
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 begins with the ministry of John the Baptist and his first encounter with Jesus.  John the Baptist always showed remarkable insight into who Jesus was and what His role would be for mankind.  We will cover the uniqueness of Jesus’ baptism and you will gain some insight into His temptation by Satan in the wilderness.

After that we will get into the first calling of Jesus’ Disciples.  A lot of people think there was just 1 instance where Jesus enlisted a close band of men, but there were actually 3 that are described in the gospels.  We will travel with that small band of followers back into the region of Galilee as Jesus prepares for His public ministry.  As Passover arrives, Jesus travels to Jerusalem where His ministry will officially begin.  It was during that initial phase of ministry that Jesus met secretly in the dead of night with a very wealthy and important Pharisee by the name of Nicodemus.

It was shortly after the end of the Passover celebration that we find Jesus beginning his ministry deep in the Jordan River Valley.  We will spend some time with He and His followers as the begin to ministry right at the point where John the Baptist left off.  His initial message was the same as Johns, “The Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.”

Finally we will travel a long and arduous climb as Jesus ascends into the Plain of Samaria where Jesus had an appointment with a certain woman.
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BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 1st
True Repentance
Matt. 3: 7-10
As John the Baptist’s ministry became more popular, it caught the attention of the Jewish authorities.  The natural question on their minds would have been, “What do we have here?”  Those in authority over the Jewish nation would want to know if John the Baptist was sent by God.  At least that is what they said on the outside.  What they really wanted to assess was the threat that John held to their own power and prestige.  Now they wouldn’t have personally gone out to see John.  That would give John too much credence.  No, they would send a delegation of underlings out to question John and bring back a report so they might study the matter further.

Take a moment and read Matthew 3: 7-10 to get a complete picture of the discourse between the delegation of Pharisees and Sadducees sent by the Sanhedrin had with John the Baptist.   After reading this passage, you get the impression that John was not out to win a lot of friends.  He was very hard on these men.  Yet what He says makes a lot of sense when you approach the matter of where we stand spiritually from God’s perspective and not our own.  It is easy for any one to say they have turned away from a former life of sin and have now entered into the Kingdom of God where all is good and wonderful.  I could proclaim it on any street corner and anyone who heard could not dispute my claims.  That is unless they really knew me.  Let’s say it was my closest friends or family who were taking a look at my claims.  They would look a little harder at my life to see if there truly was any change in my behavior from what they knew in the past.  That’s because most people understand that repentance that is not followed by some kind of change towards righteousness is a waste of breath.  It didn’t really happen.  That is exactly what John is telling the Pharisees.  Stop talking about righteousness.  Don’t believe for one second that God is going to be impressed with your lineage or your words.  Don’t take any security in the fact that you are a part of God’s chosen people.  As John told them, that rotten tree was about to undergo some serious pruning.
There are a lot of people who believe that where they go to church or what social standing they might have will have a great influence upon where they will spend eternity.  They think a lot like these Pharisees and Sadducees.  As we talked about last month, these groups of people were all about what they did or who they were.  John the Baptist is telling them that it is not going to matter.  Your position with God is all about the relationship that you have with Him.  Being a part of a particular church has nothing to do with a personal relationship.  It would be the same as saying, “It is because I am an accountant that my marriage will be successful.”  One has nothing to do with the other.  To be sure there are some things about being an accountant that might make your marriage better, but there are other parts of that profession that will drive your spouse crazy.

So let the words of John the Baptist echo through your heart right now.  “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.”  If you truly love God, you will want to please Him.  The question is how does that play out in your life today?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How have you changed over the last year?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 2nd

Who Are You?

John 1: 19-28

Take a moment to read John 1: 19-28.  In this section you will read about the exchange that John had with a group that was different than the delegation that was sent by the Sanhedrin we talked about yesterday.  This delegation was made up of priests and Levites.  We remember from our reading last month that both the priests and the Levites were descendents of the old Jewish tribe of Levi.  The only difference was that the priests could trace their lineage back to Aaron, the chief assistant to Moses, and the Levites couldn’t.  You will remember also from last month that the Levites performed the more menial tasks within the temple.

So what was this delegation sent out by the Sanhedrin trying to find out?  First they wanted to know if John was Elijah.  The rabbis taught that Elijah would actually return to earth right before the Messiah was revealed.  Given the way the question was asked by this delegation, John could answer truthfully that he was not Elijah.  John the Baptist was sent before Jesus in order to fulfill the mission of Elijah, which was the turning of God’s people back to Him.  In other words, John was Elijah in spirit, not in person.
The second question the Pharisees asked was if John was the prophet.  In order to understand the question, you have to go back to what Moses said in Deuteronomy 18: 15.  In that passage, Moses was promising that God was going to bring back someone like himself that would help usher in Israel’s Messiah.  In other words, the Jews believed that right before Messiah showed up, a prophet like Moses would reappear in order to help in the identification of Messiah.  To this question, John could easily answer in the negative.  John the Baptist was not going to reinstitute the feeding from heaven that the manna represented or anything else Moses was recorded as doing.
So the final question this delegation asked was designed to tell those in authority exactly who they were dealing with.  They asked the simple question, “Who are you?”  John’s responds to their question by quoting the prophet Isaiah, “I am the voice of one calling in the desert.  Make straight the way of the Lord.”  He was warning whoever would listen that it was now time to get their life straight because someone greater than John the Baptist was just around the corner.

Do you notice the humility that marks the life of John the Baptist?  He is a true servant of the living God.  His only motive is to make sure that he fulfills the task that he has been given by God.  He is not out for fame or glory.  He takes no credit, wants no gratitude or accolades.  He is just an obedient servant.  What a tremendous example for the disciple of Jesus Christ to emulate.  I’ve known several people in my life who I believe fall into that servant category.  It is those people that I have wanted to follow to the ends of the earth.  I guess that might be why the crowds that went out to see John the Baptist were so large.
What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What attitudes must you change to become more like a servant?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 3rd
John’s Baptism

Luke 3: 21, 22

Most of the people I talk to really don’t catch the difference between baptism as practiced by John and the baptism the Christian church practices today.  The two are quite different.  To be sure, they both involve a total immersion into water.  Even the Greek word, BAPTIZO, means to dip into some kind of liquid.  If you wanted a garment a certain color, you would BAPTIZO it into a pot filled with dye.  After some time, you would lift the garment out of the pot and it would permanently be the color of the dye.  The result would not be the same if you sprinkled the dye colored water on the garment, or even if you poured it over the garment.  So that idea is the same in John’s case and today.  So what is the difference between John’s baptism and the one we practice today?

The idea of washing as a way of ceremonially cleaning ones sin from their body goes back a long time in Judaism.  To the early Jew, washing with water was done as a ritual that symbolized the removal of moral defilement.  After they had done the ritual of washing, they were then free to enter the temple and participate in the daily sacrifice.  There is much historical evidence that tell us that the Jews also immersed in water those Gentiles who voluntarily took upon themselves the Law and converted to Judaism.  It’s just that there is no record of Judaism ever teaching the idea of using baptism as a way of symbolizing the spiritual act of repenting of one’s sin.  That was what the daily animal sacrifices were for.

John’s message for Israel was that they needed to recognize the corruptness in their lives and turn away from that style of living.  John the Baptist called the nation of Israel to repentance in preparation for the arrival of the Messiah.  So if you had traveled out to see John, you would have heard the message that you weren’t currently living a life that was honoring God.  There was coming someone greater than John who was going to be an agent of change throughout Judaism.  You would have heard that it was time for you to look deep down into the very nature of your being to view the true corruption that lies there deep in your heart.  When you got the true picture of your inner self, there was a need to be sorry for the state you allowed your heart to be in.  John would have invited you to turn from that old way of life and be baptized as a symbol of the spiritual washing that would cleanse your heart from all of its moral failings.

So what separates John’s baptism from the one we do today?  The simple answer to that question is Jesus.  At the time John was busy dipping people into the Jordan River, Jesus hadn’t arrived yet.  While the multitudes could feel sorry for their sin and make an attempt to turn from their past way of living, there was no truly effective payment that has always been necessary for the penalty of their sin.  For thousands of years, Israel had practiced the ritual of animal sacrifice as a way to pay for the sins of the nation.  It was a constant cycle of wandering from what God wanted of you, returning to God, then buying a sheep or goat to be slaughtered as a payment for that wandering.  Once that was done, you would be free to begin the cycle again.  Animal sacrifice pales in comparison to the sacrifice of God’s only son because Jesus only had to die once and that took care of it forever.

Today, we practice baptism as a symbol of what Jesus did for us on the cross.  The blood that He shed was in payment for all that we have done wrong.  The payment was made once and for all.  In other words, Christian baptism is not done as a symbol for the cleansing away of our sins.  Jesus already did that.  It is done in remembrance of His death, burial and resurrection.  Another reason baptism is done would be as a witness to everyone that we have accepted His payment for sin and have entered into a new life that is lived for the God who created us.  It is done in order to mark a turning point in our life.  As the Apostle Paul said, “Whoever is a believer in Christ is a new creation. The old way of living has disappeared. A new way of living has come into existence” (2 Corinthians 5: 17). 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you need to be baptized?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 4th

The Baptism of Jesus

Matt. 3: 13-17; Mark 1: 9-11; Luke 3: 21, 22
For most Christians, their baptism is a memorable event.  I know that I can still remember vividly the time when I was baptized.  Even though the event took place over 35 years ago, I can still remember where and who was present at the event.  I can even tell you what the weather was like that day, and even the color of Pastor Roger’s waders.  Unfortunately I didn’t have any gospel writers present to document the day like Jesus did.

There are some who wonder why there are four different accounts preserved through time that cover the life of Jesus Christ.  The subject that we are going to be talking about today best illustrates why there are four different accounts.  The baptism of Jesus Christ is described in three of the four gospels, Matthew Mark and Luke.  John, which was written 30 years after the other 3, probably felt the subject was well documented so he began his narrative the day after Jesus returned from His forty day sojourn in the wilderness.  Today, we will be reading all three of the accounts of Jesus’ Baptism in order to get a more accurate picture of the day’s events.

Turn with me to Matthew 3: 13-17.  Notice the events that Matthew views as important to our story.  Matthew tells us that Jesus came from Galilee to where John was baptizing at Bethabara.  He also tells of the reluctance of John to baptize the one whom he knew to be God’s Messiah.  We know from Luke’s account that even from within his mother’s womb, John knew the one who would be Messiah.  Given John’s natural humility, we can readily understand why he would be reluctant to fulfill Jesus’ request.  Jesus’ answer to that reluctance was to say that the baptism must be done to fulfill all righteousness.  Now we will cover that statement more thoroughly in tomorrow’s reading.  As Jesus arose from the water, Matthew records that God in His full triune form appeared.  We see the Father, Son and Holy Spirit all working together to reveal exactly who was standing in that river.  From Matthew’s account, we see that Jesus saw the dove descending from heaven and heard the voice from heaven.

Let’s move on to Mark 1: 9-11.  What does Mark add to our story?  Mark tells us that Jesus came from Nazareth.  Now given the fact the He grew up there, that is not a hard stretch of the imagination.  The other new idea Mark gives is that there was no time elapsed between emerging from the water and seeing the dove.  It was instantaneous.  Now we know that Mark likes to be brief, so true to form, his account of Jesus’ baptism is brief.  He gives us just the facts.

