that we make sure that any job of restoration be done with humility.  Anyone setting out on this journey of restoration must always be aware that tomorrow they could be guilty of the same sin.  It is vital that you always remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 7: 12 “Do for others what you would have them do for you.”  There must be no hint of superiority or self-righteousness in your attitude or actions.  We must have a real empathy with those trapped in the bondage of sin.  As Dallas Willard said, “I can trust Jesus to go into the temple and drive out those who were profiting from religion, beating them with a rope.  I cannot trust myself to do so.”

So I hope what I have written today will be of help the next time you find yourself in this situation.  As you can probably guess, this is a real minefield.  It’s just as easy to do it wrong as it is to do it right.  Whether we do great harm or great good is all in how we approach it.  Just remember to involve God before you start and trust Him to guide your path.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Is there a relationship in your life that you need to repair?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

May 2nd

A Life Decision

Matt. 7: 13, 14
We’ve now come to the final section of the Sermon on the Mount.  It is in this final section that Jesus makes a series of four comparisons.  In each case, He is contrasting two alternatives; the way of Jesus and the way of the world.  For the first one, turn in your Bible and read Matthew 7: 13, 14 and read about the narrow gate.

What Jesus is talking about here is a life decision.  The picture that Jesus describes is not of a man standing at a crossroad wondering which way to turn.  What this man faces is but a single gate.  We know from the story that there are two gates, but the man faces and sees only one.  The narrow gate, that Jesus describes, has to be sought out.  It has to be searched for.  It is not easily found.

The broad way is, of course, the world.  It represents all that life has to offer that tends to separate us from our creator.  It tends to distract us; to take up our time with the unimportant so that we neglect that which is vital to our eternal destiny.  There is not much to do in order to continue down the wide path.  You just go with the flow.  It is the true test of the fact that the majority is not always right.  While on the wide road, you get a lot of pats on the back.  On that road, you are viewed as a tolerant, forward thinking individual; the true picture of the modern person.  On the broad path, there is plenty of room to walk and plenty of attractive things to distract you from what is truly important.  In fact, the path is so wide that it is next to impossible for you to wander from that path.  Jesus describes where that path eventually will lead; complete destruction.  That destruction may not happen within your time on earth, but it will happen.  That much is certain.

In contrast to that wide path, Jesus describes a small gate and a narrow path.  It is so small that it cannot be readily seen.  This says several things to us.  The first is that it is necessary for a person to turn away from the wide path; turn away from following the crowd past the pull of all of the activity and attractions that make up the wide path.  Second, it says we have to search for the narrow gate; to seek it out diligently.  Finally, we learn that when we find the narrow gate, we must enter it immediately as it is hard to enter for it appears to be very narrow.

So what is the application that can be taken from these two verses?  In spite of all of the opinions to the contrary, there is only a single narrow gate.  Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, the life.  No one comes to the Father except through Me.”  The Bible clearly states that there is only one way into the heaven that God created and that is through Jesus Christ.  I know that is not a popular statement in today’s “tolerant” world, but God said it, not me.  It says to me, as a Christian, it is my job to point out the narrow gate.  People are not always going to find it on their own.  It also tells me that Christianity is not the “crutch” that some people believe it to be.  It is not an easy way to live.

So how do I know if I am on the narrow path?  The first test is found in looking at the profession of faith you made when you entered the narrow gate.  Did it cost you anything?  Are you looked at by those around you as being different?  The second test, did the decision change your life?  Can you look back over time and see a change in your attitudes and the way you are living?  Can that change be identified with something taught in the New Testament?  Are you becoming more like Jesus Christ with each passing year?  Those are not easy questions.  Yet within each of these questions, you will find out on which path you are walking.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you need to go looking for that narrow gate?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

May 3rd

By Their Fruit

Matt. 7: 15-20
We now come to the second of four comparisons that Jesus makes in His final thoughts in the Sermon on the Mount.  You can find His words in Matthew 7: 15-20.  Jesus is giving His disciples a warning concerning false prophets that will arrive to steal all the sheep they can.  Notice Jesus does not say that these false prophets might come, He says that their coming is a virtual certainty.  There have been far too many people in this world who understand the power of religion to control the masses.  Religion is seen by some people as just another way to gain power and influence.  They use it to feed their own ego.

Notice the warning that Jesus gives to His disciples when they encounter such people.  He tells His disciples to “watch out!!”  The picture that the Greek language gives here is of a clear, strong warning to take heed and stay away from such people.  Why such a strong warning?  He tells His disciples that such people look innocent and harmless but will actually destroy if you’re not on guard.  Over the years I have seen a great many come to faith in Jesus Christ.  In that time, there have been some who have been lured away into the cults because they didn’t know the truth yet.  They came into contact with someone from a false religion whose words sounded like they spoke the same language, used similar words, but in the end lead the convert back into spiritual death.  When that happens, I believe it is just as much an indictment of the Christian church as it is for the false religion.  We didn’t take Jesus’ words in this passage seriously enough.

So how do you get underneath the sheep costume?  Jesus tells us that it is by their fruit that you will know them.  There is a lot of talk about spirituality today and not all of it comes from Christianity.  The word has suddenly become “in.”  So how do you know what kind of spirituality you are being fed?  It is important for us to ask some questions of those who are talking about spirituality to see if what they are talking about comes from Jesus or somewhere else.

The first question to ask would be, “Are the claims being made logical?”  A lot of what you will hear is the idea that what you believe is a matter of personal choice; that there are multitudes of ways to God today.  You might hear that truth is not absolute, that it is open to ones own interpretation.  These are sure signs that the spirituality that is being fed you does not come from Jesus.  He never taught such things.

The second question to ask is how the ideas compare with what the Bible says.  For example, look at the way the subject of angels are treated in today’s media.  Can angels intercede for us with God?  What does the Bible say about angels?  Can you find any scripture that teaches that angels even pray?  You get the idea.  It is important for you to get your truth from God through His word and not from movies or television.

A third question to ask is, “Tell me who you believe Jesus Christ is.”  The answer you receive will be a telling sign as to where the person is coming from.  The Apostle John told us to test the spirits to see if they come from God.  He went on to say, “Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus, is not from God” (1 John 4: 1-3).

I believe that Jesus’ words are just as important today as when He originally spoke them.  Even the mature believer must always be on the lookout concerning the ideas he lets inside his head.  Do not be led into a false sense of security that if you are in a Christian bookstore, all of the books contain nothing but truth.  Do not be fooled into thinking that if you are listening to a Christian radio station that all of the doctrine that comes through your speaker is of God.  Jesus’ teaching is for every disciple; “Watch out for wolves in sheep’s clothing!”  They are out there and they are coming to get you.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Is there a wolf that you need to stop listening to?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

May 4th

Surprise, Surprise

Matt. 7: 21-23
There are a lot of Christians who read Matthew 7: 21-23 find what they read to be a bit unsettling.  At first glance it appears that Jesus is saying that a mere confession that Jesus is Lord is not enough to gain entrance into heaven.  They wonder if they’ve gone to church enough, given enough, and prayed enough to be included.  The whole idea that you can know you are saved seems to go right out the window.  Once again we find ourselves going back to the Bible as a whole to try to understand what Jesus is teaching us in these three verses.

Let’s go back and read these verses again and try to understand exactly what Jesus is saying.  He is drawing the third of four comparisons in this final section of His Sermon on the Mount.  The comparison seems to be in those who profess to follow Him.  What separates the two categories of people are what they say versus what they do.  Take a moment and read verse 21 once again.  Jesus is teaching that those who only say they believe and never do anything about it will be rejected because they did evil.  Now before you say, “I go to church and have never cut anyone up with a dull axe,” you have to understand that there is a much lower threshold for God to label you as an evildoer.  In Gods’ eyes you are an evildoer if you are a fallible human being and have not had your inconsistencies and rebellion against God taken care of at the cross.  That’s what Paul said in the verses surrounding Romans 3: 23.

The Bible is clear when it says that after you earnestly confess your faults and accept God’s free gift of salvation, there is a spiritual transformation that takes place.  In other words, you are not the same person you were before.  To be sure, you are not the kind of spiritual person you will become, but there is a definite change.  I can still remember when that transformation occurred in me.  I became that new creature that Paul talks about in 2 Corinthians 5: 17.  The life I lived before I made my decision became distasteful to me.  I wanted nothing more to do with that lifestyle.  My future path took off in a new direction.  I had found the narrow path that Jesus talked about earlier.

I believe that there will be a lot of looks of surprise, shock and horror at whatever judgment seat you find yourself standing before.  This world is full of people, who look at religion as something that ought to be done, or that makes them feel good, or that is a conduit for all of their good intentions.  They’ve never come to grips with the reality that Jesus wants them to surrender their lives to Him.  They speak the right words; know the right people and some even give God more than just a tip on Sunday mornings.  They do it because they believe it to be right.  If you ask them if they believe in God, they will nod in ascent and might even be able to give you a time when they first came to that conclusion.  They do all of that only to be told by Jesus at the end of time to leave His presence.

Which person describes you?  Do you come to church for what you will get out of it?  Would anyone who knows you well, describe you as being different than the rest of his friends?  Is pleasing God and living for Jesus Christ your first priority in life?  These are tough questions for anyone to ask, but there are no more important questions that need to be answered honestly.  If you are not sure, I know of someone you can ask.  He is just a prayer away.  Why not ask Jesus about it right now? 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Did today’s reading describe you?  What do you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

May 5th

Castles in the Sand

Matt 7: 24-29
As we close our discussion of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, there has been much in the way of personal application.  His words have at times challenged us as well as discouraged us.  As I said in the beginning, study of the sermon should be done by serious disciples only.  Yet it does give us a great overview of what God has always expected from His creation.  There are a lot of people who believe that they are all right when it comes to their relationship with God, but upon review of these challenging verses, that opinion goes right out the window.

We come now to the close of Jesus’ sermon.  Both Luke and Matthew give the same illustration to close the Sermon on the Mount.  Open your Bible and read Matthew 7: 24-29.  The illustration Jesus gives here centers around the choices we must now make as we conclude the study of Jesus’ teaching.  What are we going to do with His words?  It is almost as if Jesus is forcing us to take the words we have looked at and to decide which of them we are going to apply to our life and how we are going to go about doing them.

As we look at this illustration, we note that it is the fourth of his final contrasts.  Yet there are similarities between both of the home builders Jesus describes.  We can imagine each of them building with carefully selected building materials.  After all, when you are building your own house, you tend to be very picky about what goes in it.  So, we can imagine that both houses are built with the same care and diligence.  We even see the same storm slam into both.  What does this say to the person who believes that all trouble disappears from life when you know Jesus?

The only real difference between the houses is their foundation.  One is built on solid rock; the other is built on sand.  Since we have spent so much of our time looking at the Sermon on the Mount, it is easy to understand what kind of things Jesus would tell us should be in our foundation.  I imagine He would tell us to make sure our foundation has plenty of right heart attitudes, a large supply of love towards others, a good solid relationship with a God who loves us; an effective witness of all God is doing in our life and finally a life that is different and that makes a difference.  Do you think a foundation of materials like these would require a bit of commitment on our part?

As we close in a moment of reflection, think about some of the people you have known who have successfully survived the storms of life.  You probably can think of a few who have crashed and burned.  What was the difference?  Do you think if you took the time to examine their foundations, the building materials that made up that foundation might be a bit different?

What about you?  Are you facing a particularly rough storm right now?  Perhaps you are struggling with intellectual doubts about the reality of your faith.  Perhaps you have experienced moral failures recently.  Maybe you have been the victim of a relational break up.  Storms like these come up in all of our lives.  Storms are to be expected while we are here on Earth.  How we come through the storms says more about our faith and what our lives are built on than anything we can say.  If you find yourself being unable to weather the storms of life, perhaps you might want to stop right here in this book of devotions and return to the beginning and reread the readings on the Sermon on the Mount.  The secrets to weathering storms can be found in these words of Jesus.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you find comfort in Jesus’ words that you read today?  Praise Him for that. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE MIDDLE GALILEAN MINISTRY

May 6th

The Centurion’s Servant

Luke 7: 1-10, Matt. 8: 5-13
Immediately after Jesus’ great teaching on the Mount, He sets out on a tour of Galilean towns from his home base in Capernaum.  Before leaving the town of Capernaum, a group of Jewish Elders come to Him with a rather unusual request.  They wish Jesus to heal the servant of a Centurion.  I say it is rather unusual because centurions were seen as the enemy, the occupying force and as such were not dealt with on a normal basis by people taking care of the local synagogue.  There must have been something unusual about this man.  To find out what it is, you can read about the story in both Luke 7: 1-10 and Matthew 8: 5-13.  Luke gives more of the story, so if you’re pressed for time you might want to start there.

