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	Before We
	Begin...

	
	Perhaps
	the best place to begin (before we begin) would be by defining a
	parable.  If we're setting off to study Jesus' parables from the
	book of Matthew, it might help to know how to recognize one when we
	spot it.

	
	We
	could probably all agree that a parable is, first and foremost, a
	story — a fictional story.  It's the reason I haven't included
	in this study utterances of Jesus such as, “You are the light
	of the world.  A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden.  Nor
	do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand,
	and it gives light to all who are in the house.” (Matt.
	5:14-15).  Jesus is using metaphor — symbolic language —
	but He isn't telling a story proper.

	
	And
	that brings us to the second part of my definition: parables are
	symbolic stories.  Embedded within every parable are symbols —
	physical realities that picture spiritual realities.  Then, the
	story itself is symbolic — a kind of allegory.  It's the
	reason I haven't included in this study stories of Jesus such as His
	depiction of the final judgment in Matthew 25, a story often called
	“The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats.”  (I should
	say, it has been included in this study but not as one of the
	parables.  It's included as one of the “plus” passages.)
	 Jesus' telling of the account of the sheep and the goats, while
	narrative (story), is detailing a real event.  The designations
	“sheep” and “goats” are metaphors, true, but
	the story itself is not symbolic.  In other words, I don't think the
	title “The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats” is
	entirely accurate.

	
	I've
	admittedly used my own judgment to decide which teachings of Jesus
	found in the book of Matthew are, in fact, parables and which
	teachings aren't.  Different opinions are possible.  I needed to
	narrow down the stories of Jesus to fit within my twelve-week
	framework, and so I've chosen the stories I've chosen.

	
	But
	why parables only from the book of Matthew?  After all, Luke is
	heavily-laden with parables; some very famous ones that can't be
	found in Matthew — the Parable of the Prodigal Son and the
	Story of the Good Samaritan, for instance.  
	

	
	On
	the one hand, I chose the parables of Matthew because the numbers
	worked out well.  Mark and John had too few parables for my
	purposes.  Luke had too many.  There were more parables in Matthew
	than the twelve I needed for my twelve-weeks' worth of studying as
	well, but several dovetailed nicely.  They seemed to me to be making
	the same point.  So you'll find that occasionally I've combined two
	(or more) parables into one week's study.

	
	The
	other reason I've chosen the parables according to Matthew is
	because they are the most intriguing to me.  John has little or
	nothing by way of parables.  All of Mark's are retold in greater
	detail by Matthew.  Matthew doesn't contain all the parables Luke
	records, but Matthew tells others not found in any of the other
	Gospels.  And the parables Matthew chose are the ones that leave me
	with the most questions.  The Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan
	are wonderful stories teaching amazing truths, but they've been
	well-discussed elsewhere.  I'd like to delve into the parables that
	have always puzzled me.  As I'm fond of saying, the places where I
	approach Scripture with the least understanding are the places where
	there is the most to be learned.

	
	Jesus'
	stories are often baffling like much of His teaching.  In order to
	get anything of value out of His words, He requires a solid work
	ethic — a willingness to hunker down and dig in.  And there's
	a big hint you can hang onto for starting our first lesson.  That
	point, I believe, is key in understanding the first of the parables
	we'll be discussing.

	
	I
	feel a need to mention (or apologize for) the fact that there is a
	great deal of repetition between earlier studies I've written and
	this one.  (Apparently, there is no new truth.)  The repetition
	worried me until I realized how conceited it was to assume everyone
	doing this study would already be familiar with everything else I've
	ever written.  If you have done any other “plus” study
	of mine, I know the Holy Spirit can provide new applications to old
	truths for you. 
	

	
	

	

	
	P.S.
	 Because
	there will be a number of “plus” passages that will be
	referred to repeatedly throughout each lesson, three or four
	bookmarks marking each passage will help save you time.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__145_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__207_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__74_574192277]
	Week 1, Day
	1

	
	The
	Stories of the Sower, the Seed, and the Soils —Matthew
	13:1-23; 
	

	
	and
	the Two Builders — Matthew 7:24-29

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matt. 12:38-50, Matt. 13:1-23, Mark 3:21-35

	
	

	

	
	It's
	an average day in the ministry of Jesus — a little
	intellectual scuffling with the Jewish authorities,  followed by
	some misunderstanding from those who should know Him best, and
	always the never-ending press of the relentless crowd that dogs Him
	like a first-century version of the paparazzi, looking to see a
	healing or other miraculous work.