Now we move to the historian of the group.  In Luke 3: 21, 22, we notice that Luke tells us that Jesus was praying as He left the water.  Actually that’s the only new thing that Luke gives us that is not in the other accounts.

So as to the question of who heard the words and saw the dove, John 1: 32-34 tells us that the dove was given as a sign to John the Baptist that would identify for him the coming Messiah.  That means that John the Baptist certainly saw the dove.  As to the voice, it should be noted that three of the four gospel writers essentially give the words that were spoken verbatim.  If no one but Jesus heard the voice, how could they know what was said?  We’ll talk about the why of Jesus’ baptism tomorrow.

As we close today, let’s turn our thoughts back to the idea that once more we see that it is the Holy Spirit who reveals to people the identity of God’s Son.  It wasn’t done through study, meditation or any special incantation.  If I want to understand and know God, I have to go to the source.  There is no other way.  I happen to really like such a straight forward approach.  Whenever I want to know something about God, all I have to do is ask Him.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How would the events of that day have affected you?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 5th

Why was Jesus Baptized?

Matt. 3: 15

To take a look at the events of Jesus’ baptism is the easy part.  The hard part is to understand why Jesus was baptized at all.  From the earliest of ages, this question has been debated and various explanations have been offered.  In my research, I found no less than ten different ideas as to why Jesus submitted to the baptism of John.  Today, we will take a look at some of the major theories and then I will wrap it up by giving you what I think.  At that point, you will be free to make up your own mind.  Given the number of opinions out there, this might be one of those things that we will have to ask Him when we finally get to heaven to get the correct answer.

Some of the more outrageous theories range from Mary putting the idea before Jesus, to a complete denial that the event even happened.  Of course, there is the idea that Jesus wasn’t sinless in his youth and, therefore, needed to repent of that sin and be baptized before His public ministry could begin.  This theory is rejected outright for two reasons.  The first is that He needed to be that sinless Lamb of God in order for his death to stand for all time as payment for all sin.  Any sin on His part would have made Him an unfit sacrifice.  The second reason is the voice that came from heaven.  Remember the voice of God came and told the people not only that Jesus was God’s son, but also that God was well pleased with Him.  If Jesus had led a life of sin before this moment, could God have really made that statement?

So let’s reject those theories and bury them in the dust of the past.  If you read the notes in the Life Application Bible, they will tell you that Jesus was baptized as a representative of Israel.  As the bearer of the sins of others, His baptism showed that He was acting in solidarity with His people.  The notes go on to say that Jesus was being like Nehemiah, Ezra, Moses and Daniel before Him in confessing the sins on behalf of all Israel.  Another explanation that the notes give is that Jesus was identifying with the mission of John, so that He could begin His ministry at that point to take Israel to where it needed to be spiritually.

To others, Jesus’ baptism was a means for Him to separate Himself from sinful Israel, or to simply do honor to John the Baptist, or to bind Himself to the observance of the Law.  One can readily see that there are a myriad of opinions on this subject from which to choose.  Perhaps you have already seen your thoughts and opinion written in one of the theories listed above.  While I do not want to add to the confusion of any time honored view that you have held, I would ask your indulgence a bit while we look at the subject a bit closer.

If you would, please open your Bible to Matthew 3: 15 and read the words of Jesus.  To me it’s always a good idea to begin at Jesus’ own words whenever you try to discern His motives.  Jesus says that the purpose of His baptism was to “fulfill all righteousness.”  This was a phrase that was used by Jesus on several occasions like Matthew 5, verse 6, 10 and 20.  It can also be found in the gospel of John (John 16: 8, 10).  When we take the contexts of the various instances where Jesus used the phrase, we can come up with the idea that He each time he used the phrase, He meant “whatever conforms to the will of God.”  In other words, it was God’s will for Jesus to be baptized.

The other idea that makes sense to me is to view John’s baptism as not just a symbol that a person had repented of his sins, but also as a preparatory initiation for the coming New Kingdom.  In other words, it was done by John as a rite of passage from out of the old system of the Jewish Law into a New Kingdom that Jesus would introduce to the nation and the world.  In my opinion, if John’s baptism had been just about sin, Jesus could not have submitted to it because He could not identify in any way with sin.

In any event, these theories are mostly speculation.  The reality is that we really don’t know for sure other than the words that Jesus spoke.  The only thing we know for sure was the Jesus was acting out of obedience to the instructions that His Father gave Him.  I suppose that sometimes obedience is seen by others outside the situation as a bit odd.  Since we can’t get inside another’s head, we are never sure of one’s motives.  That’s why it is necessary for us to look at a person’s character and make our judgments based upon what we see in the person’s life.  When one knows Jesus intimately, they can always assume that He always acted consistently with what His Father wished of Him.  As people gaze at your life, can they say the same thing about you?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

In what ways do you live a life of obedience to God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 6th

The Temptations

Mark 1: 12, 13

For those of us who grew up in the sixties, the Temptations are a musical group out of Detroit.  I just wanted to mention it in case there are some reading this who believe that to be our topic for today.  Unfortunately we are not going to be discussing the great musical group that came out of Motown Records.  No, we will be talking about the episode before Jesus’ ministry began where He was out in the wilderness being tempted by Satan.  We will be spending several days looking at this subject and gaining some insight in the example that Jesus gives us.

If you look up Mark 1: 12, 13 in your Bible, you will see a great difference in the motivations between Jesus’ baptism and the reason He went out into the wilderness.  In the case of Jesus’ baptism, we have already learned that Jesus voluntarily submitted to John’s baptism.  Mark tells us that it was the Spirit of God who drove Him out into the wilderness to be tempted.

Now in order to gain a clearer picture of the events that happened to Jesus out in the wilderness, you also need to read Matthew 4: 1-11 and Luke 4: 1-13.  From all three narratives, we understand that Jesus was without food for forty days.  Now, the number forty has a strong significance in the Old Testament.  For example it rained on Noah’s parade for forty days.  Moses fasted for forty days in Exodus 34: 28.  Elijah also fasted for forty days in 1 Kings 19: 8.  So there appears some significance to the forty days.

If you read Matthew’s account of the temptations and then you read Luke, you will notice that the order in which the temptations are given by Satan is different.  If you go back to the beginnings of this devotional book, you will remember I told you that Matthew and Luke wrote to very different audiences.  Luke wrote for the Greek mind, who wants things logical and in order.  That being said, it would be obvious that Luke is an exact accounting of the order in which the temptations were presented to Jesus.  Matthew, on the other hand, was writing to the Jewish mind.  To the Jewish mind, chronological order is less important.  Matthew put the order of the temptations into a sequence that would have a greater dramatic effect upon his readers.

Finally, we need to make sure that we are on the same page as far as the application that we take out of this lesson.  The Bible clearly teaches that temptations come at us from three basic sources; the flesh, the world and the devil.  Each of those sources of temptation affect us differently, and as such, each of them have to be battled differently.  I say this in order to dissuade you from using Jesus’ method of doing battle with Satan when you are being tempted by the other two sources of temptation.  It’s not that using scripture is ineffective in battling a temptation from the flesh.  It’s just that I believe that scripture is less effective than, say, fleeing the source.  That’s my opinion anyway.

So tomorrow we will be looking at why Jesus was tempted.  Following that we will spend a day with each of the three temptations that were given by Satan.  In order to draw an application that can be used in our life, it is necessary for us to understand exactly what each temptation represents and then to understand how Jesus fought against that temptation.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you need help when it comes to dealing with temptation?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 7th

Was the Temptation of Jesus Necessary?

Luke 4: 1-13

This is the primary question that we want to know.  At least we want an answer when we are the target of temptation.  It would be nice for life to just float on by like a lazy river on a hot summer’s day, but life just isn’t like that.  Actually if the truth were to be known, it isn’t at the moment of temptation that we really want to understand the necessity of it.  It’s usually right at the point when the Holy Spirit has pricked our conscience and we know that we’ve blown it that we wish that there was no such thing as temptation.  That way we wouldn’t have to spend some time in confession to our heavenly father.  Jesus’ temptation was very necessary for three basic reasons.

The first reason was that Jesus came as a king.  He was just acknowledged as such by the dove and the voice from heaven.  As a king newly arrived on planet Earth, it is necessary that He would have to encounter the current holder of that position, Satan.  It would also be necessary for this king to be fully aware of the condition of the planet that He will one day rule over.  In that case, it is necessary that He become conscious of all that is implied living in a world full of sin.

Second, it says in Hebrews 2: 18 “Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  To accomplish that task would be really difficult if Jesus had never undergone temptation.  Yet His time in the wilderness was just one of many times when He was tempted and successfully defeated sin.

The third reason revolves around the question as to whether it was even possible for the Son of God to sin.  That question has been debated through the centuries.  Yet if it were impossible for Jesus to sin, then what was the point of this wilderness exercise?  It would have been a waste of time.  Take a look at what the Apostle Paul said in Romans 5: 12-17.  In these verses, Paul compares Jesus with Adam.  Before Adam bit off that bit of fruit, he was sinless.  Obviously it was possible for him to sin because we know he did it.  Jesus’ human nature was the same as Adam’s except He didn’t succumb to the temptation.  Just like Adam, Jesus was capable of sinning or not sinning.  The difference between the two men is that Jesus chose to not sin.  The beauty of the wilderness temptations is that it graphically shows that it is also possible for us to choose the right path.

So, were the temptations that are described in Matthew and Luke a real event?  The narrative suggests that it was an outward, real event.  There are no other instances recorded in any of the gospels of Jesus having any kind of ecstatic event or vision.  Yet, the boundary line between what was of the real world and what was of the spiritual world must have gotten real blurry during at least part of his time with Satan.  For example, can you imagine what it looked like as the kingdoms of the world passed before Jesus’ eyes?  Yet this was a real assault by the prince of this world.  Though all three temptations appear to be outward in their initial assault, each of them has an ulterior motive.  As we look at the three temptations that Satan directed at Jesus, we will be looking at the real motive behind what Satan wanted of Jesus.  In each case, Satan’s design was to thwart the future work of this new King and to make His subsequent ministry useless.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Has Satan ever tried to make your ministry appear useless?  What did you do?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 8th

The Temptation of Hunger

Matt. 4: 1-4

Today we are going to switch over to Matthew 4 and focus on verses 2 through 4.  Take a moment to read these verses so that they are fresh in your mind.  The practice of fasting took a very subordinate role in Jesus’ ministry.  There is no other time when Jesus will fast to this extent.  To be sure, there were times when He was so busy doing His father’s business that He neglected to eat, but not for forty days as He did on this particular occasion.

This was God’s appointed will for the beginning of His Son’s ministry; to reduce Jesus to a point of utmost, outward weakness by the depression of all His vital powers.  It is a psychological fact that after forty days with no food, of all the mental faculties only the memory is still active.  It’s not hard to imagine that during the previous thirty-nine days Jesus’ thoughts must have been about the task ahead.  He knew Israel’s views and feelings.  He knew the kind of Messiah they expected.  There is no doubt He felt the pain of the nails entering His body, for Jesus knew where this would all end.  The utter hopelessness must have hit Him like a giant tsunami.