If you are going to understand this story, you need to know a little history in order to get the cast of characters right.  A Centurion was a commander in the Roman Army.  My research tells me that he could be in command of between 80 and 120 men depending on the type of centuria he commanded.  In other words, this man was a Gentile and part of the many officers that lead the invading army of Rome.  Not only was this man a Gentile, but his entire command would be made up of Gentiles.  Centuria that were stationed in Capernaum would have been recruited from Samaria and or Gentile Caesarea.  It was thought at the time that Gentile soldiers would more easily control Jewish people.  At least they would have had less divided loyalties.  Now, you would think that such a man would be hated by the Jewish population out of hand.  Yet this man appears to have won some friends in Capernaum.  We read in Luke 7: 4, 5 that this Centurion built the local synagogue, and so won the favor of the Jewish leadership of that city.  

The problem was that the Centurion’s servant was sick and about to die.  Matthew indicates that the sickness had caused some sort of paralysis.  To the centurion, it was not whether Jesus could heal the servant, but would He do so.  Given the natural feeling around Israel for the Roman army, it would be natural for this particular centurion to believe that Jesus would not be willing to even consider the favor that was being asked for him.  We are not sure that this man even asked the local Jewish leadership to seek Jesus out.  It could be they went to Jesus on their own.  Now Jesus had been in the synagogue in question on many occasions, and, no doubt, knew the men who now approached Him.  To be sure, this Centurion believes that Jesus had the power to heal his servant.  You can see evidence of his faith in Luke 7: 7, 8.

As was the case with the nobleman’s son in John 4, Jesus heals the servant by remote control.  Once again Jesus shows the true blessedness of the Kingdom that He was announcing.  His kingdom is not about outward connections, family relationships or birthright.  It is simply a matter of the King, in this case Jesus, granting this exhibition of His power in reward for the man’s faith.  This was not about getting Israel to accept His Messianic claims.  This man was not Jewish.  Yet when you compare the Centurion’s faith to that of the man in the 4th chapter of John, you see faith at a much greater level.  The faith we see in him is not just in a Jewish rabbi performing miracles, but this Centurion had a greater understanding of the power that lay within Jesus.  In other words, he knew that Jesus did not have to be present to heal, as the Jewish leadership believed.

Faith is a subject that is seen by a lot of Christians I talk to as being somewhat mystical.  At least that is how they talk about it.  I meet very few Christians today who understand that faith is just demonstrated when you believe that God will do what He says.  It is not about wishing you had more faith.  Most people who have great faith got there because of the many times they saw God fulfill His promises.  The more you see Him fulfill promises, the more you can trust Him to do so in the future.  In my view, that’s all there is to it. So where are you when it comes to faith?  Would you categorize yourself as one who has a great deal of faith or a small bit of faith?  As Paul said, “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ. (Romans 10: 17)  So if you want more faith, the place you will find it is in the words of Jesus Christ.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Did you do some opinion adjusting after reading about faith today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE MIDDLE GALILEAN MINISTRY

May 7th

The Widow of Nain

Luke 7: 11-17
Today finds us with Jesus in the very southernmost part of the region of Galilee at a town called Nain.  You can read what Luke has to say in chapter 7, verses 11-17 of his gospel.  If you travel to Nain today, you will see by the ruins that it was a walled city of some size.  Should you walk about 10 minutes east of the city ruins; you will come to an unfenced burial ground where this story undoubtedly took place.  Rabbinic writings confirm that Nain represented the fulfillment of what is written about the land of Issachar in Genesis 49: 15, “He saw the land, that it was pleasant.”  It was here, historians believe, that Elijah raised the Shumanite woman’s son from the dead.

If you had been in Nain earlier that day, you would have heard the sound of the trumpet signaling that the angel of death had once more visited the area.  The grieving mother would have already rent her upper garment and began the “Oneneth” or the initial mourning and lamenting.  The body was already being prepared for its burial.  The mourners would be gathering to give comfort to the widow and because, well, it was just something that was done.

At the appointed time, the procession would have begun from the city to the small burial ground.  The first to leave would have been the funeral orator, proclaiming the good deeds of the dead.  Next would come the widow, bearing the full load of her grief, followed by the body, probably in a wicker casket borne by friends or relatives with their shoes removed.  Immediately following the body would be the family and friends of the deceased.  At the end of the procession you would see the multitudes.  It was deemed to be a mockery of the creator for a Jew not to join in a funeral procession when one passed by.  Periodically, the procession would halt to allow for loud cries of lamentation.

As we leave the city walls, we see two multitudes meet.  One great multitude was following the Prince of Life, the other was following the dead.  At this moment, we witness life and death meeting and wonder which multitude would give way to the other.  Jewish custom demanded that Jesus’ multitude give way and join the procession at its end.  Yet Luke records that Jesus, upon seeing the widow, was moved deeply with compassion and says in a loud voice, “Do not weep.”  One can almost hear the gasp that went out from among the crowd.  How can one not weep when the angel of death has visited?  Not only did Jesus say these unusual words, but He also did the unthinkable by touching the coffin and arresting its progress.  Jesus did not fear the most dreaded of Jewish defilement, that of contact with the dead.

As the coffin stopped, those carrying it could not have known what was going to happen next.  At Jesus’ sovereign command, he who was dead sat up and began to speak.  Jesus was the link between the dead and the living.  As such, He literally gave the widow back her son.

Did you notice the reaction of the crowds to the events of that day?  Luke uses the Greek word, phobos to describe the reaction.  From the Greek word, Phobos, we get our English word phobia.  It means a fear so strong that it causes one to flee in terror.  You have to remember that these are a very superstitious people.  They fear anything supernatural.  This fear translates itself in two ways; first the fear caused God to be glorified, and second it caused the news of what had happened to be spread far and wide.

Jesus was always a complete picture of power and compassion.  It is said that compassion without power is useless and power without compassion is frightening.  In Jesus both are always every much in evidence.  How about you?  There are very few people I meet that don’t have the means to help someone in need.  They have the power to do something to alleviate suffering, but do they have the compassion that needs to go with that power.  Jesus had both, do you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How can you demonstrate compassion today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 8th

What Happened to the Baptist?

Luke 7: 18, 19
In order to understand what happened next in Jesus’ ministry, I have to give you a little background information about John.  When we last had contact with John the Baptist, he was busy baptizing near a place called Aenon.  Remember the story from the 4th chapter of John.  Today no one knows exactly where Aenon was located, but there are some who believe that it must have been located somewhere close to the region of Perea.  That’s because the next thing we hear is that John was arrested by Herod Antipas, who ruled Galilee and Perea at the time.

Herod Antipas imprisoned John for three reasons.  First, he feared John’s popularity with the masses.  Second, John was speaking out against Herod’s illegal marriage to Herodias.  The third reason was that Herod was probably being used by the Pharisees as a tool to get rid of John.  In order to understand the Herod Antipas/Herodias issue, you have to go back to Herod’s father, Herod the Great.  After Herod the Great had executed his three oldest sons for allegedly plotting to kill him, the next in line to the throne was Herod Phillip.  It was probably for that reason that Herodias set her sights on him and got him to marry her.  After the final will of Herod the Great was ratified, his son, Archaelas, was given rule over Judea and Samaria, his son, Phillip, was given rule over the northern region of Bashan and Herod’s son, Herod Antipas, was given rule over Galilee and Perea.  Unfortunately the last will of Herod the Great only gave the older brother, Herod Phillip, a house in Jerusalem to live in and a comfortable income to live out his days.  That was just not good enough for one as ambitious as Herodias, so she left Herod Phillip and set her sights on Herod Antipas.  It was long after that Herod Antipas and Herodias were married.

According to the Jewish historian, Josephus, John the Baptist was held at the fortress of Machaerus in Perea, East of the Dead Sea.  Josephus considered this fortress to be impregnable.  Originally built during the Maccabean era, it was destroyed by Rome and rebuilt by Herod the Great to be a much larger fortress.  The highest and strongest part of the defenses was the Eastern keep or citadel.  This circular tower was about a hundred feet in diameter.  At its base were located two dungeons.  If we could look into its hot darkness in a space not larger than seven feet square, we would be looking into the final home of John the Baptist.

In such a place, he who had roamed the vast wilderness lived for the short remainder of his life, attended to by his disciples.  We can imagine the feelings of those disciples as day after day the ten months of his captivity wore on.  They knew that Herod Antipas couldn’t let their master go.  Any hope of their master’s vindication and freedom lay in the one whom their master had pointed out as one who is greater than John.  Yet these disciples never understood why Jesus and His disciples acted so differently from the way they acted.  If there ever was a time for fasting, this was it.  Yet here was Jesus eating and drinking with the very sinners John condemned.  It was in this pit of despair, without any hope of ever being free to roam the wilderness, John sends his disciples to see Jesus.

How about you?  Have you ever wondered about God?  Surely there have been circumstances in your life where God has done something that you just didn’t understand.  In that case, you can readily understand John’s point of view.  Join with me tomorrow and perhaps you may gain some insight into the God who rules even those dark times when we it is easier to doubt Him than to trust Him.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Have you ever “wondered” about God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 9th

Jesus and the Disciples of John

Luke 7: 18-23
We talked yesterday about the background behind the section of scripture we are talking about today.  It would be good to open your Bible and turn to Luke 7: 18-23.  As I read this passage, I get a feeling of abruptness.  There is nothing leading up to their question.  They just spurt it all out, as if the doubts and worries were under a great pressure that is suddenly released into the atmosphere.  There was no doubt that John knew who Israel’s Messiah was while he was still in his mother’s womb, nor was there any doubt when he pointed Him out at the Jordan River.  In the time when he was stuck in the dungeon at Macchaerus, there seems to have grown doubts in John’s mind.  This Messiah was only fulfilling half the prophesies made about Him.  To be sure, He had the preaching “good news to the poor” down real well.  It was just that John didn’t see any actions on Jesus’ part to take over and rule Israel.  In fact, when people tried to insist Jesus take that role, He seemed to shrink away from assuming any of those kingly responsibilities.

If John was supposed to be the one who came in the “spirit” of Elijah, it seems news to him.  After all, when did Elijah ever spend a day in Ahab’s dungeon?  The question John’s disciples actually asked was, “Are you He who is to establish the Messianic Kingdom in its outward power or should we wait for another?”  In that case, Jesus’ response takes on new meaning.  John’s disciples would have arrived to meet Jesus at Nain.  That was the shortest distance from Macchaerus.  The people would have still been talking about Jesus in that town.  In case John’s disciples missed the message, they got a front row seat as Jesus healed everyone in the town.  The final argument Jesus gives concerning his identity was that the poor had the good news told to them.

There seems to be a misunderstanding within the church today that the will of God always involves my comfort and security.  You’ve heard it said, “The safest place to be is right in center of God’s will.”  Isn’t that statement a great comfort?  It’s only natural to assume that the God who loves us would have only our best at heart.  The problem with that statement is that it is absolutely unbiblical.  Yes, you heard me correctly.  Try looking in your Bible to try to find anything close to that statement.  It isn’t there.  Now look at the lives of Moses, Abraham, David, Elijah, or the Apostle Paul.  You can’t read anywhere in the Bible where their lives were a cake walk.  What do you think John the Baptist would say if you were to ask him if his life at the point of in story was safe and comfortable?
The entire Bible is all about God reaching out to His creation to bring them back to Him.  The main focus of God is to bring someone into a saving knowledge of Him, disciple them, and then use them as a tool to reach more people.  From Genesis to Revelation, that has been the overall truth of the Bible.  There is nothing in the Bible that says that God’s main focus has shifted over to making sure I am happy and comfortable.