	
	If
	not a miracle, there's always some entertainment to be had from
	being in the vicinity of Jesus.  He's constantly saying some novel
	or outrageous thing — insulting the religious leaders one
	minute;  speaking in riddles the next.  It may not be possible to
	understand Him, but it's great fun to listen to Him.

	
	Especially
	when He begins to tell stories.  What do His stories mean?  Who
	knows?!  Maybe His closest friends do.  Maybe He explains His
	stories to His disciples privately.  The general public is left in
	the dark.  But no matter.  Listening to stories is always more
	interesting than listening to sermons.  One thing that must be said
	about Jesus' teaching (unlike the teachings of the scribes and
	Pharisees); it's never dull.  Mystifying perhaps but never boring.

	
	We,
	as modern-day listeners, are privileged to be able to eavesdrop on
	the Teacher's private conversations with His disciples.  We're not
	left to draw our own conclusions as to the meaning of this first,
	full-fledged parable recorded in the book of Matthew that we'll be
	looking at this week.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	in a sentence Jesus' explanation of the parable of the sower, the
	seed, and the soils.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	parable (in my opinion) is the perfect starting-point for a study on
	the parables of Jesus.  Why do I say so?  Because it holds the key
	for understanding any of Jesus' parables.  (More on that subject as
	we go through our week together.)

	
	We
	need to notice Jesus' exact wording from His explanation of the
	parable in order to understand it properly.  There are two verbs He
	uses when He speaks of the first soil's (the soil by the wayside)
	reception of the seed and of the last soil's (the good soil)
	reception of the seed.  These two verbs contain the point of this
	parable, I believe.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Please
	list the two significant verbs from Matthew 13:19 and from Matthew
	13:23.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	parable of the soils is a parable about hearing
	and understanding.
	  It's vital in an understanding
	of
	this parable to realize that the growth of the seed — the
	plant and its resulting fruit— represents an acceptance and
	the resulting understanding of the Word — the seed. 
	

	
	Unlike
	the way you and I were undoubtedly taught to use thesis statements,
	I believe Jesus spoke the thesis statement for His parable at the
	very end of it.

	
	

	

	
	Please
	copy out Matthew 13:9.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you see how this verse could be considered the thesis statement for
	the parable?  In what way does the verse sum up everything Jesus is
	saying through the parable?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	disciples' question, “Why do You speak to them in parables?”
	is particularly apropos, coming in when it does, immediately
	following the parable.  It gives Jesus the opportunity for an
	illustration in real-time.  The parable of the sower, the seeds, and
	the soils is fleshed out as He explains it to His disciples.

	
	

	

	
	What
	answer did Jesus give to His disciples' question?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 In
	other words, what kind of soil were His disciples?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 His
	hard statements concerning giving and taking away and the quote from
	Isaiah about hearing but not hearing and seeing but not perceiving
	we'll be looking at in greater detail as we go throughout Week 1. 
	No time for them today.  All we really need to grasp today is that
	these hard statements refer to the poor, unfruitful soils.  Those
	who heard but didn't really hear and saw without perceiving were
	living examples of the soils which bore no fruit.  They heard, but
	they didn't understand.  The disciples, who heard and then
	understood, were examples of the good soil. 
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 13:11, why were the disciples able to understand the parable
	Jesus spoke while others were unable?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 This
	truth is also vital to understanding the point of the parable. 
	Jesus' disciples understood His teaching because He Himself
	privately revealed the meaning of it to them.  The growth of a seed
	happens only because that growth is God's work.  The growth of the
	understanding of His Word in our minds and hearts can only happen on
	His initiative.  We need to know that truth right from the start of
	our study together.  
	