The tempter would also know where Jesus was mentally and would, no doubt, have directed his assault against those thoughts with considerations that Jesus would have known to be true.  The point where Jesus was most vulnerable and where Satan would attack would lie in the temptation to despair.  In each of the three temptations, there is an element that promotes the idea that Jesus should cut this contest short with one bold stroke.  Satan’s cure for Jesus’ ministry would be to take the easy way out and avoid all of the pain and frustration that Jesus knew was in His future.  With that in mind, Satan begins his assault.

In order to understand Satan’s first attack, you have to do a little mental exercise with me.  I want you to imagine yourself in the middle of a desert wilderness.  All around you there is nothing but desolate, barren, featureless real estate.  You are utterly alone.  There is no one to hear your cries.  No one to give you comfort in your anguish.  That is where Jesus found Himself at that particular moment.  One could only imagine that Jesus was at the limit of His endurance.  His only thought at that moment was a wish that this contest would end.

Satan comes at Jesus with a very simple request; to turn some of the plentiful rocks that surrounded him into bread.  We can imagine, given Jesus’ miracle at Cana, the bread would have been the best ever baked, fresh out of the oven and the smell that would have surrounded the two of them…  The miracle was fully within Jesus’ power.  He probably wouldn’t have even broken a sweat to do it.  Yet to submit to Satan’s request would change the Old Testament concept of miracles into the heathen concept of magic.  It would have been an exercise of absolute power without any moral purpose.  In all the miracles that Jesus would do in His lifetime, there never was a single incident where Jesus did magic.  You can never point to a single miracle that had as its object Jesus’ comfort.  There was always a holy purpose to the miracle.  This request had no holy purpose to it.

Jesus counters the temptation with a quote from Deuteronomy 8: 3.  In that instance, Jesus does not merely counter Satan’s suggestion, He conquers it.  The true issue that Jesus addresses is from where do you take your direction in life?  If we were to become destitute and hungry, would that justify a life of crime in order to satisfy our needs or do we have a God who has promised to meet those needs?  Jesus, with one bold stroke, announced to the world that His trust is in a loving God who satisfies His every need.  The only question left is in whom do you trust for all of your needs?  It’s easy for you to say that you trust God for all of your needs, but the reality lies in where you go when life has you down.  So, in whom do you really trust?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If Jesus were to ask you where your direction in life comes from, what would you say?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 9th

The Pinnacle of Temptation
Matt. 4: 5-7

From time to time I run across well meaning Christians who believe that any form of insurance shows a tremendous lack of faith in God.  They reason that if you believe in a God who will provide all you need, what good is having insurance?  Aren’t you putting your faith in some company to bail you out for purely financial reason rather than a God who loves you?  To the people who think this way, I would like to direct your attention to today’s scripture.

We are continuing our discussion with the second of the three temptations given in the wilderness by Satan to the Son of God who had gone without food for forty days.  Today’s reading can be found in Matthew 4: 6, 7.  Why not open your Bible and read what it has to say?

Jesus had been transported from the wilderness in Judea to a point at the very top of Herod’s temple in downtown Jerusalem.  It is believed that Jesus would have been at the southeast corner of the outer wall.  On one side of the tower was a rather large drop off into the Kidron Valley.  On the other side would have been another sheer drop off right into the Court of Gentiles.  It was from here that each morning a priest would be stationed with a silver trumpet in order to announce the sun’s arrival and initiate the beginning of the morning sacrifice.

Satan once more acknowledges Jesus’ identity as the Son of God.  The word translated “if” here is the Greek word Ei, which can also be translated since.  This time Satan actually quotes Psalm 91.  It’s interesting that Satan actually has scriptures memorized.  I suppose his use of the Bible would make his lies and deceptions all the more believable.  Yet, there is a great difference between reading and memorizing scripture and actually obeying them.

So the question has to be asked, what would have happened if Jesus had done Satan’s bidding?  Let’s say Jesus succumbed to Satan’s temptation and you were in the temple that day and witnessed it.  You would have seen Jesus doing a swan dive from the highest point of the temple into the courtyard below with a myriad of angels appearing from nowhere to catch Him and slow His fall to a peaceful landing right in the center of the Court of Gentiles.  This was exactly the kind of entrance the Jews were looking for in their Messiah.  The goal would have been reached.  Jesus would have been proclaimed Israel’s Messiah right there.  It’s not hard to believe that Satan knew the manner of the Messiah’s entrance that the Jews expected.  He probably made it up himself.  There is nothing in the Old Testament that says that Messiah will enter ministry this way, so where else could it have come from?

While the outward goal might have been reached in this manner, God’s goal would not have been reached.  It was Israel’s rejection of its Messiah that was predicted by the prophets.  Satan’s plan was to make those prophesies a lie.  Without Israel’s rejection of Jesus, He would not have been crucified and mankind would have remained stuck in sin and rejected by God.  To combat this temptation, it was necessary for Jesus to use another passage in Deuteronomy to stay the course that God had set for Him from the beginning of time.

Now back to our original thought about the difference between trusting and tempting God.  We tempt God when we put Him into circumstances where He is forced to act on our behalf.  If we drive on bald tires in the middle of a rainstorm because we believe that God will always protect us from harm, that is tempting God.  When we fail to take our doctor’s advice because we know God is going to heal us, we are tempting God.  I believe that God created our brain for a reason.  He expects us to be wise and to be good stewards of all that He gives us.  To my mind that includes insurance and living wisely.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to do to stop tempting God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BIRTH TO BAPTISM

February 10th

Who Owns the World?

Matt. 4: 8-10

As we arrive at Matthew 4: 8-10, we are startled at the brazenness of the offer that Satan makes to Jesus.  I suppose it is because we assume that the world belongs to God for the simple reason that He created it in the first place.  Yet, here is Satan offering Jesus the world and Jesus says nothing to dispute the claim.  Anyway, we’re getting a bit ahead of ourselves.  We are talking about the third and final temptation, given by Matthew that Satan is delivering to Jesus after forty days of fasting.  Once again, the Devil is offering Jesus a short cut, instant success, and the positive acclaim of all humanity without all of the pain and frustration of the ministry that stands before Him.

As I said a couple of days ago, there were times during this period of temptation where the lines between that which is the physical world and that which is the spiritual must have been blurred a bit.  This is obviously one of those times.  Satan takes Jesus to the top of a high mountain peak.  As we stare down into the valleys that surround that peak, there appear before us the various kingdoms that had existed up to that time.  I say up to that time because there is no evidence that Satan can see future events or kingdoms.  Below you would have been a display of the ultimate in human wealth and power.  To put it in today’s terms, it would be like watching an episode of “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous” on steroids.  

As you are looking at all of the gold, jewels and cash that anyone could want, you hear Satan offering all of it to Jesus if He would only do one simple, little thing.  Yet, what he asks is really not simple, nor is it little.  He wants Jesus to bow down and worship him.  The Greek word the Matthew uses here means to do homage or reverence.  He wants Jesus to give him a status that he does not deserve.  It would bring Satan to that status he has always wanted from the very day that God cast him out of heaven and His presence.  It would make him God.

In my opinion this would have been the easiest temptation for Jesus to dismiss.  Notice that Satan is offering his own temporary kingdom in exchange for worship.  He could not have offered God’s kingdom for Satan doesn’t own it.  It’s true that Satan does own the world right now in the sense that he owns that part of the world that continues to exist in rebellion with its creator.  What Satan was offering Jesus was a kingdom without the pain, but a kingdom that is only temporary.  It might be tempting for those of us who always live in the “now.”  The eternal Son of God doesn’t live in the here and now.  So once again Jesus counters Satan’s assault with scripture by quoting Deuteronomy 6: 13, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.”

It is reserved for the triune, Holy God to be the recipient of His creation’s worship.  Only God is worthy of the adoration and praise that is rightfully due Him.  Satan has done nothing to deserve our adoration.  The things that Satan offers are temporary at best.  He and his demons are always at work lying and deceiving mankind into thinking that God is only some “cosmic killjoy” trying to kill our fun, while Satan offers instant gratification.  Did you notice over the last few days that Jesus withstood every one of his attacks by correctly using the same Bible you have?  Jesus knew that scripture so well that He was able to draw upon it at that critical time when He was tempted to stray from what He knew to be God’s will.  Perhaps it is time for us to get real serious about our own relationship with God’s word and begin to hide His word in our hearts so we might not sin against Him (Psalm 119: 11)?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to do to be better able to use the Bible as Jesus used it?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 11th

The Baptist’s Remarkable Insight

John 1: 29-34

Normally when you want to know about someone in depth, you interview their closest friends and relatives.  It’s there where you get to see the good, the bad and the ugly.  After all, it is these people who see us at our best and at our worst.  Yet, I am not sure that is what we will be seeing in today’s reading.  We come now to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry on earth.  We are curious to know how Jesus will begin.  Every Easter we talk about how Jesus’ ministry ended, but most times we really don’t bother to look at how His ministry began.  The only place where the real beginning of Jesus’ ministry is given to us is in the Book of John.  The other three gospels skip from Jesus’ baptism and temptation right to the Early Galilean Ministry, but that skips right over about ten month’s worth of ministry.

John 1: 29-34 takes place on the day after Jesus confronted Satan in the wilderness.  He had returned to Bethabara, the place where John had been baptizing the people.  These verses show a remarkable insight on the part of John the Baptist.  There is no indication as to where John received this insight, but we can hazard a guess.  It is not likely that the two boys spent much time together growing up.  Granted Elizabeth and Mary were cousins, but one lived in the hill country of Judea, the other way up in Nazareth of Galilee.  I mean it’s not like they could have gotten in the car and traveled on a freeway the 60 miles that separated the two towns.  Besides that would have taken them through hostile Samaria, which just wasn’t done.  I suppose you could make a case for the fact that the two families probably got together during the holidays while both were in Jerusalem.  Yet I believe that we still must assume that John’s insight didn’t come from an extended relationship with his second cousin.

I have said many times before and have always felt that it is the Holy Spirit who reveals Jesus to people.  It was that same Holy Spirit who revealed to John the identity of Israel’s Messiah for whom he was to prepare the way.  It was that way from the time John leaped in his mother’s womb right up to the time when he saw the dove come from heaven and light on this one of whom he felt unworthy to even untie his sandals.  Also it is the Holy Spirit who generally reveals Jesus’ identity to people throughout the Bible.  In this passage, there are five things that John reveals about Jesus that we want to spend today talking about.

The first is that John identifies this one coming towards him as the Lamb of God.  It was the lamb that was first sacrificed in Egypt before Passover.  For only the blood of a lamb sprinkled around their doors kept the death angel from entering their homes and killing every first born that lived within.  It was a lamb that was sacrificed twice daily in the temple for the sins of all Israel.  John identifies this special lamb as coming from God, Himself.  John was well aware of the state that Israel found itself in spiritually.  He knew that the lamb that was walking up to him was God’s answer to the failed sacrificial process that had gone on for far too long.

The second thing that John says about Jesus shows John’s remarkable insight.  For there is nothing written at the time that talked about anything that could take away the sin of the world.  John somehow knew this to be the central ministry of Israel’s Messiah.  Notice John did not use the term, sin, in the plural.  He was not talking about sins, but sin in a general sense.