So does that mean that God doesn’t care about me?  Nothing could be further from the truth.  It’s just that God has a different definition about the whole idea of caring for you.  God has always understood that in order for His creation to be truly happy, it has to be in the context of the Kingdom of Heaven.  When we are working within that Kingdom, we are fulfilled and happy.  When we reside in that Kingdom, life has greater meaning, the work we do has eternal consequences.  When we go through a time of trial, it is not that God has forgotten us.  It’s that He is molding and sharpening His tool to do something else great for Him.  The problem those who follow Jesus sometimes have is that we tend to lose our focus.  We understand that God loves us deeply, but we equate that to God always wanting us to be safe and comfortable.  Yet when we look at the life of Jesus and those who followed Him, we just don’t see them living that kind of life.  Perhaps we need to look at our life with God’s view in mind.  We might see things a bit differently.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Which do you truly love the most, comfort or Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 10th

Jesus on John the Baptist

Luke 7: 24-30
Before you read this section of the Bible, take a moment and think about our own legislature.  It does not matter if you are currently thinking about congress or your own state legislature.  At this point in time, there doesn’t seem to be a week that goes by without some scandal coming out of government.  While I know that you can’t paint everyone with the same brush.  It’s that there just doesn’t seem to be anyone on Capitol Hill or our own State Capitol who has any kind of moral compass.  I know that is not true.  I know of devoted disciples of Christ who have heard the public call and have attained public office.  Perhaps it just seems to get really bad right around election time.  Of course it doesn’t help that in the news business; a juicy scandal is what sells newspapers and air time.

As the disciples of John leave the scene, Jesus takes some time to address the crowds following Him, so that they don’t get a wrong impression about John the Baptist.  What He says about John will not describe too many politicians who are in the news this week.  Take a moment to read Luke 7: 24-30 and let the words of Jesus sink into your heart.  What Jesus says here is a stirring tribute to the ministry of the Baptist.  The question Jesus asks is what drew Israel out to the wilderness?  What did they hope to find out there in the middle of nowhere?

For those who ventured out to see John, they did not see a reed swayed by the wind.  John’s message was never swayed by public opinion.  There is no record of John ever taking a poll, or convening a focus group to test his ideas against public opinion to make sure he would remain popular.  Perhaps it was because reelection was not John’s main interest.  John’s message was the same one that God had given him.  It didn’t matter if it was popular or generally accepted by the multitudes.

What did they go out to the wilderness to see?  Was it a man dressed only in the finest camel skin?  That wasn’t it because such people won’t tell you what you need to hear for fear that they might lose their riches.  The sad truth is that people with a lot to lose rarely risk it.  They feel much more comfortable with that status quo.  It’s the “I have mine and you don’t” syndrome.  No, that wasn’t what was out in the Judean desert making such a commotion.

Did they go out to see a prophet?  Jesus said even that wasn’t quite right.  To be sure John the Baptist was a prophet in the sense that he was a spokesman for God.  Yet, Jesus says that John was more than a prophet.  He was the one that the prophets talked about.  He was the one who would announce the coming of the promised Messiah.  Jesus places John on quite a pedestal.  Yet even the least person in the Kingdom of Heaven is greater than John.  He said that not to deemphasize John, but to elevate the concept of the kingdom within people’s hearts.

What is seen here is the idea that the person who allows himself to be used by God is treasured by God.  He is not like a tool that is used once and tossed aside to rust.  It might seem like that to those who took a look at John’s plight.  People tend to forget that the ultimate goal is not here on earth.  John’s ultimate salvation was not in the fact that Jesus could set him free from Herod’s dungeon, but that Jesus would set him free from the bondage of sin and give him a prize beyond measure.  Eventually John would be set free.  That freedom came when the axe flew and took John from this world right into an eternal one.  I have to ask you, who do you think has the greater freedom?  Is it the person who fears the loss of all they have gained here on earth or the one who gives the temporary away to gain the eternal?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you believe is the greatest freedom?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 11th

Public Opinion of Jesus

Luke 7: 29-35
Our reading for today is in Luke 7: 29-35.  Actually verses 31-35 are an explanation of Luke’s statement in verse 29 and 30.  Luke describes a clear delineation of people in Israel in those days by the way they reacted to the ministry of John the Baptist.  Since Jesus’ ministry began with where John left off, He had the same public reaction over what He had to say about God.  To the average Christian, the miracles and the way He lived should have been enough to convince even the most skeptical of the identity of Jesus Christ.  Yet most of the people living in Israel at the time missed it.  The question begs to be answered as to why they missed it.  The answer can be seen in these verses for they best describe why the nation of Israel rejected their Messiah.

Take another look at this section of scripture.  What is Jesus trying to describe?  He is saying that it is the attitude of one’s heart that determines what a person will do with Jesus Christ.  That was true in the first century, it is still true today.  Israel was looking for a completely different Messiah than the one who came.  That’s what Jesus meant when He said, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not cry.”  It is not clear if He was quoting a popular children’s saying at the time or this is original.  We can almost imagine a child uttering these words.  What Jesus was saying was that neither John the Baptist nor He fit the mold.  The nation of Israel had already issued the specs for their Messiah, and this Jesus fellow just didn’t measure up.

You could not point to two more different people than Jesus and John the Baptist, yet both were rejected for who they were.  John was to be found in the wilderness preaching a message of repentance.  Jesus could be found mixing with people and preaching faith.  Both men were rejected by Israel.  So it’s not the vehicle, just the message that is rejected.

Yet wisdom does have children.  It is found in those who seek wisdom, want wisdom and emulate wisdom.  What we find in these children of wisdom are people who prove by their lives that both John and Jesus spoke correctly when it came to God.  Whether you like the ascetic approach or the social approach to ministry, those who hear the message and accept that message are the ones who are going to be saved in the end. 

We see the same kind of thinking today.  You can probably think of someone right now who knows all about Jesus.  What has just popped into your head is a picture of someone you know who refuses to accept any guidance from God.  They refuse with every fiber of their being to bow their will to His.  Sure they tend to put up false arguments in order to justify their self-indulgent lifestyle, but deep down inside they know the truth.  In order to accept the free gift of Eternal Life, it is necessary for people to recognize they are morally bankrupt.  Sometimes that is not an easy thing to do.  To the Christian’s frustration, the morally self-indulgent won’t be persuaded to accept Jesus by clever arguments.  Until people realize that there is something lacking in their life, they won’t budge.  It’s like trying to throw someone a life jacket when they don’t believe they are drowning.

So what do you do about these people?  There is only one answer that I know of, and that is to keep them in your prayers.  Pray that God will somehow draw them to Himself.  Pray that God will have others cross their path to reinforce the message that you have given.  Pray that one day, they will realize their need for a savior.  People have been given the gift of a free will by their creator.  That means everyone is free to make up their own mind about what they will do with Jesus Christ.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Who are you going to pray about this week?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Spiritual Blindness

Matt. 11: 25-27
In Seattle, where a kennel license is required if you house four or more pets, a woman with two dogs and a cat called the pet-license office for information.  She explained that she was considering marriage to a man with two cats and a dog. "We both love our animals dearly and don't want to give any up," the woman said.  "But if we get married, could we somehow continue to have the dogs and cats, under separate ownership's, as it were so we wouldn't have to take out a pet-kennel license?"  The official explained that since the three dogs and three cats would be housed on the same premises, a kennel license would be required.  There was a moment's silence at the other end of the line. Then the woman said, "I think you have just stopped a wonderful marriage," and hung up abruptly (from the Seattle Times).

I know that there are some who are reading the last story and do not see the humor in it and there are others who will at least have a smile on their face.  Such it is within our country when it comes to how we view animals.  Today we go back into Matthew’s writings for Jesus talked about much the same thing when it comes to man’s thinking about God.  As Jesus ministered in Israel there came to be two distinct mindsets that developed.  As you read Matthew 11: 25-27, you get the idea that the division he describes was ordained by God, Himself.

Actually what Jesus is describing in these verses is a spiritual blindness that He observed happening within the minds of people who encountered Him.  Unfortunately, that same spiritual blindness still exists today.  As I first read through these verses, I came away initially with a feeling that God is, somehow, unfair.  For Jesus says that, “No one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  So is God playing favorites with His creation?  What if my uncle Harry is not someone to whom Jesus chooses to reveal Himself?

The truth of the matter is found in Jesus’ initial statement where He says, “You have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.”  In computer-speak, it’s called GIGO, or garbage in-garbage out.  In other words, how you initially approach God directly affects His response towards your relationship with Him.  If you approach God from a position where you are entirely too impressed with your own powers of logic and reason, you will probably find Him hidden from you.  If you approach God with all of the baggage that comes from man-made religion, He will not be discovered.  If you approach God with the curiosity of a scientist just studying the facts, you will come away disappointed.  If you come to God in the innocence of a child, just seeking to know Him in all of His glory, then you will find that He reveals Himself to you.  That’s what Jesus is trying to teach us in this part of the Bible.

Anyone who seeks to know God has to come through Jesus first.  As Jesus said, “All things have been committed to me by my Father.  No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son.”  The two are intertwined to the point where they become indistinguishable.  Jesus Christ is the mode which God has chosen by which He is revealed to His creation.  Once you understand that fact, getting to know God becomes much easier.  The journey always begins with Jesus.

It has become politically correct to hold the view that there are multiple ways in which people can reach out to their creator.  Unfortunately God doesn’t always recognize that which we feel is politically correct.  He has a different plan.  Since there is only one God, it does stand to reason that there would be but a single way to Him.  I know that flies in the face of popular thought, but God said it, I didn’t.  If you are having trouble with developing a relationship with God or if He seems very distant to you, perhaps the answer lies in how you approach Him.  Perhaps what you need to do is to take some time to study the ways of a child and apply those lessons to how you approach God.  According to what Jesus has taught us today, the results will make a world of difference.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How would you describe your relationship with God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 13th

A Job Versus A Ministry

Matt. 11: 28-30
In my years of being involved in various churches; I have done quite a number of different tasks.  As I look back, there are some jobs where I have really labored.  It took every ounce of self-discipline for me to even show up at the appointed time.  Each week, I was always on the lookout for some graceful way to exit.  Other jobs, I thoroughly loved and have continued to do similar ministries throughout my life.  For a long time I was puzzled as to what the difference was between the two.  One of the sections of the Bible that clarified the difference for me can be found in Matthew 11: 28-30.  Why not take a moment to read these three verses?  As you are reading do you notice that the tensions in your life find a sense of release?  It’s almost as if our souls long for the words that Jesus says here.  So let’s take a moment to find out exactly what Jesus is talking about.

According to the Master, it is never His plan for us to live a life that leads to worry and pressure.  So if that is where life finds you today, know that it didn’t come from God.  Pressure and tension, at least when it comes to ministry, are not in God’s plan for you.  The point of Jesus’ words in these verses is the rest that He offers us, and it’s that rest that your soul truly longs for.  According to what Jesus has to say here, your only responsibility is to sit at His feet with only one purpose in your heart; to learn from Him.

You will also notice that Jesus bids you to take His yoke around your neck.  I like what the Preachers Outline and Sermon Commentary has to say about the yoke Jesus is talking about.  It says, “The "yoke" refers to an ox’s yoke.  The yoke was a wooden collar-like instrument placed on the neck and shoulders of the oxen.  It was used for tying the ropes of a plough to the oxen or for tying whatever load he had to pull.  It was extremely important that the yoke be fitted for the shoulders of the oxen to prevent rubbing the flesh raw and causing sores.  At first the oxen might have rebelled against the yoke, but he soon learned that it eased the burden of pulling.  The yoke refers to a man's life and task while on earth.”  Did you notice what you just read?  The yoke that Jesus offers you has been custom fitted for you with one purpose, to make the tasks that He gives you easier to bear.  That is the point that Jesus is trying to make in verse 30 where He says that His yoke is easy and His burden is light.  The Greek word for easy has the idea of that which is pleasant, kind or gracious.

I once heard a story about a pastor who was in desperate need of a Sunday school teacher for third grade girls.  So he had little Mary from the class come to the front of the church.  As she arrived, he began to describe how little Mary wouldn’t know about God unless someone from the audience volunteered to teach the class.  He asked little Mary if she loved Jesus to which she replied with a quivering voice, “I would like to.”  This pastor then proceeded to press his recruitment efforts until some poor soul felt so guilty that they volunteered to teach the class the next Sunday.  I guess you could tell that I am not a fan of this particular mode of recruiting.