	
	But
	here's another vital truth:  He wants
	to bring about growth.  He desires
	to see His Word bear fruit in every life.  He loves to reveal
	Himself to us privately and personally through His Word.  Jesus'
	hard statements in verses twelve to fifteen may look like a
	contradiction of those statements, but again, we'll be examining
	those hard statements more closely this week and, I hope, seeing
	that there are no contradictions.

	
	Now,
	I'd like to take us back to our “plus” passages today —
	the back story; the setting for this first, full-length parable
	recorded in Matthew.

	
	Matthew
	13:1 informs us that it was on “...the same day...” that
	Jesus began His teaching of the multitudes in parables.  What same
	day?  For an answer, we need, of course, to turn back to Matthew 12.
	 As I mentioned in the opening, Jesus had had several encounters
	with different groups of people already at the point in His day
	where Matthew 13 opens.  I can see four different groups of people
	Jesus interacted with on this particular day.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you name the four different groups from Matthew12:38-50, Matthew
	13:1-23, and Mark 3:21-35?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	first group I'd like to point out is Jesus' family.  Mark 3:21 puts
	a new slant on Jesus' apparently harsh answer when He's told that
	His mother and His brothers are waiting to see Him.  “But when
	His
	own people
	heard about this, they went out to lay hold of Him, for they said,
	'He is out of His mind' ” (emphasis added).

	
	Later,
	when Jesus is told His family wants to see Him (knowing what they
	were thinking and knowing their plans for Him), He remarks that
	those who do the will of God are His true family. 
	

	
	His
	own people, His own family, had deeply misunderstood His mission and
	message.  (I have a hard time imagining that Mary, His mother,
	misunderstood.  She is not mentioned specifically as one of  “...His
	own people...” who “...said, 'He is out of His mind.' ”
	 She may be lumped in with the group who wanted to “...lay
	hold of Him...” (perhaps thinking Jesus needed their
	protection) while realizing that He was very emphatically not
	insane.)  But it is clear that Jesus was wholly misunderstood by
	members of His own family.

	
	The
	second group we see in Matthew 12:38 and Mark 3:22: the scribes and
	Pharisees.  The Jewish religious authorities.  In their case, I
	don't believe we have an example of an honest misunderstanding of
	Jesus' mission and message.   We have an example of intentional
	rejection.  They saw with their own eyes the work of the Holy Spirit
	through Jesus, His casting out of demons, and deliberately (and
	illogically) chose to attribute it to Satan.

	
	The
	third group was the multitude — the fan club.  We'll see from
	tomorrow's lesson where the majority of Jesus' fan club were at in
	their understanding of Jesus' message and mission.  We'll see the
	reasons behind Jesus' popularity with the masses.

	
	Then,
	the fourth group consists of Jesus' committed disciples: His inner
	circle (Interestingly, Mark 4:10 includes more than just the twelve
	in the group of those to whom He explains the parable of the soils.)

	
	Does
	this background information shed any new light on Jesus' motivation
	in telling the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils?  I can
	imagine Him, after a day of being misunderstood on a number of
	different levels, sitting and enjoying the gentle rocking of the
	boat on the waves, looking out over a crowd consisting of all the
	different groups who had already demonstrated their misunderstanding
	of His mission and message.  And He begins to tell a little story
	about the Word of God and the different kinds of reactions it meets
	with in different kinds of people.  I can see why the topic was on
	His mind, can't you?
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	Week 1, Day
	2

	
	The
	Stories of the Sower, the Seed, and the Soils — Matthew
	13:1-23; 
	

	
	and
	the Two Builders — Matthew 7:24-29

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matt. 13:1-23, John 6

	
	

	

	
	I
	mentioned yesterday that we would get to see today the reasons
	behind Jesus' popularity with the masses.  John 6 reveals the hearts
	of the masses.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in John 6 can you see all the different “soils” of
	Matthew 13:1-23?