Third, John refers to the fact that Jesus, by who He was, occupied a position of preeminence over John’s life and ministry.  We see remarkable faith in this man of God. When God revealed the Messiah to John, he willingly subordinated his successful ministry for the one whom God had called.  When is the last time you saw someone do that voluntarily?
Fourth, John reveals that Jesus actually existed at the beginning of time.  I have a lot of second cousins, but I can’t say that about any of them.  John listened to the Holy Spirit who revealed to him the eternal nature of the man who now entered the picture.

Finally, John understood that the baptism that Jesus would bring was quite different than his own.  It would be Jesus who would bring the Holy Spirit into the world in a permanent way.  There is no precedent for this.  Up to this point, the Holy Spirit came upon certain people only for a brief moment.  John reveals that Jesus is going to bring a more permanent relationship with the Holy Spirit to mankind.

So what about you?  What do you know about Jesus Christ?  Perhaps if these thoughts are new to you, it would be a really good idea for you to pause a moment to let these ideas seep down deep into your brain.  The statements that John gives here are central to the entire issue of who Jesus Christ is at this very moment.  There are a lot of assumptions about Jesus that exist in today’s world.  What the Apostle John gives here represents the truth as God had revealed it to his servant, John the Baptist.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to change about the way you view Jesus?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 12th

Jesus’ First Disciples

John 1: 35-42

I know it’s strange to be taking about calling disciples and not be talking about fishing and boats.  Most people are very familiar with Jesus calling Peter from his fishing boat after a very large catch of fish.  They remember Sunday school lessons from times of old and how Jesus calls all of us to be fishers of men.  The reason you may be confused with today’s lesson is that Jesus actually called His disciples on three different occasions.  What you remember is the second calling of some of His disciples.  Today we are looking at the first calling.

In John 1: 35-42 we read about John the Baptist losing two of his own disciples to Jesus.  One of the disciples was named Andrew, the other is not named.  I believe that other disciple to be the Apostle John, the writer of the gospel you just read.  I believe that because in his entire gospel, John never refers to himself by name.  Every other time, John is describing another disciple, he always names him.  That is why I believe this disciple to be John.

That being the case, Andrew and John knew each other back home.  That’s because Andrew and his brother Simon were in a fishing partnership with the sons of Zebedee, James and John.  The four of them spent long hours toiling the nets.  You get to know another person when you spend that much time with them.

From the narrative in John, you get the impression that these disciples of John the Baptist were hanging around hoping to hear more of the Baptist’s teachings when Jesus walked up.  The motive of Jesus’ return to Bethabara is not known.  There is no record of any discourse with John the Baptist.  You just get the feeling that Jesus had an appointment with six men that didn’t include the Baptist.  What is interesting about this encounter is that there is no leave taking.  They didn’t even say good-bye to their old mentor.  Andrew and John just started following Jesus in a literal sense.  Perhaps they didn’t intend on leaving John, they were just drawn by some irresistible force.  Notice that there was no recorded call or invitation given by Jesus that would have caused these men to leave their old master.

In looking at the discussion that followed between Jesus and the two men, Jesus asks them an interesting question, “What do you want?”  Somehow I get the impression that this question is much deeper than the normal, “Can I help you?”  The men address Jesus as rabbi since that is the most honored title they can find and as a result of Jesus’ question, they went and spent the day with Him.

We don’t know what the three of them talked about all day, we just know the result.  Andrew went and got his brother, Simon, and led him to the Lord.  Do you notice the simplicity of Andrew’s invitation?  Sometimes we make it so complicated.  We believe that we can’t lead someone to Jesus unless we first get our degree from seminary.  I guess we think that something as simple as an invitation can’t possibly work.  Yet, no one has ever been theologically argued into the Kingdom of Heaven.  I suppose it’s because we keep getting confused about exactly what our job is in the salvation of men and what is God’s job.  Throughout the New Testament, it states that our job is to witness to all that we have seen Jesus do in our lives and it is God’s job to do the actual saving of the lost soul.  Once again, we witness, God saves.  Got it?  Now just go do it.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Who do you need to invite to meet Jesus today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 13th

The Call of Philip

John 1: 43-44

Over the years as I have heard the testimony of hundreds of Christians, I have always been impressed with the diversity of the experiences that have led people to the feet of Jesus.  There doesn’t seem to be a set script nor does there seem to be a prescribed method.  The way a person receives salvation just seems to be custom made for them.  We’re going to be looking at the call of two more of Jesus’ disciples by the name of Philip and Nathaniel that is outlined in John 1: 43-51.  You will see each calling is unique, but each call changed the life of those who chose to follow Jesus for the rest of their lives.

In John 2: 43, we read that Jesus had decided to travel back to Galilee.  His ministry had really not begun yet as the official kickoff to his three year ministry would occur in Jerusalem at the upcoming Passover.  So for the brief time until Passover, He would once more visit the land of His youth.  We are not sure if Jesus encountered Philip in Galilee, or somewhere on the road.  We are told that Philip comes from the same Bethsaida where Andrew and Simon lived.  We also know from John’s narrative that Jesus’ first destination in Galilee was to a town called Cana.  The rest is unknown.  Was Philip another disciple of John the Baptist?  I suppose that is as possible as any other guess.

One thing that we do know is that Jesus sought out Philip and asked him to follow.  There is no indication by John that Philip ever sought Jesus, at least in the early days.  Did Jesus travel all the way up to Bethsaida to enlist Philip?  If so, there is a tremendous lesson for us today.  How far are you willing to go to enlist someone into the Kingdom of Heaven?  It didn’t matter to Jesus if Philip was actively seeking Him.  He wasn’t another seeker visiting a church because his life was a bit upside down.  We do know from verse 45 that Philip was looking for the Messiah, but who in Israel at that time wasn’t looking for a Messiah that would save them from the tyranny of Roman rule?

The second lesson we can gain from Jesus’ calling of Philip was that in that calling Jesus was fulfilling one of the major themes of His upcoming ministry.  We know from Luke 19: 10 that Jesus’ mission was to seek and save those who were lost.  Philip was well qualified in that category.

The third reason Jesus sought out Philip was that He knew what Philip would become and the role he would play in the future church.  One of the things about Jesus that has always impressed me was the fact that He always believed in people.  It didn’t matter what their lives looked like up to that point, Jesus always saw the potential that existed inside the individual.  The secret to all of this is that Jesus understood the power that resides in the Holy Spirit to change a person from the inside out.  Once changed, Philip was to become a great ambassador for Jesus.  He was the one who brought Jesus to Nathaniel.  Philip was the one who brought the Greek speaking Jews to Jesus during the last days of Jesus’ ministry on earth.  It’s possible that even Philip’s closest friends might have missed the potential that Jesus saw in Philip even at their very first meeting.  That’s why He sought Philip out.  Sometimes, we get so hung up on labeling people that we miss it.  When some guy with long hair, covered in tattoos and various body piercings approaches you, what is going through your mind?  In my case, I’m not thinking about what a great evangelist this guy would make.  I will always remember the words of Bill Hybels, Pastor of Willow Creek Community Church, who said, “Everyone I meet is only one decision away from being my brother or sister for all eternity.”  Somehow I think that’s a better way to view the people that I come into contact with on a daily basis. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Can you change the way you look at people today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 14th

The Man Without Guile
John 1: 45-51

I can almost imagine Nathaniel sitting in the shade of one of the great fig trees that are common in Israel.  The Passover was coming soon and that always invoked memories of Israel’s deliverance from the political situation that they found themselves in that day.  God had miraculously delivered Israel from Pharaoh’s clutches in a day so like today, yet, so long ago.  Will this be the year that Messiah comes to do it again?  Yet, as Nathaniel reviewed what he knew about his own nation, he couldn’t help but be discouraged.  How could Messiah come when Israel was so far from where she needed to be?  All Nathaniel could think about was what his rabbi had said so many times, “If Israel could exist without sin even one day, Messiah would come.”  Nathaniel knew he could do it, but the entire nation.  That would never happen.

It was at that moment; Nathaniel became aware that his friend, Philip, was approaching him.  “Good old Philip,” he thought, “always on the lookout for Messiah, always bringing people into his sphere of influence.”  Philip startled Nathaniel out of his deep thought with the simple announcement, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph."  He wanted to believe his friend, but the old prejudices popped right out of his mouth.  “Can anything good come out of dirty, old Nazareth?”  All of the time Nathaniel had spent growing up in Cana; he had heard nothing good about Nazareth.  After all, the town existed right on the border between glorious Galilee and polluted Samaria.  How could the answer that he had been seeking all his life come from such a place?  Yet all Philip wanted was for his friend to come and see.

As he approached the one Philip was so excited about, he could hear the man speaking.  The closer he got to Him, the more he realized that this so called, “Messiah,” was actually talking about him.  The more he listened, the more he understood that this Jesus was telling the others the very thoughts and emotions that had been going through the heart of Nathaniel while he sat under that tree.  How could this be?  There is only one answer.  This must be Nathaniel’s long awaited Messiah.  It was at this point that Jesus looked straight into Nathaniel’s eyes and pronounced, “"Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false."

The reaction of Nathaniel was immediate as he blurted out, “How do you know me?”  To which Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you."  Now Nathaniel knows there was no one else around that fig tree.  He must, indeed, be standing before a prophet of the living God.  Then the words that Philip had said rang in his heart and he knew the man before him had to be the one he had waited his whole life to see.  Without thinking Nathaniel dropped to his knees and proclaimed, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel."

Almost as if to confirm Nathaniel’s heart, Jesus takes him to a new and higher plane by announcing to him and to the entire group, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that."  He then added, "I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man." 

Nathaniel is also known by the name of Bartholomew in the other gospels.  Nathaniel followed Jesus for the rest of his life in relative obscurity.  While his name is listed among the apostles, his words are never quoted in the gospels.  After Jesus’ death, he spread the good news of Jesus across several countries.  Toward the end of his life, he translated Matthew’s gospel into the language of India.  According to Fox’s Book of Martyrs, it was in India that he was beaten and crucified by a group of idolaters.

Nathaniel was one of those people who contributed to the Kingdom of God without the need for a lot of press clippings.  He served because he loved Jesus.  Someone like that always challenges me to reexamine the motives behind my service.  Do I serve to be noticed or do I serve because of what Jesus did for me?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What motivates your service to God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 15th

The Road to Cana

John 2: 1, 2

Most people can remember their wedding day.  They remember a mixture of emotions that went through their heart throughout that special day.  I believe that most people have some levels of anxiety, fear, joy, anticipation and a certain sense of wonderment over what their life will be like from that point on.  The same thing can be said about the wedding that Jesus and His disciples were invited to in the city of Cana in Galilee.  Although in that culture, you can add the fact that the bride and groom probably didn’t even know each other to all of the other emotions that would have been present.

To the Jewish mind, there was an almost spiritual aspect of the ceremony that we don’t understand.  There are very few of us today who prepare spiritually before they attend a wedding ceremony.  To be sure, most of us will dress up, but how many of us spend time preparing our hearts spiritually before we find our seat before the actual ceremony?  The wedding ceremony in that culture held much higher thoughts than merely a party that is begun with a religious ceremony.  Pious Jews would fast before the wedding ceremony, confessing their sins before God.  The Jewish wedding ceremony would be almost a sacrament in that it conveyed with it a forgiveness of sins aspect.  They felt that the marriage between a husband and wife was a symbol of the union between Jehovah and Israel.