In reading these verses, it seems that Jesus has a much different idea on how to recruit people for the tasks that He has set out for us.  He bids us to come to Him for the rest that our hearts desire.  The only thing that we need to do to gain that rest is to pick ourselves up and take up our yoke and sit at His feet in order to learn from Him.   When we learn from Jesus, we begin to learn about ourselves; where we are in relation to where He wants us to be.  As we see ourselves clearly, we are then prompted by Him to begin to make some changes in the way we live and the way we view things.  Finally when we are aligned with Him, we notice the presence of a particular burden that is deep within our heart.  We see something in our world that needs our touch.  It almost seems that this ministry was custom made for us.  We get up and go over and hitch that wagon to our yoke and begin pulling.  As we pull we are pleasantly surprised that what we thought was going to be an arduous task, is somehow easy when we are working with the power of God behind us.  That is God’s mode of recruiting.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Are you currently involved in a job or a ministry?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 14th

At Simon’s House

Luke 7: 36-50
I have always found it interesting how Jesus routinely put himself into antagonistic positions that were completely opposite Jewish thinking of His time.  He never openly criticized the positions of the Jewish establishment of His time, He just did things that they would not have done.  Think back to the healing of the paralytic from Peter’s roof, the centurion, touching the dead at Nain and on the occasion that we are talking about today.  A Jewish rabbi would not have spoken the things Jesus spoke.  He would not have done the things Jesus did.  On so many occasions, the rabbis took the exact opposite views on most of what Jesus did.

The events we will talk about today can be found in Luke 7: 36-50.  The invitation by Simon the Pharisee cannot be construed as meaning that Simon was a disciple or even a believer.  We are not sure in which of the towns and villages of Galilee this episode took place, but we do know that Jesus teaching had impressed the multitudes.  It would be a custom of the time for the leading Pharisee of the city to invite Jesus to dinner.  As they reclined at the table, in comes a woman who is described to us as a sinner.  We don’t know what sin she had committed.  We do, however, admire the discretion of Luke in not giving us her name.  There has been some speculation that it was Mary Magdalean, but that is pure speculation, and is more likely to be someone else.

The point of the story lies in the contrast between the thoughts and attitudes of the woman and the Pharisee.  You can almost hear Simon’s thoughts, “If this strange yet popular idol, that I must out of politeness call a rabbi, were a prophet, he would be able to see into this woman’s heart and would immediately reject her and would help me drive her out of my house.”  Simon didn’t understand that much more than a prophet was sitting in his dining room.  At almost the same instant that these thoughts were going through Simon’s brain, Jesus already knew his thoughts and began to tell Simon a story about the retirement of a debt.  Jesus aim here was to correct Simon’s faulty thinking.  Now He could have openly rebuked Simon.  Instead, with intimate delicacy towards His host, he enters into Simon’s own reasoning.  The debts as Jesus describes them are impossible for each debtor to repay and the moneylender would have loved both debtors equally to forgive their debt.  Still it was Pharisaic thinking of the time that the one who was forgiven more would be loved more.

As Simon’s words die in the room, Jesus uses those same words to teach him about love and forgiveness.  Jesus describes the woman’s actions that evening as a demonstration of extreme love.  Simon, on the other hand, had ignored even the most common of traditions in not seeing to the washing of Jesus’ feet and the anointing of His head.  As such, Simon demonstrated that he loved very little.  To be sure, Simon had condemnation down cold; it’s just that love was not a part of his regular vocabulary.

At the end of this episode, Jesus bestows the greatest gift a human being can receive.  He offered this woman the forgiveness of her sins.  Of course that very act caused a lot of consternation among the other guests at the dinner.  You can almost hear the gasp from Simon’s friends as they tried to grasp the idea of exactly who it was that was reclining in that room.

So the question that has to be asked is if you think that Jesus’ point about forgiveness correlating with the amount of love shown still holds true today?  Think about the people you have known who have received the forgiveness only Jesus Christ can offer.  Have you observed that the amount of love they can show today for the lost is in direct proportion to how bad they were before they were saved?  Think about it.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How is your forgiveness/love quotient?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Women Who Followed

Luke 8: 1-3
Most people who think about Jesus out in the Galilean countryside picture a man in a white robe followed by twelve men in various stages of beards.  Dr. Luke tells a slightly different story.  In Luke 8: 1-3 we are introduced to three of the women who were also with Jesus on a daily basis.  In fact, as we will read today, they played a vital role in Jesus’ ministry.  We’re going to look at these women today and talk about their roles.

The first woman Luke introduces us to is named Mary Magdalene.  Luke tells us that Jesus had healed her of seven demons.  That healing is not recorded in any of the gospels and is only mentioned here.  Now Magdalene was not her last name.  People in the first century didn’t often have last names.  The name Magdalene comes from the fact that she came from the town of Magdala, on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee.  Magdala was known as a city so great that it is named in rabbinic writings as having to send its annual contribution to Jerusalem in wagons.  Mary Magdalene will play an important role later in our story as she was an eye witness to the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus.

The second woman we are introduced to by Luke was Joanna.  We are told by Luke that she was the wife of Chuza, Herod’s chief steward.  There are those who believe that Chuza was the royal official in John 4, who had his son healed by Jesus, but that cannot be substantiated.  In any event, Joanna is also one of the women mentioned by name at the burial of Jesus and she was one of the women sent by the angels to spread the news of Jesus’ resurrection.

The third woman we are introduced to would be Susanna.  Susanna, whose name means lily, is only mentioned in this verse.  It is not known if she followed Jesus for only a time, or remained toiling in total obscurity.  She represents those servants of God who toil day after day for the joy of serving and not for public recognition.

In any event, it was these women who kept Jesus and His disciples going.  It costs money to keep the group on the road doing the ministry for which God had called them.  These women were the means God used to provide that financial support.  They gave, not because they had to, but it was a deliberate act of free choice.  In this section of his gospel, Luke gives these women a glowing testimonial of their generosity.

So the question has to be asked, which is more important the minister or those who give financial support for that ministry to continue?  Now I know that it an easy question for you to answer.  The answer is that they are both equally important.  Ministry doesn’t happen for long unless both elements are present.  I’ve know many a foreign missionary who has had to come home because of a lack of financial support.

For the last several years, I have had the privilege of serving as treasurer of our church.  In that time, I can give personal testimony of the provision that God gives to His church.  There have been times when the church has been in want and unable to pay its bills.  Yet after much prayer, the next offering was always enough.  There were times when the leadership of the church heard God’s direction for some ministry and stepped out in faith only to find God providing the money at exactly the right time.  I think you will agree that this is more a testimony of God’s provision than it is about people’s generosity.  Yet God always uses people’s generosity to accomplish His will.  So the next time, you feel God’s prompting to give, make sure you write that check.  Not only will you be able to keep God’s ministry moving, but you will also get an arm chair seat to some really amazing things that God will do through your generosity.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What is God prompting you to do right now?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Another Turning Point

Matt. 9: 32-34
To most casual readers of the Bible, Matthew 9: 32-34 is a miracle that is barely mentioned and easily skipped over.  It is fairly plain as miracles go.  Yet this miracle marks a dramatic turning point in Jesus’ ministry in the way His message was delivered.  Take a moment to read this important scripture, taking special note of the contrast in what people thought of Jesus especially between the multitudes and the Pharisees.  Do you notice what was said by the Pharisees who witnessed this miracle?  This opinion had never been expressed before and it will launch Jesus’ ministry in a new direction.  This is the point where Jesus changes the way He teaches the crowds and you will see a fuller unfolding of Jesus’ teaching and working from this point onward.  Of course you will also see a greater increase in the opposition developing within the Pharisaic party.

So what brought about a change at this point in Jesus’ ministry?  What we’ve seen during Jesus’ journey through the towns of Galilee is that there was no official delegation from Jerusalem watching His every move.  To be sure, there were local Pharisees like Simon who caught His attention, but nothing official.  In Luke 7: 17, Dr. Luke casually mentions that word of what Jesus was doing had spread throughout Judea.  Now remember, Jesus was not in Judea at the time.  I believe that Luke was telling us that word had reached the leaders in Jerusalem concerning the success of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.  While the movement was small, it could easily be ignored.  In Jerusalem, they knew about Jesus.  They remembered the ruckus he caused when He visited last time, but He was now in Galilee, out of their view.  Now Jesus was developing quite a following.  With each miracle, the excitement of the multitudes grew, and with it, the threat that His popularity caused to the power base in Jerusalem.

Whatever view the Pharisaic leadership took of Jesus, the facts of His miracles could no longer be swept under the rug.  The issue had to be addressed.  From our perspective, the healings of Jesus were miracles of God.  Not so, for the Pharisees and the rest of the Jewish leadership.  If you read the writings of the rabbis of that time, they gave accounts of healings and the casting out of demons that were done by celebrated rabbis over the centuries.  They even had a term for such events.  They called them “the extraordinary ordinary.”  To us, Jesus’ miracles would be indisputable evidence of Jesus’ messianic claims, but not to them.  That was because it was possible for them to believe in the miracles but not in Jesus’ claim that He was Israel’s Messiah.  The question the Jewish leadership had to answer was never about miracles themselves, but by what power, or in whose name, those miracles were done.

Their answer can be found in Matthew 9: 34.  They believed Jesus to be the constant vehicle of Beelezebub, the prince of demons.  If you think about it, their opinion is completely logical.  Jesus was preaching a kingdom that was completely opposite of what they regarded as the coming Messianic kingdom.  Since they felt they were following the God of their ancestors, Jesus’ position had to be directed by Satan.  Their guilt lay in treating His ministry as Satanic when it originated from the Holy Spirit.

Once that theory was developed, the course of the Jewish leadership was rationally and morally chosen.  From now on every miracle that Jesus did would only strengthen their opposition to His ministry.  Jesus’ course was also set.  There can be no further reasoning or argument.  All of His future teaching when the Jewish leadership was present would be only to denounce their opinions and practices.  From now on, Jesus’ goal was to save His elect from this “evil generation,” a phrase He would use often.  His goal now had become to lay a solid foundation for the church of Jesus Christ that would follow after His death.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you have the heart of a Pharisee?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 17th

Satan Driving Out Satan

Mark 3: 23-29
When I first read the quote, a house divided against itself cannot stand; I was in grade school reading about the life of Abraham Lincoln.  It was only later that I understood that Lincoln had quoted the Bible when he made that speech.  Lincoln’s words applied to a nation that was in the middle of a bitter civil war that threatened to tear it apart.  Jesus’ words apply to a much earlier time and in response to an even greater civil war.  We will be looking at Mark 3: 23-29 today, so it might be a good time to open your Bible and read this passage.

As we talked about yesterday, the religious leaders of Jesus’ day had to find a way to deal with His miracles and His increasing fame and influence.  The miracles couldn’t be denied.  Too many people had witnessed them.  Too many people had been healed.  No one had come forward to testify of a single instance where Jesus had failed to heal someone.  If the religious leaders were going to maintain their power base, this Jesus fellow had to be dealt with and dealt with now!  They came up with the solution to tell everyone that Jesus was the constant embodiment of Satan, himself.  It is to this charge that Jesus now responds.

In these verses, I notice four arguments that Jesus gives to put this charge in its place.  The first argument is that if He were of Satan, it would divide Satan’s kingdom and would cause it to fall.  A successful kingdom doesn’t spend time killing and destroying itself.  Arguments and constant infighting will derail a movement faster than any outside force.  Think about the state of affairs in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein.  Did the constant fighting and killing of each other cause that nation to be successful?  Jesus is saying for that reason alone, the Pharisees’ charge didn’t make any sense.

The second argument Jesus makes is that He is busy freeing Satan’s subjects from his tyranny.  Take a look for a moment at those whom Jesus freed from satanic possession.  For the first time in their life, they were not tormented.  For the first time, they were free to live normal, happy lives.  The only way Jesus could have done that would be to bind the strong man.  There is no way He can be in league with the strong man at the same time He is destroying him.