	
	The
	soil by the wayside?  _____________________

	
	The
	rocky soil ?  ____________________________

	
	The
	thorny soil ?  ___________________________

	
	The
	good soil ?  _____________________________

	
	

	

	
	A
	little imagination is necessary to fit all the different soils into
	John 6, but here's what I came up with:  
	

	
	I
	see the soil by the wayside all throughout the chapter.  The soil by
	the wayside, Jesus said, are all those who hear “the word of
	the kingdom” but don't understand it.  Perhaps this type of
	soil, in a way, encompasses all the others (except, of course, the
	good soil).  None of the other  “soils” have a true,
	deep understanding of the Word, either.

	
	In
	John 6, the majority of Jesus' fan club just didn't get Him.  Jesus'
	kingdom that He had His eyes fixed upon was an eternal one.  The
	masses of John 6 believed the Messiah should swoop in to free them
	from the Romans and set up a kingdom then and there (John 6:15). 
	Looks like wayside soil to me.

	
	Next,
	the rocky soil: the rocky soil is a heart that receives the Word
	“with joy” but has no roots.  When the going gets tough,
	the rocky-soil people get going!  They're outta here!  Splitsville! 
	
	

	
	In
	other words, the rocky-soil listeners like what they hear of Jesus'
	message at first.  Without putting much thought into it, they sign
	up and start counting themselves as followers of Jesus.  They attend
	church  and join in the singing with gusto.  Maybe they even “go
	forward” at an altar call and pray “the sinner's
	prayer.”  But then, life turns hard or someone at church snubs
	them or they start reading the Bible for themselves and begin
	noticing all the hard, uncomfortable, troubling passages.  And
	immediately, they're done.

	
	I
	can so clearly see rocky-soil hearts in John 6:60-61 and 66:
	“Therefore many of His disciples, when they heard this, said,
	'This is a hard saying; who can understand it?'  When Jesus knew in
	Himself that His disciples complained about this, He said to them,
	'Does this offend you?'...From that time many of His disciples went
	back and walked with Him no more.”

	
	Thorny-soil
	followers are just like the rocky-soil kind (except the opposite). 
	They, too, embrace the message of Jesus (or parts of it) for a short
	time.  But unlike the rocky-soil people who are discouraged through
	hardship, thorny-soil people are drawn away by pleasure — “the
	cares of this world,” making big money, living for the here
	and now.  Perhaps thorny-soil hearts drift away rather than turn
	away as in the case of the rocky soil.  But the results are the
	same.

	
	I
	see thorny soil in John 6:26 and 30-31:  “Jesus answered them
	and said, 'Most assuredly, I say to you, you seek Me, not because
	you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were
	filled...Therefore they said to Him, 'What sign will You perform
	then, that we may see it and believe You?  What work will You do? 
	Our fathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written, “He
	gave them bread from heaven to eat.”
	' ” (italics mine).  
	

	
	(“So,
	Jesus...about those loaves and fishes...”  Oh, the subtlety of
	these “disciples”!)  
	

	
	 Thorny-soil
	types can't keep their eyes off the goodies.  As long as it looks
	like following Jesus will make life better or easier or happier,
	they're all for it.  They're willing to follow Jesus for what they
	can get out of it.  But when Jesus fails to deliver all the perks
	they think He should, they'll look elsewhere.

	
	The
	good soil doesn't reveal itself until the very end of the chapter. 
	Not until Jesus has “weeded out” (pun intended, I'm
	afraid) the thorny soil and the rocky soil (by not multiplying any
	more loaves and fish and by offending people with some very strange
	statements) does the good soil show itself for what it is.

	
	“Then
	Jesus said to the twelve, 'Do you also want to go away?'  But Simon
	Peter answered Him, 'Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words
	of eternal life.  Also, we have come to believe and know that You
	are the Christ, the Son of the living God' ” (John 6:67-69).

	
	The
	good soil has considered its alternatives and has realized that
	there are no real alternatives.  The good soil has understood enough
	of the truth to know that this life is not all there is and that no
	one else has the words of eternal life.  The good soil knows the
	truth about Jesus — who He really is — and having
	grasped that truth, cannot think of turning away from Him.  What
	would be the sense in it?

	
	I
	hope you see yourself falling into the category of good soil.  I
	know which category I fall into.  
	