The actual wedding event was planned with an extreme amount of care and diligence.  On the evening of the ceremony, the bride was led to the home of her husband while accompanied by the sounds of merry music.  While on their way, the wedding party that accompanied the bride would distribute wine, oil and nuts to everyone they passed on the way to the bridegroom’s house.  As the procession passed, custom dictated that all of the people who received the blessing of the wine, oil and nuts, would join the procession until most of the village was now a part of the crowd making their way to the groom’s house.

Upon arrival at her new husband’s house, the bride was led to her husband and there was announced the formal pronouncement, “Take her according to the Law of Moses and Israel.”  Both the bride and groom were then crowned with a flower garland as the formal legal instrument, the Kethbah, was signed.  After a ceremonial washing of hands and a formal benediction was pronounced, the real business of the day got underway; that would be the marriage supper.

The marriage supper or feast could last for days, and all who attended contributed various foods to the general enjoyment of the population.  It was a kind of king sized pot luck.  After an exhausting day, the bride and groom were formally escorted to the bridal chamber and to bed.  Those that remained got down to some serious partying.

I know that there are some people, reading this, who are wondering why I go into so much detail about the historical background that surrounded the life of Jesus.  I know there are people who don’t have a great love of history, but as I said before Jesus didn’t live in a spiritual or cultural vacuum.  He reacted to the people and the culture that surrounded Him.  Unless you understand that culture, you will misinterpret some or all of His actions and apply them where they do not belong.  In the case of the marriage at Cana, it is important for you to understand the spiritual role that a wedding took in any location in first century Israel.  It was at such a place that Jesus chose to do His first miracle.  It was not a magic trick that Jesus performed, but a spiritual pronouncement that would begin His short ministry here on earth.  If you take that view, the rest of what we will talk about over the next couple of days will make more sense.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you believe marriage is a spiritual or a civil event?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 16th

Jesus and Mary

John 2: 1-11
I suppose that people go to weddings for varying reasons.  Some go for a good party.  Some go to see friends, or relatives.  In Jesus’ case, He obviously knew either the bride or groom.  Did He go in order to astound the guests or as a fitting introduction for His ministry?  There are some who say that there was some ulterior motive to His being there.  It might have been just out of respect for the wedding party.  We are not told

Our story today can be found in John 2: 1-11.  It seems that Jesus and His disciples were invited guests to this wedding, along with His mother, Mary.  The absence of any mention of Joseph probably gives us a clue that he probably wasn’t alive at the time.  So, anyway, the most awful of thing happened right in the middle of the wedding banquet; they ran out of wine.  This calamity would mean that great shame would pass on to the groom’s family.  Our scene takes place in the gallery outside the main guest chamber.  We can see the servants scurrying about, as if each were on some very important mission.  In the middle of the room we can see six stone water pots, each capable of holding thirty gallons of water.  These vessels would have been used for the ceremonial washing of both the guest’s hands and the dishes and utensils used for the banquet as prescribed by Jewish Oral Traditions.  It is obviously well into the banquet as these jars are mostly empty.

You have to ask yourself what prompted Mary’s statement in verse 3.  Did she know that Jesus could perform miracles?  Mary knew about the unusual events that surrounded His birth and she had probably heard about the baptism, but it is highly unlikely that Jesus would have performed any miracles during His childhood.  You have to remember that Jesus was not a magician.  These weren’t magic tricks that one had to practice in order to gain proficiency.  All of Jesus’ miracles were part of His ministry and all had a purpose to them.  Since Jesus’ ministry had not yet begun, there was no need yet for miracles.  So what did Mary expect?  It was probably no more than after thirty years of raising her son, she had an absolute confidence in Him.  She was conscious of the need and confident in her Son.

So why did Jesus speak to His mother as He did?  The literal translation of verse 4 would be, “What have I to do with you?”  The answer was as harsh as it sounds.  The problem was that Mary spoke to Jesus as a mother to a son.  Jesus was already focused on “being about His Father’s business.”  In the gospels, you will never find Jesus refer to Mary as mother.  He always calls her, “woman.”  It is not out of disrespect that Jesus does this.  It’s just that the relationship has changed.  At that point, He is no longer her Son; He is now the Son of God.  All of His earthly relationships have passed away as He was concentrating only on His spiritual relationships.

Turn in your Bible and read Matthew 12: 46-50.  This account is of another time when Jesus was right in the middle of His ministry.  His point here is that His earthly relationships are very much different than they were when He was a boy.  If you have a personal relationship with Jesus, you have now become His brother or sister.  It’s like you have passed out of a temporary family into an eternal one.  I have met many Christians who grieve for their own earthly family in that some of them have rejected Christ’s free gift of salvation.  To be sure, these people are still praying for their loved ones, as they should.  Yet, the reality is that in Christ, family relationships do change.  I am not saying that the Christian needs to forget his earthly family and ignore them; that’s not a Biblical principle.  It’s just that we need to recognize that there is a dual loyalty that exists in your life.  Both families need to be nurtured.  Both families need to be cared for.  How about you?  How are you doing in this area of your life?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you pray for your family every day?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 17th

Water into Wine

John 2: 1-11

I suppose Jesus’ first miracle would be of great interest for a lot of places in California, like the Napa or Sonoma Valleys.  There are hundreds of places in the world that would really be interested in such a low cost way of producing wine.  Yet that really isn’t the focal point of what we are talking about today.  If you will remember, we have been taking a look at John 2: 1-11 which concerns an event where Jesus was attending a wedding in the village of Cana in Galilee.  The wine at the wedding banquet had given out, causing great embarrassment to the groom’s family.  Mary has asked Jesus to help the situation.

As we continue in our story, notice how Jesus initially refuses Mary’s request using the phrase, “My time has not yet come.”  In other words, He is saying that it is not the time yet for miracles.  That would happen soon when Jesus would begin His official ministry in Jerusalem at Passover.  In any event, Mary somehow took Jesus’ answer as an affirmative and directs the servants in the room to do what Jesus tells them.

Jesus directs the servants to fill all six of the water jars that were now lying empty as all of the water had been used in the performance of all of the ceremonial cleansings required at such a holy event.  The servants, in their zeal, fill the jars to their absolute limit.  This must have involved quite a number of trips to the well in order to get that much water into these six, thirty gallon jars.  After the jars were full, Jesus directs that some of the liquid be drawn out and taken to the master of the banquet.

The result of this episode was that the banquet master pronounces that what was once only well water is now the best wine that could be found in all of Israel.  Thus the groom’s family would be known for its generosity and for treating their guests right.

I’m not at all convinced that the point of this miracle was that Jesus was looking after the reputation of some of His good friends.  There is never another time in Jesus’ entire ministry where He ever gave special treatment to friends of His earthly family.  So then, why was this miracle done?

In order to gain an understanding as to why this miracle was done, one needs to look at the miracle itself.  There are two facets to this miracle.  Each of these facets involved an attribute of almighty God.  The first is that turning water into wine is a miracle of creation.  There was only water in the jars when the servants filled them.  The color, the sweetness, the tannin that is part of the grape had to be created where there was nothing but water before.  The last time I checked, only God could create something where there was nothing a few moments before.

The second attribute was that this miracle involved the creation of time.  Any winemaker will tell you that it takes a long time to make a great wine.  The better the wine, the more time it takes to make it.  Who but God controls the hours on the clock?

It was for His new disciples that this miracle was intended.  That is what John is trying to tell us in verse 11.  It is also for all who read this passage that Jesus did this miracle.  Remember the point that John wants to make in His gospel.  Remember John’s words in chapter 20, verses 30 and 31, where he says, “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”  This is just the first of many things that John will teach us in order to convince the seeker as well as the skeptic that Jesus Christ is God.  How is John doing so far?  Do you believe it yet?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you believe Jesus was and is God?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 18th

Jesus and Capernaum

John 2: 12

There are many places in the gospels where we can see a visible transition between stages in Jesus’ ministry.  John 2: 12 is one such verse.  In this single verse we move from the opening stages of Jesus’ ministry to His disciples right into His public ministry.  The verse is short and, except for the transition we already mentioned, it doesn’t give us a lot of information with which to develop an entire day’s reading, but here goes anyway.

Notice the people who went with Jesus to Capernaum.  John tells us that Jesus was accompanied by His mother, His earthly brothers and His disciples.  The first thing I notice was the possibility that Capernaum was where He was living at the time.  Why would both Mary and His brothers go there if they had no home in Capernaum?  I know this is purely conjecture and has no bearing on the story, but it’s just a thought.

The second thing I notice in this verse was that the six men who were following Jesus were called disciples right from the start.  According to W.E. Vine, a disciple is one who follows another’s teaching.  The translation of the Greek word used means to be an imitator of one’s teacher.  It is not known exactly at what time these six men would begin to be imitators.  Perhaps it was so from the beginning of their relationship with their Master.  Perhaps it happened at some later date.  That’s true of most followers of Christ.  There are those who begin to imitate the Master almost immediately and those who take some time before they completely give their lives to Jesus.  Still, imitation is the only true sign of discipleship.  The more people see Jesus in you, the more you are His disciple.

The third thing that I see in this verse was that Jesus was on His way to Capernaum.  The City of Capernaum was originally called the City of Nahum.  If you look at an ancient map of the Sea of Galilee, you will see Capernaum at the top and slightly to the West.  If you were to view the Sea as a face, Capernaum would sit atop the head as if it were a cap tilted slightly to the left of the face as it was looking at you.  That’s how I always remember where the city is located.

Capernaum was large enough to be known as a city in those times and was large enough to have its own synagogue (John 6: 59), it held its own Roman garrison (Luke 7: 1-5), and it held a custom station for the collection of taxes (Matthew 9: 9).  More importantly, Capernaum was the headquarters for Jesus and His Disciples.  Mark 2: 1 says that when Jesus was in Capernaum, He was home.  John Mark also tells us that Peter had a home there (Mark 1: 29.)  It is probable that Peter’s business partners, James and John, also lived there.

Capernaum probably saw more miracles than any other city in Israel.  Yet the actual gospel was no more accepted in the city than anywhere in Israel (Matthew 11: 20-24.)  I suppose that’s because miracles have never been a good gateway for one to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  Sure they do attract a crowd, but that tends to be the extent of it.  Salvation is still all about belief and personal choice.  You hear the words of Jesus, they penetrate your heart, and you accept the free gift of Salvation that He offers you.  Sometimes we are tempted to pray for a miracle so that our friends and relatives will be forced to believe in God as you do, but it never happens that way.  You cannot find a single example in the entire Bible where God forced someone to believe in Him.  Besides, miracles will never be a substitute our witnessing to people about the things that we have seen and heard.  The gateway to the Kingdom of God is always belief.  Believing always has the idea of placing your confidence in something or someone.  It has to do more with character than a flashy miracle.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How are you going to change how you relate to people outside the Kingdom?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 19th

Preparation for Passover

John 2: 13

It was almost Passover and the preparations were well underway.  People were busy preparing the annual payment of the tithe.  All that a person had earned over the last year must be counted and evaluated.  Flocks would be separated and one out of every ten would be presented before the Lord.  Entire families would be busy doing the ceremonial cleansing rituals so as to be able to enter the great temple of the living God.  Each village used this time to get spruced up as all prepared to leave town and travel up to Jerusalem for the holiday.  Tombs were whitewashed and bridges were repaired to prevent any accidental pollution of the pilgrims while on their journey.