The third argument that Jesus makes is that He has been about the work of offering forgiveness of sin to all mankind.  His main message to this point has been that the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Notice what Jesus has to say about the sin of blasphemy.  Leviticus 24: 15 defined blasphemy as someone who curses his God.  It had the idea of reducing God down to the human level where the creator becomes no better than the creation.  Yet according to what Jesus says here, even the sin of blasphemy does not put a person beyond the forgiveness of a loving heavenly Father unless that Blasphemy is directed against the Holy Spirit.

What bothers most people about this section of the Bible is verse 29.  They wonder if it is possible that they might have mistakenly committed this unforgivable sin.  It would be a terrible thing to live a life of service to God only to find out that you had at some point blasphemed the Holy Spirit and were therefore excluded from heaven.  Remember when we first began this journey into the life of Jesus Christ; I said one of the basic tenets of good Biblical interpretation is to let the Bible interpret itself.  All of the major doctrines are taught many times throughout the Bible.  Never take your beliefs out of a single verse, especially one that is unclear.  Is there anywhere else in the Bible where it teaches that it is possible for someone to lose their salvation?  I have been through the entire Bible on many occasions and I will testify that the Bible does not teach it.

The most common interpretation that I found for verse 29 says that the unforgivable sin is the final rejection of Jesus Christ and His payment for our sin.  I believe there is a time in someone’s life where he makes an irrevocable decision to reject Jesus.  I don’t pretend to know when that decision is made by anyone.  I just believe that it happens.  There are plenty of verses in the New Testament that teach about the eternal future of someone who ultimately rejects Jesus.

So we go back to this, what are you going to do with Jesus Christ?  You have to do something.  As we have talked about today, the consequences of that decision will last a lot longer than the short time you walk this planet.  Please be aware that to do nothing, to make no decision one way or another, is treated the same way in the Bible as the complete and absolute rejection of Jesus that is represented by verse 29.  Unfortunately you have to decide.  So, what’s it going to be?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Did today’s reading change what you believe about Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 18th

Mom’s Arrival

Mark 3: 31-35
Motherhood is usually one of those relationships that never goes away.  I don’t care how old you get; your mother will always worry about you.  It’s one of those “death and taxes” kinds of things that life can’t exist without.  In this case you have to add to the normal “Mom” dynamic the stereotype of the Jewish mother when you take a look at today’s reading.  We are still in the third chapter of the Book of Mark and will be reading verses 31 to 35.  We come now to a brief scene where Mary arrives with Jesus’ younger brothers.  Mary’s express purpose for showing up was to take her oldest son home with her.

Back in Nazareth, there had been a lot of rumors and talk about her son since Jesus had left town under a bit of a cloud on His last visit.  Remember that He had just about been killed by His so called friends and neighbors the last time He had been home.  There was no telling what would happen now that opposition was growing to His ministry within the entire Jewish leadership structure.  So Mary cooks up some soup and gathers the kids to go get her oldest son.  To Mary’s thinking, Jesus must have become a bit off kilter and it was her job to fix it.

As she arrives at the house where Jesus was staying at the time, she sent word to Jesus that she is waiting outside.  I suppose if this event happened today, she would be sitting out in the car honking the horn.  Upon receipt of word that His mom was outside, Jesus appears to disown His own mother.  As we talked earlier at His first miracle in Cana, Jesus never used the term “Mother” when referring to Mary during His short ministry on earth.  As He had told her when He was twelve, He must be about His Father’s business.  There was such a short time in which He had to do so much, He was not about to take some time off in order to allow Mary to mother Him.

It was at that point, Jesus proclaims a new relationship that He now had with those who believed in Him.  What you are reading today is the birth of the family of God.  Jesus says that those who believe, those who accept His free gift, are now to be considered to have as close a relationship as a son has to his mother.  He points to the crowd and proclaims that whoever does the will of God is now His mother, and sister, and brother.

I am sure there are those today who are reading this and will fully understand the impact of what Jesus is teaching today.  They have seen the family of God acting within their own lives.  I can remember when my family was called to move hundreds of miles south of the place where I grew up.  I can still remember my own mother’s reluctance to allow her oldest son to move so far away.  As I said earlier, she still is my mom even though I am quite grown up and have a family of my own.  As I arrived in Southern California, I didn’t know anyone.  That was true until I found a church.

My new church immediately surrounded me with the love and support that I had experienced at my old church in Northern California.  Over the years this new family has prayed for me, visited my family when someone was in the hospital, and even brought us meals when my wife was sick.  Since my own family is six hours away by car, my church has more than adequately taken their place.

I’m sure that if I asked, there would be similar stories that you could give me.  Yet I am also sure that there are those who are reading this who have no idea that such a thing exists.  Perhaps you have felt a bit abandoned even by your church family.  You were sick and no one came.  You were hurt and no one visited.  Unfortunately that happens even in the best of families.  I know there are times that families have left our church because we didn’t respond the way they felt we should.  The trouble with earthly families is that they are made up of fallible humans.  I can’t think of a family where someone doesn’t fail once in a while.  Yet do you abandon your earthly family the first time they fail you?  People are more and more looking at their church with a “consumer” mentality.  They belong to the group so long as their needs are being met.  Once the church fails them, they go shopping for another one.  They belong to the new church and until they fail and then it’s time to go shopping again.  That is not the way God intended earthly families to be.  It is not the way God intends church families to be either.  The Family of God cares for one another, to be sure, but it also forgives one another when they fail.  Perhaps it is time for you to do a little forgiving?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Who has failed you that you need to forgive today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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To Understand a Parable

Matt. 13: 1-3
A few days ago we talked about the fact that the ascribing of Jesus’ miracles to satanic origin was a major turning point in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ.  One of the things that changed was that for the first time in His ministry, Jesus began to teach the crowds using parables.  Now most people that I run into have a real problem interpreting and understanding Jesus’ parables.  What I am going to do over the next few days is give you a little background to the technique of teaching in parables in the hopes that from this point on you will never be intimidated by them again.  The problem is that a lot of Christians have developed this mystique about parables that probably does more to cloud their meaning than the actual parable itself.  It is my prayer that when we’re all done, you will be able to look at a parable, break it down, and understand its meaning a lot better than you can today.

To get us started, it might be a good idea to begin with the word itself.  The Greek word for parable, PARABOLE, is a compound word of two other Greek words.  The first is the Greek word, PARA, which means beside or along side.  The second Greek word is BOLE which means to lie something down.   When combined these two Greek words convey the idea of something lying beside something else.  In other words a parable is done in order to compare something with another.  The way parables were used in the first century described a physical event that would have been quite familiar to His audience.  That physical event is then laid beside some truth that exists in the spiritual world, which is not so easy to understand.  If you think about it, the same God made both the physical and spiritual worlds, and He made them with a great deal of similarities.  This teaching style was also used extensively at the time by the Jewish rabbis.  They would use parables to illustrate what they just taught so as to bring the meaning of the Law within the reach of all men.

All of Jesus’ parables bore reference to well known scenes within every day first century life.  Within the story itself, you will find they exhibit the prevailing notions or thought processes of the time and so they must be interpreted that way.  Yet they are used by Jesus to illustrate heavenly realities that have existed throughout time.  For though man’s experience and technology has dramatically changed over the centuries, God’s heavenly realm has remained totally consistent throughout eternity past, present and future.  That is why we still draw lessons from first century parables.  The truth is that neither God’s heavenly creation nor his earthly creation have changed a lot since He created them.

Up to this point in the ministry of Jesus, He had restricted Himself to using illustrations to help people to bring His point across to His listeners.  You need to understand that a parable is different than an illustration.  An illustration conveys no more than, and usually less than, the object that is being illustrated.  A parable conveys an obvious surface comparison, but will also yield other, less obvious, relationships upon closer examination.  As we take a look at each of the parables that are recorded in the gospels, we will be looking at some of these less obvious relationships.  It is also probable that you may have gained some other insight that I don’t mention.  That’s the beauty of the way Jesus told parables.  You can spend a life time reading them and still gain further insight each time you read them.

As we finish today’s reading, let me close with a word of warning.  It is possible to over interpret a parable.  When you are looking at parables, you always have to keep yourself from interjecting twenty-first century thought and scientific knowledge into them.  It is important for you to realize that the people who originally heard these parables did not possess the vast quantities of knowledge that exist in today’s world.  That can result in some of our interpretations being a whole lot more than what had been intended by Jesus Christ.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you find yourself intimidated by the parables of Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Why of Parables

Matt. 13: 10-17
So yesterday we talked about the “what” concerning parables in Jesus’ day, today we want to look at the “why.” Why did Jesus use parables?  For that, the best source would be the words of Jesus Himself.  Open up your Bible and read Matthew 13: 10-17.  From Jesus’ words we see a characteristic difference among those who were listening to Him.  In other words all the parables are used either when there was some opposition or spiritual dullness present in the crowds.

If you have been reading along with me from the beginning, you know that the thirteenth chapter of Matthew marks the first time in His ministry that parables were used by Jesus.  It marked such a difference in His way of teaching that the disciples were naturally curious as to why He had made this change.  Matthew also tells us that Jesus had taught the crowds using only parables that day.  Yet Matthew also records three parables that were told exclusively to His disciples.  So the use of parables wasn’t just restricted to the Jewish multitude.  The answer Jesus gave to the “why” question of His disciples serve to draw a distinction between those to whom it is given to know that mysteries of the Kingdom of God and those to whom such knowledge was not given (verse 11.)  In other words, the parable was used to complete the hardening of their hearts, which was prophesied by Isaiah so many years earlier (Isaiah 6: 9, 10.)

Now before we go too far, one has to understand that it is not logical to believe that Jesus suddenly began teaching in parables in order to hide or conceal the truth from people so they would be barred entry into the Kingdom.  The hardening of the spiritual hearts was never due to the parable.  Hardening comes always as a result of a stubborn refusal to believe.  The hardening occurred long before Jesus’ first parable was ever spoken.  Jesus had spent a great deal of time throughout Israel teaching the crowds in plain simple language how to gain entrance into His kingdom.  That teaching had been given by word and highlighted by His miracles to allow all of Israel to know that the kingdom they thought was coming was much different than the kingdom of God that was actually being offered to the world.  Jesus also spent a lot of time teaching that the entrance into that kingdom was a lot different than they thought it was.  From this teaching there emerged two totally opposite ways of thinking within Israel.  Word from the Pharisees that Jesus was Satan embodied was only the trigger that caused His change in teaching style.  It only represented someone putting into words that which had already happened in their hearts.

The truth is that parables were spoken both to the multitudes and to the disciples.  The fact that the parable affected the disciple differently than the multitudes was not due to the parable itself, but in the different standpoint each group had to the Kingdom of God.  Take a look again at what Jesus had to say in Matthew 13: 11-17.  The more spiritually receptive the reader of the parable is, the more spiritual insight they will gain.  That was true in the first century.  It is still true today.

Actually parables were spoken by Jesus at three specific times in His ministry in reaction to three different phases of Pharisaic opposition.  The first group of parables is described for us in the 13th chapter of Matthew.  These parable gave some  elementary truths about the Kingdom of God with respect to its planting, development, reality, value and its final vindication.  The second group occurred during Jesus’ Perean ministry, which occurred after the Transfiguration and before He entered into Jerusalem for the final time.  This second group was evangelistic in nature in order to point the multitude towards the narrow gate that He had talked about earlier.  The final group of parables was spoken during the final week of His life.  This group gives insights about future events and the kingdom’s culmination.  They look at the kingdom in its final stages, its ingathering, separation, its rewards and loss.  They are just what one would expect Jesus to say right before His final rejection and execution.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If you were to take your spiritual temperature today, what would it be?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Oral Techniques

Matt. 13: 3
Today we finish out the background information surrounding parables.  I know that will be a relief for those who don’t like to get bogged down in too much detail.  There hasn’t been much in the way of personal application over the last few days.  Yet it’s important to understand what a parable is and what it is not if you are to avoid the trap of misinterpreting a parable by trying to make it say what it was never intended to say.