	
	How
	do I know?  Because I've been offended at God.  I've looked at the
	suffering in the world (my own in particular), and I've been angry
	at Him over it.  I've been offended by the things I can't understand
	from His Word — things that seem harsh and unlovely.  
	

	
	And
	I've been lured by the promise of perks in other quarters.  I've
	seen that while following Jesus is the only way to make life better,
	easier, and happier in the long run, in the short run, it often
	offers more hardship and greater sacrifice.  And I've felt the
	temptation toward seeking the temporal rather than the eternal.

	
	Yet
	the only conclusion I can come to is, “Where else would I go? 
	I believe You are who You said You are.  I've considered the other
	answers to life, and the other answers are shallow, empty, and
	useless.  Your answers are true.  Your way may not be the easy way,
	but it's the only way.  Only You have the words of eternal life.”
	 In other words, I'm good soil.  I must be.  I'm still following. 
	The only way good soil can know itself to be good soil is when it's
	tested.

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you identify yourself in one of the four types of soils?  How do you
	know which kind of soil you are?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Have
	you been going through some times of testing lately?  Describe the
	outcome so far.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you know how it blesses Jesus' heart to see good soil — to see
	His followers hanging on to Him in spite of pain, doubting, and
	questioning, just clinging to Him for all the good He is rather than
	all the goodies He can provide?  Our “sacrifices of praise,”
	especially when they are sacrifices,
	are
	very precious to Him.  Whatever life is handing you at the moment,
	can you spend a few moments praising Him on paper?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We've
	seen a few real-life examples from John 6 (and from our own lives)
	of the different types of soils.  Now, I'd like to talk about the
	implications of seeing those examples (at least one implication).  
	

	
	So
	it may have appeared from what I've written today, but I don't
	believe the point of this week's parable is to tell us that we can
	lose our salvation.  There are passages in Scripture that seem to
	teach non-eternal security.  I don't know how to interpret those
	passages in light of other passages that seem to teach eternal
	security.  But I don't believe Matthew 13:1-23 is one of the
	passages that could be interpreted to teach that a person can lose
	his or her salvation.  
	

	
	Remember
	that the key to understanding the parable can be found in the words
	“hear” and “understand.”  Remember that the
	seed is the Word of God and the plant that grows in the soil of a
	hearing heart is the understanding
	of the Word (we'll talk about the fruit and what it represents on
	Day 5).  In that case, I don't believe Jesus is teaching in Matthew
	13 that any slight growth of the seed from any of the soils
	indicates that the “soil” has been saved.  The growth of
	the seed in the rocky soil and in the thorny soil shows us that the
	rocky soil and the thorny soil have an understanding
	of the Word of God (but not enough of an understanding).  I believe
	the good soil represents those of Jesus' followers who are true
	followers — those who have been saved.

	
	I
	think we can see from John 6 that not all those who considered
	themselves Jesus' followers for a short time were truly followers of
	His.  The ones who were saved
	(a terminology not in common use at the time of John 6, but we'll
	use it here) were the ones who were still sticking around by the end
	of John 6.

	
	A
	person can know a little about the Bible, a person can attend
	church, a person can “go forward” at an altar call, a
	person can recite “the sinner's prayer,” a person can
	call him or herself a Christian, but none of those things can save a
	person.  Reading the Bible, attending a certain church, taking a
	certain walk down a certain aisle, repeating certain words, calling
	oneself by a certain designation — none of these acts are
	saving acts.  The only saving act is the one where the Holy Spirit
	moves inside and breathes new, regenerating life into a formerly
	dead body (spiritually dead, that is).  And that salvation is
	promised to all those who... “Believe on the Lord Jesus
	Christ...” (Acts 16:31).  That belief may or may not coincide
	with “going forward” at an altar call, saying “the
	sinner's prayer,” etc.

	
	Some
	understanding of God's Word is obviously necessary in salvation. 
	After all, a person must know who “the Lord Jesus Christ”
	really is if such a person is to believe on Him.  Yet it's possible
	for a person to understand a little of God's Word without
	understanding enough to make a saving difference.  But I would also
	say, it's impossible for a person to understand enough to make a
	saving difference without that understanding making the saving
	difference.  Understanding (in the sense I'm using the word and, I
	think, in the sense Jesus uses it in Matthew 13) means seeing.
	 Perceiving.
	 Really, truly “getting it.” 
	