As we talked about earlier, the route for those living in the northern regions of Galilee or Bashan would be to cross the Jordan River just below the Sea of Galilee and travel the main road south, crossing back over the Jordan at Bethabara.  That way one could avoid becoming spiritually polluted by traveling through hated Samaria.  All along the way could be seen an assorted array of temporary booths set up to sell all of the pilgrim’s needs for the various ceremonies that made up Passover.  The atmosphere would have been festive as the travelers would escape the ordinary routine of life.  Adding to the general bedlam would be the sacrificial animals making their way, probably feeling every bit as vulnerable as a turkey before Thanksgiving.

As you arrived in Jerusalem, the scene inside the Temple was absolute bedlam.  The Court of Gentiles was filled, wall to wall, with booths selling everything from animals to a professional who would gladly exchange whatever coinage was in your pockets for half shekels.  His fee for the service was set at a Maah.  The half shekel was the tax due from every Jew and Proselyte at Passover as an annual temple tax.  Of course, women, slaves and children were exempt from this tax.  It was required that the temple tax be paid in Half Shekels of the Sanctuary or the Galilean half shekel.  In the nation at that time, there were more coins circulating at the time than Israeli money.  If you lived then, it would not be uncommon for you to have Persian, Tyrian, Syrian, Egyptian, Grecian and Roman coins.  To add to the confusion, coins at the time had rough edges that would lead to part of the metal rubbing off over time.  When you consider the value of each coin lay in the weight and type of metal used, each had to be carefully weighed to determine its value in exchange for the half shekel.  It was a usual event to see fights break out over the accuracy of a particular money changer’s scale.

In addition to the money changer stalls, animals could be purchased at various stalls within the temple grounds.  Now you could bring your own lamb or goat from home, but your animal would have to be inspected by an examiner called a Mumcheh, which means “one approved.”  Arguments would erupt if the pilgrim’s animal was judged to be blemished.  The Mumcheh also received a fee for his services similar to the money changers.  All of this could be avoided if one merely purchased an animal from the stalls within the temple area.  These animals were sold as already inspected with all fees paid.

The whole traffic was not only a desecration of the temple, but also prone to gross abuses.  From Jewish writings around that time, we read of improper transactions that occurred that took advantage of the poor.  For example, the price of sacrificial animals rose quite substantially during any of the pilgrimage feasts.  We even read accounts of animals that were rejected as unfit for the sacrifice somehow ending up inside the temple miraculously healed of their blemishes.

One wonders why all of this was allowed into the temple of God in the first place.  The answer is simple, greed.  Why should private businessmen profit handsomely from the trade and not the Jewish priesthood?  Did the High Priest’s family derive a profit from the leasing of space within the temple grounds?  While the evidence is disjointed at best, it would not be a stretch of the imagination to think that money did find itself into the bank account of the High Priest.
Greed is one of those traits that is most ugly about the human condition.  It will cause you to do all sorts of evil things to your fellow man.  It will cause someone to take a thing that is sacred and make it into a money-making venture.  Unfortunately it is one of those things that will separate someone from God.  When you value position or financial security above God, you are in trouble.  It happens to Christians.  It happens within the church.  My warning is to guard yourself from greed.  Always remember, it is God who provides.  It is God who secures.  All of the rest is just temporary.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you truly value in your life?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 20th
Drive Them Out

John 2: 14-22

Anyone involved in the leadership of a church knows how often requests come in these days for a table to be manned on the front steps of the church on Sunday.  Each request is for some worthy cause that ought to be supported.  Each request causes a board to reexamine today’s scriptures to be sure that the church is not looked upon by the Master the same way that He viewed what was happening inside the Jewish temple.  Today, we are looking at John 2: 14-22.  For those who are confused because you were under the impression that Jesus caused this excess commotion at the end of His ministry, don’t be too alarmed.  Jesus actually drove the money changers and sellers out of the temple both at the beginning and the end of His ministry here on earth.  It seems that they couldn’t quite take a hint that what they were doing was bad.

We talked yesterday about what was going on in the Court of Gentiles on the days leading up to any of the major pilgrimage feasts in the Jewish year.  One can almost hear the chaos as each vendor jockeyed for the prime position of separating the pilgrim from his shekels.  When you combine the arguing and bargaining and the fact that the City of Jerusalem would swell to three times its normal population, all that noise would have caused ones ears to ring for days.

Into that atmosphere walks Jesus of Nazareth, together with His disciples.  He ties a series of small ropes together to make what was known as a scourge.  It kind of looked like the cat-o-nine tails that the Roman crucifixion squads used, but without the glass and pottery sewn into the cords.  With that weapon in hand, Jesus proceeded to chase the vendors out of the Court of Gentiles.  Can you imagine the confusion that Jesus caused that day?  Animals would be scurrying about.  Money would be seen rolling along the pavement being chased by everyone in attendance.  People would be screaming some things that probably ought not to be said so close to the Holy of Holies.

What you have to ask yourself is; why wasn’t Jesus arrested right on the spot?  After all, He was in the stronghold of the High Priest.  Jesus was close to the building that housed the Sanhedrin of Israel.  I believe the answer to that question lies in the fact that the bazaar was extremely unpopular among the people.  People who had been ripped off by these merchants were probably at the forefront cheering Jesus’ actions.  It’s also possible that their consciences also may have prevented them from arresting Jesus.  A third reason for their not wanting to cause more commotion may have had to do with the building that was on the northwest corner of the temple.  For there lay the Fortress of Antonia, the barracks for a large number of fully armed Roman soldiers that kept the peace in Jerusalem.

The Jews were naturally upset over the actions of Jesus, yet they were unable to do anything about it.  They could merely challenge His authority to do such things (verse 18).  Jesus’ gives them a curious answer to their request for a sign.  He said, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days."  This would have been a really good sign given that it had taken 47 years for Herod to build it.  Actually this statement would be remembered by those in attendance that day.  It will be brought up again at Jesus’ trial three years from now. 

I believe that it is vital for every Christian to always remember the purpose God has for His Church.  The primary function of a church is to worship God.  Everything else is secondary.  I know that there are a lot of good things that are worth doing, but if you take away from the primary purpose of church, then you need to find another way of doing your good things.  It is not always necessary for you to do it on the church steps on Sunday morning.  The church boards that I have served on take these verses very much to heart.  They never allowed other things to drown out worship.  As someone once said, “The main thing is that we keep the main thing the main thing.”  You might want to reread this section of the Bible the next time you are tempted to set up shop on the steps of your church.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you feel you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 21st
Kind of Belief

John 2: 23-25

Shortly after Jesus had gotten rid of the merchants and thievery that was present, temple life returned to a somewhat normal state.  Jesus’ actions didn’t cause any lasting effect on what was going on in the Court of Gentiles.  After all, there was too much money to be made there and it is unlikely that these merchants would abandon their posts after they cleaned up the mess.  The reason that I know that is something I said yesterday; Jesus had to do it again at the end of His ministry.

Yet normalcy is something that rarely happened when Jesus was around.  That was because Jesus tended to challenge all that the Jewish nation considered normal.  We are dealing with only three verses today, John 2: 23-25.  Take a moment to read these verses a couple of times so that you are fairly familiar with them.

These verses describe the sum total of Jesus’ initial ministry in Jerusalem.  While John tells us that Jesus did many miracles, he does not give us any details of what they were.  He does, however, give us the results of those miracles.  If you notice carefully, he appears to be talking about two different kinds of belief, real belief and “kind of belief.”  The Greek word that John uses in verse 23 would be found in a person who said, “I believe once and for all, and that’s the end of it.”  Their belief was genuine and lasting, but that level of belief reflected what was present in a small fraction of the crowd.  The majority who saw Jesus at Passover experienced a “kind of belief.”  That means they were impressed and amazed.  They believed in what they saw, but were not going to make a commitment.  As long as Jesus met all of their wishes, desires and expectations, they would go along.  It’s just that if He failed those desires and expectations in any way, they were quick to walk away from following or believing in Jesus.

That is what John is trying to say about Jesus’ attitude towards the multitude in verses 24 and 25.  It wasn’t a surprise to Jesus that the crowd reacted the way it did to His ministry.  Jesus understood what kind of Messiah the crowd was looking for.  They wanted a Messiah that would kick the Romans out, defeat all the Gentile nations and feed them as Moses had done.  That is why Jesus could never entrust Himself to them.  He and God, the Father, had a different kind of Messiah in mind with a different kind of ministry.  There were very few people in the crowd who even considered that the “sin” problem even existed in Israel.  After all, they were God’s chosen people, weren’t they?

Jesus, more than any other person alive, knew what lay deep down inside mankind.  After all, He was present and participated in the creation of the human being.  If you take the time and the trouble to create something, aren’t you unusually familiar with all that lies within that creation?  For example, if you look at a painting with the artist, he will show you things about the work that you would not normally see.  The same thing occurs when you talk about Jesus’ familiarity with the human being.  It is almost laughable that one would think otherwise.  At what point do you think the creator should be controlled by the creation?

The same thing is true right here, right now.  In America today we are seeing a consumer driven society that has really infected the church.  The epidemic is rampant.  How many times have you heard someone tell you that they are leaving their church because, “They just aren’t being fed?”  That’s consumerism in action.  Since when is faith all about me?  To be sure most churches have a core of believers who serve a living God.  They recognize that the total point of their lives is to serve Him, worship Him and have a unique relationship with Him.  The rest are there as long as the show is good and they get to sit in comfortable chairs and feel good about themselves for coming.  Which of these describes you?  Come on now, be honest.  Are you a real believer or a “kind of believer?”

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to change about your attitude regarding church?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 22nd

The Original Nick at Night

John 3: 1-15
All right, so I used a play on words for today’s title.  We are obviously not talking about the famous cable TV station.  The events of this story take place in Jerusalem well before television was even invented.  You might find it useful to get out your Bible and read John 3: 1-15.  When you’re finished, you’ll understand that we will be talking about the interview that Jesus had with a man named Nicodemus.

Notice the two things that John tells us about this man.  Nicodemus is first a Pharisee.  Whenever I see that someone is a Pharisee, I automatically think about someone who lacks an inward reality to match their outward piety.  Nicodemus was also a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin, the Supreme Court of Israel.  That implies that he had a superior knowledge of not only the Jewish law, but also all of the Oral Traditions that had been handed down through the centuries.

Historically there are some who believe that this was none other than Nicodemus Ben Gorion, brother of Josephus, the Jewish historian.  That belief is unsubstantiated, but has persisted down through the centuries as historical fact.  If so, he would have been counted as one of the three wealthiest men in all of Jerusalem.  Tradition holds that Nicodemus lost all of his wealth after he made his decision finally to follow Christ.  Such a thing could readily be believed because any one in political power takes great delight in ruining one of their any one who would dare to abandon them and turn to the other side.

From today’s Bible reading, we also see that Nicodemus was a careful man.  Yet it was the greatest offense to Jewish thinking, the Roman cross, that finally got him off the fence and to a place where he dedicated his life to his new Master.  We will see Nicodemus at the end of our story as he was a participant in the burial of Jesus.

The scene is most probably at night, away from prying eyes.  They would meet in the upper chamber of the house where Jesus was staying at the time.  It was Nicodemus who sought Jesus out, not the other way around.  There is no hint that this meeting was prearranged.  It seems to be a kind of a spur of the moment thing.