Today, we will be talking about the oral techniques that Jesus used when He spoke in parables.  From the time of Adam all the way up to Moses’ day, the Jewish nation had passed its heritage from generation to generation by telling stories about the old days.  For example, we know about Noah because grandparents told their children, who told their children the story.  Over the millennia there has developed certain techniques of oral communication that enable a story to be remembered.  Jesus naturally wanted His parable to be remembered by the listener, so He also employed these techniques.  If you approach a parable with these techniques in mind, they become a lot easier to understand and interpret.

The first of these oral techniques is the use of repetition.  It has always been known that repetition is the key to learning.  The more a fact is repeated over and over, the better it is retained within our brain.  For example in the parable of the Good Samaritan, there wasn’t just the Samaritan who walked by the injured man.  Jesus used two other people’s action to build dramatic effect so that His audience would remember the deeds of this Samaritan man.

Repetition brings us to our second technique, the rule of three.  Think of some of the more famous parables that you remember off the top of your head and you will notice that the number three plays a predominate role in them.  There are three talents, three men or three servants waiting upon their master.  If you think about it, the rule of three is also used in other forms of literature like The Three Pigs, The Three Bears.  There is just something about the threefold form that increases our ability to remember a story.

Another oral technique that has been used throughout time is the use of contrast.  When Jesus was teaching about forgiving each other, He told a parable where there was a great contrast between the amounts of debt an unjust steward was forgiven and the tiny amount he ruthlessly enforced upon his brother.  The use of contrast makes a story more vivid and thus more memorable.

One of my favorite oral techniques used by Jesus is that of end stress.  That means that the main point of His story lies in the actions of the last character.  That’s because what you hear last is what you remember best.  There are times when we get bogged down in the details of a parable without understanding that the entire point Jesus was trying to make is in the very last verse.  The rest of the parable was just to lead you to that final point that Jesus wants you to understand and apply in your life.

Finally oral stories are known for their economy of words.  A storyteller never spins out a story for its own sake.  The storyteller understands that the fewer the words the more likely you will remember the main point.  All of us have attended a speech given by someone who didn’t know when to quit.  Chances are, very little of what they said was retained by the audience.  Yet a short speech given at Gettysburg by President Abraham Lincoln has been remembered for 150 years.  Now I understand that parables vary in length and some of them are quite long, but Jesus had a purpose to every one of those words.  His point was to teach His audience about God.  It was never to entertain them. 

Tomorrow’s reading will find us on the shores of the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus spoke His first series of parables from a boat just off the shore.  We will spend almost a week looking at a sower, some weeds, a mustard seed and some leaven.  I know it’s quite an assortment, but each parable will give you some initial insight into the true Kingdom of God.  Jesus will give us more insight into the Kingdom in His second and third series of parables.  The parables found in Matthew 13 are only the beginning. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Think of your favorite parable.  How has its meaning changed for you today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Parable of the Sower

Matt. 13: 1-9, Matt 13: 18-23
Today we will begin talking about the first series of parables that Jesus taught to the multitudes.  This is one of two parables told that day where Jesus gave a detailed explanation of their meaning to His disciples.  In order to grasp the meaning of this parable, you should not only read the parable itself, but also Jesus’ interpretation.  You will find the parable in Matthew 13: 1-9 and Jesus’ teaching on it in Matthew 13: 18-23.

Let’s start by looking at the facts behind this parable.  There is a sower scattering seed.  He was probably using an animal with a sack of seed tied on its back.  There are holes poked in the sack so that seed scatters indiscriminately as the animal is led across the field.  Jesus tells of some seed that falls on a path cut along the field.  The only good this seed did was to generate some fat birds.  He tells of other seed that fell in rocky places.  This seed sprang up quickly in the warm sun, but soon withered because the new plant was unable to develop a sufficient root system to provide the water and nutrients essential to life.  There was some of the seed that fell among some thorns growing on the edge of the field and those more established thorn bushes choked off the new plants and they died.  To the sower’s delight, there was actually some seed that fell upon the ground that he had spent time preparing.  It was these seeds that produced an abundant crop.

From Jesus’ explanation in verses 18-23, we understand that the sower is anyone who spreads the message about how to enter into His Kingdom.  The body of the parable contains a three-fold description of why seeds fail to grow.  Knowing that parables use an economy of words, Jesus is not giving us a detailed list of all of the reasons seeds fail to grow.  We just notice that such things as a hardened heart, false professions of faith and worldliness are three of many reasons why the gospel that is shared with people fails to take hold.

So which of the oral techniques that we learned about yesterday are present in this parable?  I see two here.  The first I see is that Jesus uses the rule of three.  Whenever I make this statement in a classroom, I will invariably get someone raising their hand to let me know that there are four types of soil mentioned.  It is then I ask them how many descriptions of bad placement of seed does Jesus give?  After I get the correct answer of three, I then ask how many amounts does Jesus describe as being produced by the good seed?  You see the rule of three is there, but somewhat disguised.  The other oral technique that I see is the use of end stress.  The main meaning of the parable lies at the very end of the story.

So using this method to interpret the parable, the meaning drops right into our laps.  No farmer that I know plants seed for the express purpose of finding out the various ways that seed fails to grow.  The farmer plants seed in order to harvest an abundant crop in the end.  Isn’t that where his focus lies?  He knows some seed that is scattered will fail to grow, but his attention and his care lie in the producing seed.

So, how do I apply this parable in my life?  I would imagine that you have seen the three types of people Jesus describes in the bad seed examples.  I know I have seen examples of all three.  What should my attitude be towards those people?  To be sure I am saddened when it happens, but I can’t let it discourage me and prevent me from continuing to sow.  That’s because my emphasis and my joy does not lie with those people.  I believe this parable teaches that my attention needs to be focused on those who receive Jesus as a result of my ministry in order to ensure that they grow into the kind of Christians that God wants them to become.  When I take Jesus’ lesson to heart, I will become less likely to be discouraged in my sowing of God’s seed.  I will begin to experience all of the joy that lies in spreading the “good news” of Jesus.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What has changed about your planting of seeds?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Parable of the Weeds

Matt. 13: 24-30, Matt. 13: 36-43
The next parable that Jesus told as he stood in the boat on the Sea of Galilee talking to the crowds on the shore was all about weeds planted among a crop of wheat.  Like the Parable of the Sower, Jesus gives His disciples a key to understanding the key elements of this parable.  Take a moment to read the original parable as told to the crowds in Matthew 13: 24-30.  At the end of His time with the crowds, Matthew records that Jesus entered a house and gave the keys to unlocking the parable to His disciples in Matthew 13: 36-43.

This parable is about a man who sowed good seed in order to gain an abundant crop.  Some time during the night his enemy sneaks in and sows some tares or weed seeds throughout our hero’s field.  A few days later, the man’s servants notice that weeds are now growing up among the wheat crop.  They ask their master for permission to pull up the weeds in order to better allow the wheat to grow and prosper.  The master denies permission because he understands that in pulling up the weeds more harm will be done to his crop than if they let the weeds grow.  He orders that the separation of wheat and weeds be done at harvest time.

In Jesus’ interpretation, He tells us that He is that man who has done the sowing.  The good seed are sons of the Kingdom.  Today we would call the good seed Christians, those who consider themselves Jesus’ disciples.  The weeds are sown by the sons of the evil one, Satan.  According the Jesus’ interpretation of this parable, at the last judgment there will be a great separation, the bad from the good.  The good will go to eternal life, the bad will be burned as they are tossed into a place we know from other areas of the Bible to be a description of hell.

There is a great temptation to think that Jesus’ explanation is all there is in this parable.  If so, that would demand nothing of the hearer, which is really uncommon in His parables.  It would make this parable nothing more than an illustration or an allegory.  If that is the case then this parable is about nothing more than a description of Jesus, Satan and the end times.  As such, it would be of no use to me right now because I could not use it or apply it to my life.  Also it would tell me nothing useful about the Kingdom of God.

To be sure, Jesus is using the oral technique of contrast in order to teach us the relationship between good and evil.  Do you notice how intertwined the two opposing forces are in this story?  It is impossible to destroy evil without permanently damaging the good.  Think about it, if God were to destroy evil, what would He do with all of us?  Think about all of the growth we would not be able to make even if God was able to remove evil from the world.  We would never learn how to make a choice between the two.  We would never be able to draw as close to God as when we have blown it and must drop to our knees and ask forgiveness.  Instead the parable teaches that God allows evil to exist for the sake of the good, so that the good will be able to grow stronger and better.

The true problem of good and evil is that both are busy growing inside of us.  According to this parable, it is impossible for us to root out the weeds in our own life because it is sometimes impossible for us to tell the wheat from the weeds.  For example, the curiosity that dwells within me can motivate me to study the Bible as well as to lead me into areas I have no business venturing into.  The love that lives in me can be used to lead me into better relationships with others, but it can also lead me into the areas of materialism or adultery.

I know it is sometimes tempting for us a cry out for God to eliminate all of our bad thoughts and actions.  We believe that life would be so much simpler if God would just do a work here and zap out all of the bad stuff in life.  As we have seen in this parable, that’s a prayer that God just won’t answer.  The Christian life was made to be lived on a “day by day” basis.  He gave us His Holy Spirit to help us.  He gave us the blood of His Son to save us.  We just have to trust in the fact the He knows what He is doing.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Can I now trust the Holy Spirit to do a work in my life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE MIDDLE GALILEAN MINISTRY

May 24th

Parable of the Mustard Seed

Matt. 13: 31, 32
We now come to two tiny parables that were told by Jesus to the crowds that day by the Sea of Galilee.  Both parables use the oral technique of contrast in order to make the point.  Yet they each talk about different aspects of the Kingdom of God.  The Parable of the Mustard Seed is found in Matthew 13: 31, 32.  Why not take a moment to read these two short verses.

This parable starts with something very tiny.  The saying, “small as a mustard seed,” was quite familiar to the crowds.  Most of them had heard their own rabbi use it when he was describing something almost too tiny to see.  The seed was so tiny that it could be spread quite easily by throwing a handful into the air on a windy day.  The seeds would scatter for miles.  Yet, the original language Jesus used here indicates that the man took great care as he deliberately planted this seed in the exact place he wanted it to grow.  Also the language implies that the man cared for the seed so that he took actions to cause it to grow.  The parable describes the end result of the man’s efforts to be that the small seed grew into a large plant.  Granted a mustard seed does naturally lead to a mustard plant, which is not classified as a tree in any book that I know of.  Jesus here is talking about its stature, not its nature.  Remember we talked about not over-interpreting parables in light of modern science.  This is one of those cases.

The man in this story is Jesus Christ.  It is always Jesus who does the planting when it comes to the Kingdom of God.  I like the fact that there is great care and thought put into where these seeds are planted.  The seeds represent Christians.  You could argue that the tree is the individual Christian or churches.  I’m not sure that it matters or is the point that Jesus is trying to make.  Whether this parable is the church or you, it only matters that both are planted exactly where Jesus wants them.  Both have been given everything they need to grow tall and be what Jesus intended them to be.  These plants just have to stay put and let the master take care of them.

As we talked about earlier, this is a parable of contrast between the seed’s minute beginning and its final size.  So you have to ask yourself, how is that like the Kingdom of God?  Well, the Kingdom started with 120 people at the time of Jesus’ death.  That means it contained twelve Apostles and 108 people.  That kingdom today is numbered in the millions if you count the entire Christian population of the world.  If you think about it, the Kingdom has grown into a pretty good size tree.

I believe this parable teaches us that the true nature of Jesus’ Kingdom is that it is going to grow.  There is a great controversy over that subject within today’s church.  Actually the truth is probably that the controversy is more about how the church is to grow than the actual growth itself.  Yet isn’t it all about allowing the man in this story to plant mustard seeds?  Isn’t it all about our helping him to plant those seeds?  Is it more important for us to argue over who is right, or help the master plant seeds?  That’s a question that only you can decide in your heart.