	
	I
	said it earlier.  Once a person has fully grasped the truth about
	who Jesus is, considering the alternatives, there can be no turning
	away from following Him.  Would you agree?
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	Week 1, Day
	3

	
	The
	Stories of the Sower, the Seed, and the Soils — Matthew
	13:1-23; 
	

	
	and
	the Two Builders — Matthew 7:24-29

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matthew 13:1-23, Luke 14:25-33

	
	

	

	
	For
	today's “plus” passage, I've chosen some of the hardest
	sayings of Jesus.  They carry on a trend you may have noticed
	yesterday from John 6.  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	point is Jesus making from Luke 14:25-33?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Comment
	on the effect His words have on you.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	the readings today in Luke, it very much appears that Jesus, just as
	He did in John 6, is trying to scare away His followers.  I say it
	very much appears that Jesus is trying to scare away His followers
	because I think that's exactly what He's doing.  Now, I don't
	believe Jesus is trying to scare away His true followers.  He's
	trying to scare away His pseudo-followers.  He's warning them what
	they're getting themselves into.  He's testing the soils.  He's
	telling the wayside soils, the rocky soils, and the thorny soils to
	turn back now.

	
	In
	John 6, Jesus spoke some sayings about which many of His disciples
	(quite rightly) said, “This is a hard saying; who can
	understand it?” (John 6:60).  Though the things He said were
	true — profoundly, beautifully true in light of His death for
	us (as wheat and grapes are crushed into bread and wine and we can
	take them into ourselves as life-giving nourishment, so, too, was
	“the Son of Man” crushed to give us life if we take Him
	into ourselves— John 6:53) — I think He deliberately
	stated them in such a way as to offend people.  Eating His flesh,
	drinking His blood?  Of course His listeners must have thought He
	was advocating cannibalism.  And then, we learn that many of His
	disciples gave up on following Him (John 6:66).

	
	Mission
	accomplished!  I believe turning back many of His “disciples”
	was one of His goals in speaking His hard sayings.

	
	Does
	that sound blasphemous?  Does it sound very unlike the Jesus who
	said He would never cast out any who would come to Him (John 6:37)? 
	
	

	
	Didn't
	Jesus want followers?  Doesn't He still want followers?  Doesn't He
	want everyone to follow  Him?  Not for His own sake, not for the
	sake of a little ego-stroking, but for the sake of the followers —
	so they can find eternal life in Him?

	
	I
	believe He does.  I believe He's not willing that any should perish.
	 He desires everyone to follow Him.  In that case, why would He say
	the kinds of things He said in John 6 and again in Luke 14:25-33
	when He knew full well what the results would be?  Why would Jesus
	want to scare away potential followers?  You tell me.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	would Jesus want to scare away potential followers?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know how you answered, but I've been mulling that question
	since I've started writing this study.  The only answer I can arrive
	at is found in two words:  willingness
	and persistence.

	
	For
	starters, Jesus' followers must be willing followers.  I've seen it
	so often;  God is the God of freedom, not slavery.  He calls; He
	does not force.

	
	To
	draw the lesson back to the parable of the soils, any soil that is
	not willing
	to hear and understand the Word won't.  Not until it becomes
	willing.

	
	We'll
	be starting to look today at some more hard words of Jesus
	(originally spoken through the prophet Isaiah).

	
	

	

	
	Copy
	out the verses from Matthew 13:1-23 that are quoting Isaiah.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	God spoke these words to and through the prophet Isaiah (we'll look
	into the Isaiah passage  tomorrow), was He cursing His people with
	deafness and blindness?  Was their deafness and blindness God's
	doing?  Did He want His people to be deaf and blind and unrepentant?

	
	Not
	at all.  Such a belief would contradict everything else we learn
	about God through His Word.  No, He is, “...not willing that
	any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2
	Pet. 3:9b.).  But the fact that people do perish tells me that He is
	also willing that only the willing should come to repentance.  He
	believes in freedom.