The overall impression as I read the entire meeting is that it reads like someone’s notes.  John was obviously present, yet he doesn’t record every bit of the conversation.  He just lets us know the highlights of what was said between the two men.  The second thing I notice is the consistency of Jesus.  You never see Jesus depressed over the rejection that He was already receiving from the Jewish Leadership.  You don’t see Jesus depressed by the “milk-faith” of the multitudes.  You also don’t see any evidence of elation at the possibility of converting someone of Nicodemus’ status.  I mean the chance of breaking the solidarity within the Sanhedrin would be a great feather in His cap.  In Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus, we see no compromise, no undue excitement and no deference given to him.  Jesus just told the man how to get into the Kingdom of Heaven.

There are times when the Christian is guilty of rating the quality of those he comes in contact with.  “This person would make a great Christian,” they think to themselves.  On the other side, we also tend to reject those we deem as unworthy of the cross.  To be sure, we never give voice to those thoughts, but they are there.  What we have in today’s scripture is an excellent example by Jesus of the way we need to approach all people.  We must look at everyone that we come in contact with as a creation of a loving heavenly Father.  Each person is important to God, no one more so, but no one less.  When we are able to love people in that manner, it is only then that we are approaching Christ likeness.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to change about the way you view others as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 23rd
Born Anew

John 3: 3-8

As Jesus approached Nicodemus, He refused to descend to the standpoint that Nicodemus used to begin their conversation.  In other words, Jesus did not discuss the miracles that had occurred in Jerusalem, even though that was the main topic of conversation all over town.  Instead Jesus sought to bring Nicodemus up to His own level.  He starts out with a statement that must have both confused and rattled this Jewish Leader.  “I tell you the truth; no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”  The Greek words that Jesus used here can be more accurately translated born anew.  Nicodemus must have thought, “I know the phrase is used in a lot of ways.  Which of these meanings is the teacher talking about?”
Nicodemus’ mind must have drifted to his first thought, the idea of a newly born baby.  The idea of being born anew was also used of a proselyte as they entered into a new relationship with God.  Nicodemus would have rejected that idea right away, as he would have thought of himself as being part of the “in” crowd.  Besides his use of the phrase, born anew, was only used as a simile or an expression of two unlike ideas that were thought to be somewhat similar.  In other words, Jewish thought in Jesus’ day was that first a person becomes a Jew and then he is thought to be born anew.  Jesus is clearly saying that the “born anew” part comes first.  Nicodemus can only blurt out what came to his mind first.  Jesus must be talking about physical birth, which was impossible for an old man to do.

Nicodemus and Jesus started from the same premise, the Kingdom of God.  It’s just that their conception of that Kingdom and how to gain entrance into that Kingdom are vastly different.  Jesus clearly is talking about a Kingdom that comes from above, in other words heaven.  Nicodemus could understand a new relationship between God and man.  He could even understand forgiveness of sin, especially sin that is present in others.  It’s just that he had no concept of his own moral renovation, a spiritual rebirth, which was the initial condition for getting into heaven.  In other words, Nicodemus believed that to be a part of God’s people was something you were born into and had nothing to do with repentance.

Like Nicodemus, we must approach Jesus the same way.  The first step is that we must admit that Jesus is a teacher who has come from God.  We must understand that what He teaches is different than anything we could imagine in our own mind.  We must believe that Jesus knows the way to gain entrance in the Kingdom of Heaven.  Except that a person is born again, he cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  Like Nicodemus, we must understand that the entrance into that Kingdom may be much different than we have been led to believe.  In verse 6 of today’s passage, Jesus says, “That which is flesh is flesh.”  In other words, man may rise to the highest of moral and mental possibilities.  He may excel in self-development, improvement, and self-restraint.  He can spend a lifetime seeking out a higher moral law or purpose.  He can meditate, chant and think positively all he wants.  He can even beat himself and deny all earthly pleasures, and still never see the Kingdom of Heaven.  The Kingdom is never to be looked upon as a self-improvement program.

Our entrance into that Kingdom comes only from submitting our heart, mind and life to Him as our Divine King.  The keys to that Kingdom only come from one source, Jesus Christ.  For that is exactly what Jesus meant in verse 6 when he said, “That which is born of the spirit is spirit.”  Remember, it’s called the Kingdom of Heaven for a reason.   That’s where it comes from.  It’s like I have always said, “If the Kingdom of Heaven was created by God and is for God’s children, it might be important to understand what He says about that Kingdom and how to gain entrance into it.”

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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February 24th

Lifted Up

John 3: 9-15

Today we are once again looking at the interaction between Jesus and Nicodemus that is found in John 3: 1-15.  It might be a good idea for you to open your Bible and read the passage again so that you can be familiar with what was said between the two men.  We will be starting our discussion at verse 9.  When we finished off yesterday we were taking a look at the fact that Jesus and Nicodemus approached entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven from completely different directions.  The problem was that Nicodemus’ path to entrance was not going to be successful.

Remember yesterday when we talked in verse 5 where Jesus brought up the idea of being baptized both of the water and the spirit.  He was pointing out what John’s baptism meant and what Jesus’ baptism was.  The Baptist had pointed the way from a negative perspective, that of repentance from ones sinful life.  It was the idea of putting away the old which was symbolized by water baptism.  It was John the Baptist who pointed to Jesus as the one who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with Fire.

Nicodemus answered Jesus out of the ignorance of Jewish thought at the time.  The only possibility, according to Nicodemus’ way of thinking, was to go back to the innocence with which he had first entered into the world at birth.  Remember it was Jewish belief that one entered into the world in a completely sinless state.  Nicodemus must have pondered the impossibility of his situation.  You can’t physically be born again.

Jesus points to the wind as it swept past the house in which they were meeting.  “Do you hear the wind?”  “Do you really know where it came from or where it is going?”  Yet even the Greek word for wind, pneuma, can also be translated by the English word spirit.  In other words, the same can be said to describe the Holy Spirit.  You can sense His presence, but you do not know His originating point, nor do you know His final destination.  It was that Holy Spirit that Nicodemus sensed and it was that same Holy Spirit who had prompted him to visit Jesus that night.  It didn’t come as a result of Nicodemus’ study or possibly even his conscious thought.  He was in the room that night because God was drawing him there.  Once you hear Jesus and accept His gift, you then become a Child of the King; you become a new creature (2 Corinthians 5: 17).  You do not know your future development or all that you will become as you mature in your relationship with Jesus Christ.  Isn’t that just like the wind?
Nicodemus seemed to finally understand what entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven meant, his next question is how.  That’s the question he asks in verse 9.  When Jesus talks about “we” in verse 11, He is referring to Himself, John the Baptist and the entire Old Testament.  All of them point to the same “how.”  Yet it is necessary for Nicodemus to see that path that would lead him into the Kingdom.  It is at that point that Jesus points to the how, the Son of Man.  Up to this point, their only teacher was Moses, whom Jewish tradition holds received his message directly from God.  Jesus now lets Moses teach Nicodemus about who is standing in front of him.  The story Jesus refers to can be found in Numbers 21: 4-9.  While in the wilderness of Sinai, the Jews had seen the ground covered every morning with food from God, yet they had rebelled and complained about the lack of variety in their diet.  As a consequence for Israel’s constant complaining, God sent poisonous snakes, as a kind of judgment into the camp.  As a bronze snake was lifted on a pole, all who would look upon that bronze snake would survive the bite of the snakes.  Those who refused God’s gift of life, who refused to look up at the bronze snake, died.  What happened in the wilderness was but a picture of what would be happening three years from this night when Jesus would be lifted up on a Roman cross and all those who looked upon Him and believed would be saved.

We cannot fail to see the symbolic reference of the bronze snake and how that symbol relates to Jesus.  Both of them show God’s pardoning mercy.  Yet they are both instruments of judgment to those who fail to believe.  It is at that point the interview with Nicodemus abruptly closes.  I know you are waiting for me to get into your favorite Bible verse, John 3: 16, and I will do so tomorrow.  Let me tease you a little bit by stating that I believe that the words that follow verse 15 were not said by Jesus to Nicodemus that night.  I believe these are the words of the Apostle John to all who are reading his gospel.  I will tell you why I believe that when we gather together tomorrow.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Do you believe in what Jesus did for you on the cross?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Love That Gives

John 3: 16-21

I know that there are some who are still arguing over whether or not the words of John 3: 16-21 were spoken by Jesus to Nicodemus that night.  If you read the entire passage from verse 1, there does seem to be a different style used starting in verse 16.  I read it as John ceasing to give us his witness to what happened that night and now is telling us what he wants us to know.  Now I have had people in Bible studies tell me that verse 16 must be the words of Jesus because the words were still printed in red in their Bibles.  To those people I would say, the Apostle John didn’t change pens and ink each time he was writing Jesus’ words.  The red letters are added by various Bible publishers for your help.  The reality is that no one actually knows which opinion is right.

In any event, there is a great truth that we are told in verse 16, that God loves the world.  That is truth.  The nice thing about truth is that it exists outside of belief.  In other words, it doesn’t matter if anyone believes the truth; it’s still the truth.  Yet John doesn’t stop right there; he goes on to give us the proof of God’s love.  It lies in the fact that He gave His only son.  God loved, so He gave.  True love does that.  Today the media tells us that love is a feeling that is magical and fleeting.  Aren’t you glad that God doesn’t love you that way?  The fact is that true love is shown by the fact that it continually gives.

Now to some the giving of a son into this world is probably no big thing, but when it involves giving a son up to die, it is a very big thing.  That’s what God did when Jesus came to the Earth.  He did it because I couldn’t become a child of God any other way.  All I have to do is to believe and trust in Him.  That’s what the word believe means to the Greek mind.  We saw in Matthew 4 that the Devil believes, but he is not saved by that belief.  It’s the trust and obedience part that he missed.

God’s purpose in sending Jesus was to save the world, not to condemn the world.  Yet, God understood that there would now be two classes of people; those who believed and those who would refuse to believe.  That’s because whether or not we believe is a conscious act of our will.  We choose to believe or not.  Now why would a sane person not believe in such a wonderful thing as a God who truly loves them?  John gives us that reason.  Evil loves the darkness.  Darkness hides a lot of things that people don’t want seen.  That’s why the greatest deterrent to evil is to shed some light on it, and God brought a real bright light into this world when Jesus stepped onto the planet.  Through His life, there is now a choice between darkness and light.  That wasn’t true before Jesus came.

So who escapes the ultimate condemnation that God must pronounce at the end of all things?  Verse 21 says that the one who practices and lives by God’s truth escapes condemnation.  Put a thumb in your place in John 3 and skip over to John 14: 6 and read that verse.  Jesus is saying there that He is truth.  Now go back to John 3: 21 and try substituting the word “Jesus” for the word “the truth” in the verse.  Notice how the meaning of what John is saying becomes clear.  The fact is that all humans know what is right.  They may not admit it even to themselves, but that’s the way God made all of us.  The one who seeks after what is true is the one John is describing here.  It’s not that he is perfect.  No one is.  Seeking truth is his life’s direction not a destination anyone can attain without Jesus’ help.