As for the reference of the birds in the parable, there are some who think they are the same birds that Jesus gives in the Parable of the Sower.  In that case the birds would represent a satanic presence in the church.  For those of us who have been members of a church for some time, we know that there are times when Satan is the most active member of the church.  Another school of thought cites Ezekiel 17: 23 and 31: 6 where the birds are used to symbolize the Gentiles.  In that case, the reference would be to the gospel that would later go to the Gentiles in Acts 10.  In either case the birds do not influence the central theme of this parable.  They are only a side light.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to do to help the kingdom grow around you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 25th

Parable of the Leaven

Matt. 13: 33
I can remember reading somewhere an account of the missionaries who were kicked out of China after the communists took over.  The author told of them weeping over the twelve million Christians who would now be like sheep without a shepherd.  I suppose the worry was that the gospel would soon wither and die under the relentless pressure of the authoritarian government and their violent opposition of all forms of religion.  If this story is true, then perhaps these weeping missionaries should have taken a look at today’s parable.  What they could not see at the time would have been the one hundred and twenty million Christians that make up the Church of Jesus Christ in China today.  That’s because the church in China never really lost its true shepherd.

Take a moment and read today’s parable which occupies but a single verse.  It will only take you a brief moment to read Matthew 13: 33.  You want to talk about an economy of words; this parable could be used to define that oral technique.  You will also notice that once again Jesus is using contrast to bring His point home.  The parable is about yeast.  Now anyone who knows me knows that I am not a cook.  I am what I like to call “kitchen challenged.”  So what you will get today concerning the nature of yeast comes from other sources.  I do not pretend to have any first hand knowledge about anything having to do with yeast.

The parable has to deal with a woman who puts a tiny amount of yeast into three measures of flour.  Jesus describes how the yeast permeates the entire amount of flour transforming it into something else.  What Jesus appears to be describing is something that has a lot of power and the ability to transform.  As to what the leaven represents, there has been some disagreement.  The reason for the differences is that leaven’s usual role in the Bible is to describe corruption or sin.  During Passover, the Jews were required to remove all leaven from their houses as a symbol of removing all sin from within so that the Passover could be celebrated in purity and holiness.

If that were the case, then Jesus would be describing how sin enters into the Kingdom of God and the end result of that corruption.  My feeling is that this interpretation is flat out wrong.  In looking at one of my favorite reference works, Robertson’s Word Pictures of the New Testament, Mr. Robertson notes that the Bible quite frequently uses symbols differently depending upon the circumstances.  For example, he notes that a lion is used by Peter to describe Satan (1 Peter 5: 8) and also used by John to describe Jesus (Revelation 5: 5).  In each case, the Bible is using one of the qualities of a lion to describe a spiritual principle.  The lion, itself, is not Satan nor is it Jesus.  The same can be said of leaven.  Here Jesus is using the qualities of leaven to describe something that happens within the Kingdom of God.

So that being said, what in the world is Jesus talking about?  To answer that question you have to picture in your mind what is happening here.  What happens to flour when yeast is introduced?  After a time, it begins to puff up.  It bubbles inside itself with an irresistible force.  Dramatically, yet imperceptibly the flour becomes transformed.  The action of the leaven is used to describe something that happens within the Kingdom of God.  The parable suggests that the working of God within His Kingdom is something of a mystery in that it is not seen by the human eye.  It is not the result of human labor or calculation.  The quality of leaven that is used here describes a Kingdom that is pervasive, dynamic and irresistibly transforming.

If we were to bet on the numbers, the flour would always win out.  Yet in baking, a little bit of yeast will always win out over the flour.  In a democracy, the flour should call the shots, but Jesus here is telling us the opposite is true.  Everything depends upon who has the real dynamic.  In our world today, the Kingdom of God is very much in the minority and is very much out-numbered.  Yet it carries a great deal of potency.  If I were a betting man, I would certainly put my money on the leaven to win.  How about you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How can I get out of God’s way when He is growing the kingdom?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 26th

The Hidden Treasure and the Pearl

Matt. 13: 44-46
As we continue in our story, Jesus goes into a house, probably in Capernaum, and there He gives His disciples the meaning of the Weeds Parable.  He then proceeds to tell His disciples four parables.  Today, we will look at two of them because their meanings are almost identical.  You can read them in Matthew 13: 44-46.  Now read them again and notice the differences between the two parables.  With the pearl merchant, there is no mention of the joy.  Searching for fine pearls was his livelihood.  With the Hidden Treasure the man just happened upon the treasure.  He wasn’t even looking for it.  That’s a great truth about the Kingdom of God; people find it in a lot of ways.  There are some who just happen upon it and received it immediately with a lot of joy.  Others have to study all around it, ponder it, and meditate on it for days and weeks before accepting its truth.

There are those who believe the man hiding the treasure and buying the field acted in a somewhat unethical manner.  While the morality of the man’s actions may be questioned, he acted within Jewish law.  If a man found a treasure of loose coins among a crop of corn, the law said he would have to buy the corn in order to buy the treasure.  If he found those coins buried, the law said he had to buy the land in order to possess the treasure.  Besides that is not the main point of the parable.  The parable does not address itself to the original owner of the field, and there is no mention of the amount paid for the field.

So what do these two parables mean?  I want you to imagine yourself standing before Jesus.  He asks you if you would like the gift of salvation as He holds out a neatly wrapped box with a really nice bow tied around it.  You respond that you would really like the present and reach out to take it, but He draws it away before you can grab it.  He asks, “Don’t you want to know what it will cost you?”  “Cost me,” you reply, “you said it was a gift, why does it have to cost me?”  To which Jesus replies,” If you were to pay me what it is worth, you couldn’t afford it.  To be sure it is a gift, but it will also cost you.”

Jesus now asks, “How much do you have right now in your wallet?”  You look in your wallet and find a twenty and six ones.  He then asks the balance in your checking and savings accounts.  Upon hearing the amounts, He says, “That will be fine.  I’ll take all of it.”  As I reach for the shiny box, Jesus again draws it away and says, “How much is your house, car and furniture worth?”  You quickly calculate the value as accurately as you can, but you are not sure if that box is worth what Jesus is now asking.  Jesus now wants to know the value of all of your remaining possessions.  When you give Him the number He replies, “OK, that will be fine, I’ll take it all.”

“It’s going to cost me everything I own in order for me to be saved and enter into your Kingdom?” You ask.  Jesus’ reply puts it all into perspective when He says, “What would it profit you if you gained the whole world and lost your life?”  You finally surrender and push the entire pile in His direction.  Jesus now gives you the surprise of your life when He says, “You can keep all your money, your house and your possessions, but remember that I still own them and I want control of them.”

Throughout the New Testament, salvation and lordship go hand in hand.  In Luke 6: 46 Jesus asks the rhetorical question, “Why do you call Me Lord and do not do what I say?”  As we said before, the Greek word used in the Bible for the belief that results in salvation gives a picture of a belief that actually changes the way you act and think.  For example, you can find a lot of people who believe that Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth president of the United States.  Yet that belief doesn’t change the way they go about their lives.  That is not what the Bible talks about when it deals with your eternal salvation.  As I have said many times earlier, Paul told the Corinthian church that after they had entered into the Kingdom, they were new creatures.  The entire New Testament spends a great deal of time teaching you how you are supposed to behave once you’ve accepted the free gift of salvation.  James taught that faith that brings no change to your life is dead.  These two parables teach you that Jesus wants every part of your life.

So the question you have to ask right now is, “what am I currently holding back from Jesus?”  If you picture your life as a house, there are probably rooms in it that are locked and hold things that you don’t want to give up.  You will not gain the freedom that Jesus offers until you unlock those rooms and go in and clean house.  It’s time now for all of us to pray and ask God to reveal those areas in our lives that we have refused to give Him control over.  Once revealed, you have a choice.  You can give them over and enter into His joy, or keep them and remain just as you are.  God will never force you to hand them over, He just offers you so much more if you will only give Him control.  So, what are you going to do?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Has God revealed an area in your life where you holding something back from Him?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 27th

The Parable of the Dragnet

Matt. 13: 47-51
Today we come to the third of four parables Jesus told His disciples after He had left the crowds for the day.  Take a look at Matthew 13: 47-51.  Upon first glance, it would appear that this parable is similar in nature to the Parable of the Weeds.  What you have to understand that while the parable is similar, the audience is completely different.  Therefore, the interpretation of this parable has to take that into account.

As we look at the basic facts of this parable, we can almost visualize a fisherman casting his net into the Sea of Galilee.  I’m positive that was what was going through the minds of some of His disciples, at least those who were fishermen by trade.  How many times had they spent time doing exactly the same thing, hoping to catch enough fish to feed their families?  Yet this parable says nothing about casting a net out only to bring it back into the boat without any fish caught in it.  The parable is all about what happens when the fish are hauled in and taken to shore.

Jesus is teaching His disciples that it will be their job to cast the net.  Remember He had called some of them to be fishers of men.  This parable teaches that it is their job to cast out the net and catch whatever wanders into those nets.  In my experience that is a great picture of the church today.  I don’t know about your church, but there are a lot of different kinds of fish swimming in mine.  Most people believe that their church is full of people who look at life the same way they do.  As this parable teaches, nothing is further from the truth.

So why would bad fish want to swim around in my church?  Well if you think about it for a second, the church offers people things that they can’t find anywhere else.  Some of the things the church offers people, it really doesn’t matter what you believe.  They still get to enjoy the advantages of being a part of the church without being bothered by the God we all are supposed to be worshipping.  So let’s talk about some of those things.

The first thing that comes to mind is that a church offers people a sense of acceptance.  Most churches don’t do background checks before they allow you in the front door.  When bad fish enter in, they get a smile and a handshake and a crisp new bulletin that tells them about all of the great things that are happening this week.  The fact is there are a lot of lonely people in the world, the recently divorced, the recently moved, the shy, who are looking for someone just to care about them.  They find that sense of inclusion and friendship within the walls of a church.  That’s true no matter what you believe.

For some people, the church also offers a sense of social standing.  It can also be a place to make business contacts for others.  These are the people who come and are always on the lookout for who else is there.  Such a large gathering can be a great place to find your next mate.  For some just being there can be a way of climbing the social ladder in society.  It is always good to be seen on the right committees, you know.

In church, on any given Sunday, you will see some who think that they can get right with God just by their attendance.  Somewhere they got the idea that it might be a good idea to hedge their bets.  They’re not sure if this God is real, but if He is, then it might be a good idea to show up once in a while just to show Him that you’re not such a bad guy.  It’s kind of like buying some inexpensive fire insurance.

Finally, there are those who will attend church as a way of escaping all of the bad things that they read in the newspaper.  After all, the church is known as a place where goodness resides.  At least, that’s what they’ve been led to believe.  Church is seen as a life vest that they can always grab onto when society goes through one of those dark times.  I can remember how church attendance swelled right after our nation had airplanes run into the World Trade Center in New York City.  Where are those people now?

Do any of these descriptions hit you right between the eyes?  It would be a tragedy for someone to spend a lifetime attending a church only to be placed by God into the “bad fish” basket.  As I have said over and over, the litmus test as to which basket you will be tossed into is what you do with Jesus Christ.  As Jesus said in Matthew 16, “Who do you say that I am?”

As for the rest who say to Jesus, “You are Lord of my life,” He is telling you to keep on tossing those nets and gathering in the fish.  It is not your job to try to catch only the good fish.   It’s God’s job to do the separating.  The only thing God wants you to do is to keep on casting and pulling in the net.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
On what side of this parable to you find yourself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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A Parable for Teachers

Matt. 13: 52
I began teaching almost before I knew enough to teach.  It was only about a year after I had accepted Jesus’ free gift that I was first tapped to teach high school kids.  I’m not sure if the Pastor saw a talent within me, or he was really desperate.  It probably was a little bit of both.  Yet I can still remember the charge I got from seeing the light go on in someone’s mind when they caught a Biblical concept for the first time.  I can remember it because I still get that charge from time to time.  The final parable that Jesus tells to His disciples concerns teachers.  I believe that is because eleven of those men would be charged with teaching after He left the earth.  Take a moment and read Matthew 13: 52.  It is but a single verse, but it is packed with a lot of meaning.

Up to that point, the men in that room only understood spiritual teaching in two aspects; that which they received from the rabbis and that which they had received from Jesus.  As we have talked about so many times before, Jesus taught like no rabbi they had ever heard.  What Jesus taught was radically different than what they grew up with.  To them, I’m sure that it almost seemed like the two forms of teaching could never be brought together.  Yet, Jesus in this verse indicates that the teacher who combines both the new with the old is somehow more valuable.  He compares such a teacher to the owner of a house who has a very interesting storeroom.  That storeroom contains a lot of different kinds of treasure.  Some of that treasure is old and some of it is new.  The owner brings out both for his guests because he wants them to have the best of everything.  He is that generous and kind.  He also wants to present his guests with a lot of the kind of variety that will pique their interest.