Do you notice how the message of John the Baptist ties perfectly with what Jesus said earlier to Nicodemus?  That which is of the flesh is only flesh.  The creation can’t do anything about it.  It’s going to take the Creator to perfect His creation.  What we need comes only from above.  How about you?  Are you busy about trying to do a bunch of things in order to gain the approval of God?  If so, you are wasting your time.  Nothing you can do right here right now will ever gain God’s ultimate approval.  All you need to do is to step out into the light and follow Jesus.  I know you are thinking, “It can’t be that easy.”  Well, John’s message to you is that it is that easy.  Perhaps it’s time to stop trusting in your own efforts and accept that which only comes from above.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What do you need to change as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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A Falling Star

John 3: 22-30

There is a principle in career advancement that you hitch yourself to a rising star.  That means you become the underling of someone who is rapidly rising within a corporation so that as that person is promoted, you are promoted.  There is many a career that has risen to the top in this fashion.  The challenge is to hitch yourself to the right star, for your advancement will stall or even be set back if your star loses its luster.  Unfortunately the scripture we are looking at today shows the disciples of the Baptist trying hard to promote their unwilling master.  As we continue our journey through the gospel of John we arrive at verses 22-30 of the third chapter.  We see that from the city of Jerusalem, Jesus has retired into the Jordan River Valley just east of the city.  John the Baptist and his followers have moved north towards Galilee and his appointment with Herod Antipas.

It’s easy to read these few verses without understanding how much of Jesus’ ministry is taken up here. We know that the events John describes here started just after Passover.  How many days after?  We are not sure, but as everyone went back to their own villages, it would not be hard to imagine Jesus left for the Jordan around the same time.  If you read John 4: 35, the next event in Jesus’ ministry, the Samaritan woman, took place four month before the harvest.  Historically we know that barley was grown in Samaria and that crop is normally harvested in April.  That would mean that Jesus was in Samaria sometime in December.  Since Passover is normally in April, that would mean the verses you just read actually cover roughly 8 months of Jesus’ short ministry.  That means that these few verses cover a bit over twenty percent of the time Jesus ministered here on earth.

During these months both Jesus and John the Baptist were preaching basically the same message that the Kingdom of Heaven was at hand.  It appears that the number of people being baptized by both men was quite large.  In John 4: 1 we read that an exaggerated report had reached Jerusalem concerning both men.  It appears from that verse that official opposition to the new movement was already established.  They opposed John and their opposition would have naturally been transferred to Jesus’ ministry.

Today we read about a dispute that arose between John’s disciples and a certain Jew over ceremonial washing.  We are not sure if there was anything else that was included in the discussion, but we can figure from what followed that the discussion must have included the idea that Jesus was now baptizing more people than John’s disciples were.  Immediately afterward, John’s disciples approached their master with a complaint.  They felt their ministry was being overshadowed by this newcomer.  We see the toilsome ministry of John drawing to a close without a lot of tangible evidence of success.  Yet his answer here is probably the high point of his entire ministry.  He served God and not success.  Yet we don’t see John rebuke his disciples.  He just tenderly and lovingly reminds them of all that he has said before.  He reminds his disciples of exactly what his life’s mission was all about.

In all my years in church, I have seen ministries come and go.  Someone gets a passion for a particular area of ministry and it always begins with great fanfare and gusto.  It seems that people just flock to join in and while the ride is going, it is great.  After a few years the ministry begins to wither.  Perhaps a key leader just gets tired.  Sometimes the original intent of the ministry just gets lost.  At some point, the original leadership is replaced, but it is never the same.  The ministry usually dies a slow death.  No one is willing to just pull the plug and end it quickly.  We tend to think that every ministry can regain its glory if we just give it a little more time and effort.  Every so often we do see a ministry reignite and return to its former glory, but that is always as a result of finding a good leader to retake the reins.  Most times it is a sad, slow process until the end finally comes.

I believe that ministries have their seasons, just like John’s ministry had its season.  Always remember who is in charge of the church.  When God chooses a leader for a particular ministry, it is God who is doing the main work that causes the ministry to be successful.  When He decides the ministry should conclude, we find that usually that ministry generally begins to die.  If He wants it to continue, He will raise up someone else to lead it.  If that doesn’t happen, then we really need to listen to Him and allow that ministry to close gracefully.  We should never become so entrenched in “the way it always was” that we fail to follow the real Head of our Church. 

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
How does what you learned today change the way you view Jesus’ church?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Life and Wrath

John 3: 31-36

I have always believed that life is all about choices.  I know that is an unpopular position given the fact that I live in a culture where people refuse to take responsibility for their own actions.  If I am overweight, it is my parent’s fault for giving me these genes or because my mother over fed me.  Of course, I have never seen anyone put a gun to someone’s head and force them to over eat and avoid exercise.  Still, it is easier to blame others.  It takes all of the responsibility for my own bad choices off of me and gives it to someone else.  Today we are going to be taking a look at the last six verses in the third chapter of John.  You might want to open your Bible and read John 3: 31-36 a few times to get a feel for what John is talking about.

Just like verses 15-21, I also believe these words were not said by John the Baptist but by John, the Apostle.  I say that because the concepts that are talked about are really New Testament in their cast.  I have my doubts that John the Baptist would have understood Jesus’ ministry at this early stage and to this extent.  It is easier for me to believe that the Apostle John, writing sixty years later, would write about concepts that were well entrenched in the church of his day.

Whichever John it was, starts out by contrasting He who comes from above, Jesus, with he who comes from the earth, John the Baptist.  Notice how John uses the term “above all” twice in the same verse.  Whenever a phrase like that is repeated, it is done for emphasis.  The idea here is that Jesus Christ is preeminent in any discussion about heaven.  He is the one who is placed in a position of being above all things.  It is Jesus who testifies about the realities of heaven.  After all, is there anyone who is more qualified?  Only Jesus has been in heaven and has come to earth to talk about it.  Everything else you read about heaven from other people is only speculation.  They haven’t been there.  When Jesus speaks about heaven, men are faced with only two alternatives.  Either they believe it or they don’t.  The idea in verse 32, that no one believes Jesus’ testimony, is another way of saying that the majority of people living on planet earth from the first century on have rejected what Jesus had to say.

Yet there are some who do accept and believe Jesus.  Notice in verse 33 about the man who accepts Jesus’ testimony about heaven.  He does what to the truthfulness of God?  I like way the New American Standard Bible says it, “He who has received His witness has set his seal to this, that God is true.”  The concept of “setting his seal” has the idea of setting an emblem of ownership.  It is another way of saying that Jesus is being truthful about all He says about heaven.  When it comes to how to get into heaven, are you buying what Jesus is selling?

Now as we close by looking at verse 36, look again at the contrast that John draws between the two kinds of people in this world.  As you look closely at John’s sentence, he says that when a person obeys God, He is giving the only evidence that he can that he truly believes God in his heart.  You can talk about belief all day long, but it’s when you actually bring your life into a state of obedience to God that your words truly count for something.  It is only that persuasion of the truth that will result in a true faith, a faith that saves.  Do you see the difference?

It is the ones who reject what Jesus had to say, the ones who are not persuaded, who will experience the wrath that John talks about in this verse.  There are two Greek words for wrath.  John doesn’t use the one that means a sudden outburst, an agitated condition of the emotions.  The word used here suggests a more settled, more controlled condition of God’s mind.  In other words, it’s the kind of wrath that God has been considering from the beginning of time.  It is not based on emotion; it is logical and well thought out.  That means that the wrath that awaits the one who rejects God’s offer of eternal life has already been determined and is set in stone.

I don’t say these things with the intent to frighten anyone into the Kingdom.  On the other hand, I don’t want anyone reading this book to misunderstand the consequences of our choices when it comes to what we do with Jesus Christ.  As I said in the beginning, life is all about our choices.  When you are standing before God in the end, don’t expect Him to accept your attempts to point your boney little finger at someone else.  It will not be someone else’s fault.

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What choices do you need to make as a result?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE EARLY JUDEAN MINISTRY

February 28th

The Hated Race

John 4: 1-4

As we enter into the fourth chapter of the book of John, we see Jesus going into Samaria.  In these readings I have stated that traveling through Samaria by a Jew just wasn’t done in those days, but I have never explained why that was so.  If you read historical writings of the time, you get the impression that the Jews tolerated most of the Gentile nations that surrounded her.  Don’t get me wrong, they didn’t love the Greek influence that surrounded them in Bashan and Decapolis to the north and east and Idumea and Egypt to the south.  Yet they were allowed to travel through those lands and not go through a lengthy process to become ceremonially clean again.  That was not true of Samaria.  In that day, Jews did not travel through that land unless it was absolutely necessary.  There was a road that went from Jerusalem to Galilee that was much shorter than the normal route, but since it went through Samaria, it didn’t deteriorate from over use.  So you have to ask yourself, why all of this hatred that was really on both sides?

In order to get to the heart of the question, you need to first understand that Samaritans could also trace their lineage back to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Back in the days of Solomon, they were a part of Israel.  That was, until Solomon decided to depart from the ways of his youth and allow the worship of foreign gods within Israel.  This spiritual infidelity so angered God that He decided to rip the kingdom away from Solomon’s descendants.  Yet, God would not tear away all of the tribes for the sake of Solomon’s father, David.  He left two tribes, Judah and Benjamin with Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, and the remaining ten tribes followed Jeroboam.  Jeroboam and those kings after him ruled what was known as Israel, and David’s descendants reigned over the southern kingdom of Judah.

The northern kingdom of Israel had a succession of twenty really awful kings who pulled Israel into all kinds of evil idol worship.  When God had finally had enough, he blew his whistle, pointed his finger at the nation and said, “You, out of the pool.”  All right so God didn’t really say that.  He did raise up a strong neighbor to the north in the Assyrians who under the leadership of their king, Tiglath Pileser III, conquered the northern kingdom.  It was under Sargon II that the Assyrian kingdom decided to homogenize their people.  This was done in order to destroy the old nationalism.  They mixed the entire country up by relocating people throughout their lands.  The ten tribes that made up the northern kingdom were moved all over the Assyrian empire.  Now if you’re living in those days and you get moved far north, who is your daughter likely to marry?  I mean the guy next door is not from Israel.  So over time, the ten tribes intermarried with other nations and were largely lost.

Those that remained in the old nation of Israel married into the other nations and lost their identity as Israel.  That is one of the reasons they were hated by the Jews, they were thought to be of impure bloodlines and not worthy of the inheritance that they had dreamed about since Abraham.  Since they were thought to be impure, they were not allowed to worship in the Temple, so the Samaritans built their own temple on Mount Gerazim near the city of Sychar.  There they worshiped and held the same animal sacrifices that took place in Jerusalem.  They even obeyed the Sabbath and held to the Pentateuch as the only valid scripture.  They understood that Messiah would come to the Jews but felt that the Jewish prejudice would drive their Messiah into Samaria where He would find much more fertile soil.  When you understand the background, it will make the reason Jesus’ ministry in Samaria started out so successfully and why He was rejected the only other time He visited the area. 

I have always been impressed with the difference between how the Jewish nation reacted to the Samaritans and how Jesus reacted to them.  The Jewish solution to the problem was to avoid them.  Jesus’ solution was to win them.  I wonder which of those solutions honors God.  How do you do in this area?  Do you tend to write off people or reach out to them?  Think about it the next time God places you in a situation where you are able to reach out to a person of another culture.  How do you think God would want you to respond?

What did God teach you about Himself today?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What can you do to change the way you view people of another culture?  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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