My own church sensed what Jesus is teaching here a number of years ago when it took almost a year out of its schedule to take the Old Testament Challenge, a study by John Ortborg.  We purposefully did that study because we felt that too much emphasis today is being brought on the New Testament and our people didn’t have adequate knowledge of the Old.  Through Mr. Ortborg’s excellent work, we were able to give our congregation a new understanding and respect for the Old Testament, and I think our church is better off for the experience.

Sometimes we forget that the Bible contains two sections, and if we focus too much on New Testament principles, we miss out on thirty-nine other sources of knowledge about our God.  It is the Old Testament that pointed out to the world its Messiah.  It is a vast history about God reaching out to man and His care and guiding of the nation of Israel.  It shows us what makes God happy as well as upset.  It gives a clear picture of the faithfulness of God.

Jesus is teaching in this parable that we also need to teach about the Kingdom of Heaven from His perspective.  The Old Testament can only give us part of the picture because it didn’t give us the part where Jesus fulfilled all that was said within its pages.  The Old Testament can’t tell us about the perfect Lamb of God who once and for all time sacrificed His blood so that we could enter into a permanent relationship with God.  Without Jesus death on the cross, no sheep or goat would ever be safe in this world.  The Old Testament shows only a Holy Spirit who visited the earth once in a while to help some servant of God do a truly fantastic thing.  It is the New Testament that shows us a Holy Spirit who permanently resides within the hearts of God’s children.

I believe what Jesus is teaching in this tiny verse is that the wise teacher tells the whole story.  He combines the old with the new so that his students receive the entire truth of God.  The wise teacher remembers this lesson and applies it every times he endeavors to teach others.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
As a teacher what need to change in your life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Stormy Night

Mark 4: 35-41
I have always been impressed with the stamina that Jesus and His disciples had.  After a full day of teaching, there is only one place that I want to place my head and that would be a nice soft pillow.  The disciples may have felt the very same thing, but that was not to be.  For Mark records that Jesus directed the group into a boat to sail across the Sea of Galilee that very night.  I guess I forget that a lot of these men were fishermen and very used to spending the night at sea.  Anyway before we go on, you can find Mark’s account of the night’s events in Mark 4: 35-41.  Why not take a moment to read and familiarize your self with today’s story.

We know from subsequent events that the group was on the way to the region of Gadara.  If your Bible comes equipped with a map section, you will find the region of Gadara at about five o’clock on any map of the Sea of Galilee.  We’ve talked before about the fact that the Sea of Galilee lay some five hundred feet below sea level and has tremendous mountains to the north.  Since cold air falls and the region gives that cold air a lot of room to fall, it forms perfect conditions for the sudden eruption of some very violent storms.

This storm was both sudden and violent.  Peter, James and John were used to the Sea and its conditions.  They were used to looking for signs of coming storms and knew to stay well clear of the water when storm signs were present.  No doubt these men knew of friends who had lost their lives by being out in the water under such conditions, and they had probably survived some close encounters themselves.  Yet this storm frightened even them.  As the wind howled and the sea began to break over their boat, these men were quickly getting a glimpse of their own mortality.  We can imagine these men were quickly trying to bail the water out of the boat in order to keep themselves alive for a little while longer.  In the midst of all of this chaos and noise, there was Jesus fast asleep on a cushion in the boat.

It is not clear what the disciples expected when they awakened their Lord.  It definitely was not what they got.  You can tell that by their reaction to that Jesus’ solution to their dilemma.  Perhaps they wanted Him to man a bucket and start bailing.  As Jesus woke up, one can almost imagine the sense of calm that He exhibited.  To say that emotions were running high among the twelve is probably an understatement.  Jesus calmly stands up, rebukes the wind and rain.  The disciples were probably wondering if Jesus had lost His mind right up to the point where the storm abruptly stopped.   He then turns to His disciples and points out their lack of faith.  These men still didn’t understand who it was that was sleeping in the back of the boat.  The disciples’ reaction was one of absolute terror.  Now that probably had a lot to do with the adrenaline still running through their veins, but Mark records their reaction as that absolute terror that grips your very soul and won’t let go.

There are two observations that can be drawn from today’s story.  The first concerns the absolute sovereignty of God.  It was nothing for God to stop that storm.  I doubt that He was even tired after He did it.  The events of Jesus’ life were already set.  Jesus was not going to die on the sea that night.  Yet His disciples and those following in the other boats that Mark describes as following Jesus’ boat needed to understand exactly who they were following.  I doubt they looked at Jesus the same way after that night.  It is one thing to heal the sick, but to show absolute control over nature was something all together different.  That same God is present right here, right now.  Sometimes we forget who it is we are following.  This story provides a good wake up call for us.

The second lesson is that Jesus is always present during the storms that inflict themselves upon our lives.  When life is crashing all around us and we feel that we will sink at any moment, there is Jesus.  I know in my life, I have sought Him out and He has always responded to my pleas with a spirit of peace.  I can remember times when I was out of work when the money was just not there; I would take a walk and have a long chat with Him.  As I returned home from those walks, there would always be with a peace within me.  It was at that moment that Jesus had stilled the storm in my life.  He will do the same thing for you.  You have but to ask. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What storms in your life do you need to ask Jesus to still?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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May 30th

Jesus in the Gerasene

Mark 5: 1-5
As the disciples leave the boat that had almost been their grave early the next morning, they set foot in the area called the Gerasene.  Actually the entire area was known as Decapolis.  Now if you know anything about the Greek language, you know that “Deca” means ten and the Greek word, “Polis,” means city.  Decapolis was an area that was known for having ten major cities within it that were originally built by Alexander the Great.  The area was populated by a people who were generally Greek in nature.  In other words, there were very few Jews living there.  There were no synagogues and no Jewish influences.  This is important to understand because these people reacted to Jesus in a much different manner than those in Israel.

The present town of Gersa is the site of this event.  If you were to travel there today, you would be standing on the edge of the plain of Gennesaret to the south east.  Today, the plain is part of the nation of Jordan, but the shoreline, the site of today’s story, is highly disputed Israeli occupied territory.  You might be able to visit the ruins of Gersa, but might be safer more towards the shoreline of the Sea of Galilee.  There you would notice a steep bluff overlooking the sea.  The bluff is made out of limestone and you would see numerous caves, carved by the wind working into those bluffs.  In ancient times, these naturally occurring caves were used to house the dead, for this was a cemetery in the first century.

This particular cemetery was not just full of dead people; there was one living soul there, if you could call him living.  No one had ventured out to talk to this man in years.  In fact, most in town didn’t even consider him a man at all.  He was more of an animal than a human being.  With his hair disheveled and scars covering his body, he represented a figure that would have been the star of a modern day horror film.  In addition to his frightening appearance, the man was extremely dangerous.  The town had made numerous attempts to subdue him, but no chain could be found that could hold him.  He seemed to have a kind of supernatural strength to go with his monstrous appearance.  Lacking a solution, the town just let him be.  Few people would dare even to venture out into the area.  In time, he became the source of more than a few stories and legends.

This almost sounds like the beginning of a Hollywood movie, doesn’t it?  Except that this event actually happened and is recorded for us in first twenty verses of the fifth chapter of Mark.  Why not take a moment to open your Bible and read this story so that it is fresh in your mind.  Since this story cannot be told in the time we have left today, we will take the next couple of days to let it unfold before you and for us to gather its lessons so that it might make a difference in the way we live our lives.  So, let’s get started.

Did you notice that as Jesus set foot on the shore, He was immediately approached by this man?  Jesus did not seek him out.  He didn’t send the disciples to go get this man.  The man came to Jesus, as if drawn by some irresistible force.  Mark gives us a description of this man that can be called vivid in the extreme.  The man Mark describes has such violent behavior that he is impossible to control by mere human force.  Mark also describes a man who couldn’t even control himself, as he was both homicidal and suicidal.  Mark vividly describes the frenzy that had marked his life up to that point in time.

This man represents someone who is evil in the extreme.  I know that if I ran into someone who was described in this manner, I would be running in the opposite direction.  How many times do I let someone’s appearance determine my reaction to them?  Yet I can’t find a single time when that thought even occurred to Jesus.  It didn’t matter what someone looked, smelled or talked like.  Jesus was there for them.  In this area my prayer needs to be to become more like Jesus.  How about you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you allow a person’s appearance to determine your attitude?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Jesus Meets Legion

Mark 5: 2-15
If you remember from yesterday, we were in the Gerasene region on the southwest shore of the Sea of Galilee.  Coming out of a limestone cave area, was a man who was unlike any other Jesus had ever met.  In Mark 4: 9 the man identifies himself as Legion and we can readily deduce this man was a host for a large number of demons who happen to be living inside him.  As is the usual, these demons needed no introduction to Jesus.  They knew exactly who He was.  It seems that only humans are confused about the identity of Jesus.  Though there are many demons present, they seem to act as one as the man bows before the Son of God in homage.

The demon’s fears are voiced in the words this man speaks.  They obviously fear that Jesus will send them to the place of torment that they know is their ultimate fate.  They just don’t want to visit such a place earlier than is required.  From a parallel account of this story that is found in Luke 8: 31, we understand that these demons did not want to go to a place called the abyss.  The theory is that the abyss holds demons so evil and terrifying that they are held there until they are finally let loose during the tribulation near the close of time.  You can read about that short stretch of freedom they gain in Revelation 9: 1-11.

Notice these demons wished Jesus to allow them to remain in the area.  For a reason known only to Jesus, He complies with their request and allows them to enter into a herd of pigs grazing nearby.  The phenomenon of the pigs in this story has drawn a lot of confusion over the centuries.  It appears that nothing is known concerning the souls of animals.  To be sure, there has been a lot of conjecture, but we really can’t be sure.  What we do know is the result of what happened that day.  As the demons entered into the herd of swine, the spirits cause a panic that once started cannot be stopped as the pigs rush down the slope and into the Sea of Galilee.  Once started the end result of this episode is fixed and the pigs all drown.   Whoever owned this herd would be out of a considerable bit of money.

So what about the moral question of Jesus permitting the demons to enter these animals?  Alfred Plummer in his Exegetical Commentary on Luke suggests that the visible effect of the departure of the demons was needed to convince the demonic and the local residents of Jesus’ cure of this man.  To be sure the story is very dramatic and had a definite effect upon the people living in the area at the time.

I think the ultimate answer to this moral dilemma lies in what you believe to be more important, people or property?  Do you believe that it is proper to sacrifice property that has an immediate physical value in order to save people who have eternal value?  I’m sure if you asked the next hundred people you meet, you would get some fairly interesting responses.  There would be some who would say that Jesus should have found another way.  There would be others who take the Jewish view that said anything done to pigs was all right by them.  Still others would agree that the saving of an individual is worth the price of a herd of pigs.

To my thinking the real issue to be found in this part of the Bible is that once again we come face to face with the fact that there is still a great battle being waged between the forces of good and evil.  Satan and his followers are serious about remaining in control of the earth.  It is obvious that the longer they can remain in control, the longer the demonic world can put off their ultimate fate.  What we see here is the power and control that Jesus had over the evil that existed and still exists today in this world.  It’s an absolute power.  There was no battle here.  Jesus spoke and the demons immediately obeyed.  Sometimes I think the Christians lose sight of exactly who they work for.  All of us at one time or another will come face to face with absolute evil.  It is so prevalent in our society that it will happen to us eventually.  How do we react when that event occurs?  I suppose it would be real tempting for us to just jump right in and attempt to rebuke evil like Jesus.  Yet we are not God and so we do not have His ultimate and unlimited power.  It is only as we operate in Jesus’ name, completely falling under His authority, that we have any hope of making a difference in an evil world.  To operate any other way against the evil of our time would be highly dangerous.

Tomorrow we will be looking at the reaction of the local residents to this episode.  I will see you then.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you operate in the power of Jesus’ name regularly?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