	
	In
	that case, why would He speak the words that you wrote out a second
	or two ago?  
	

	
	Here's
	what I believe:  He told His people to go on being deaf and blind
	because the people had already made themselves deaf and blind.  They
	were unwilling
	to hear and see.  And God confirmed their choices because He
	believes in giving us choices (though He gives us chances to change
	our choices.  More on that subject on Day 5).

	
	But
	what about the followers of His to whom Jesus spoke His hard
	sayings?  They were willing to come to Him.  They hadn't made
	themselves deaf and blind.  They wanted to hear and see and
	understand.  Didn't they?

	
	And
	now, let's talk about that second word I mentioned:  persistence. 
	The gist of today's Luke reading is (to put it mildly) persistence
	in discipleship.  Jesus warns His potential followers that
	discipleship equals death.  It means death to the old “me
	first” life we all, by nature, live.  It means a new
	“Jesus-first” life;  Jesus before possessions, Jesus
	before family, Jesus before even our very own lives.  Discipleship
	costs.  And Jesus warned all His wannabe followers to weigh out the
	cost — see if it was worth it before jumping aboard.

	
	

	

	
	Comment
	on the connection between Jesus' words in Luke 14:25-33 and the
	first of the ten commandments in Exodus 20:3.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	would say that whoever we put first in our life is our god.  And
	Jesus informed His followers that He must come first with them. 
	It's the same as God telling His people they cannot have any other
	gods before Him.  After all, Jesus is
	God.

	
	

	

	
	Have
	you seen (from Scripture or from your own experiences) the results
	of disobedience in the area of
	that
	first commandment?  What are the results?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	For
	a nice, alliterative answer, I would say that the results of having
	any other gods other than the One True God can only be destruction,
	disaster, despair, and death.  We see it from Satan's example (Isa.
	14, Ezek. 28).  By attempting a coup
	d' etat
	on God's throne, one of God's most beautiful creations
	became...well, what Satan became.  And since that time, every one of
	us has followed Satan's lead and seated Self
	on the throne.  At least of our own lives.  God allows us to run our
	own lives because He believes in freedom.  But look around!  The
	results of any other god on the throne (even the thrones of our own
	individual lives) are not pretty.

	
	The
	realization that I cannot be my own god, that there is only One True
	God and He must be my God, is the very first step in salvation.  Or
	in today's terminology, the first step in following Jesus.

	
	All
	this discussion may seem to be far afield of the subject of
	persistence — the persistence Jesus warned His followers they
	would need in order to be true followers of His.  But here's where
	it ties in: as Jesus promised, deciding that the One True God must
	be my God, putting God (Jesus — same person) first in my life,
	is no easy task.  It requires some fortitude.  His way is not the
	easy way.  It's the only way.

	
	Once
	we sign on as followers of Jesus, God's main task in our lives is
	making us look more and more like His Son (conforming us to His
	image), and there is, of necessity, a great deal of pain in that
	process.  I would estimate that at least two-thirds of the very good
	work God has done in my life has been done through pain in some
	form.  Jesus needed to warn His disciples what they were getting
	themselves into.  He wants willing followers but not followers who
	are willing to follow only when it's easy.  Following Him isn't
	easy.

	
	What's
	all this have to do with this week's parable?  It has to do with the
	reason Jesus taught in parables.  It explains the seemingly-harsh
	answer He gave His disciples when they asked Him why He taught in
	parables.

	
	

	

	
	What
	explanation does Jesus give His disciples for the reason He taught
	in parables in Matthew 13:13?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	He
	taught in parables, in riddles, in hard sayings, because right from
	the beginning of an experience with Him, He wanted potential
	followers to realize that they would need to be willing
	and persistent.
	 From the start, He deliberately began to eliminate poor-soil types
	of followers.  Good soil is persistent soil.  Much of Jesus'
	teaching requires persistence in order to glean the meaning from it.
	 That was His intention.

	
	I
	told you that from this week's parable we'd see the key to
	understanding any of the rest.  There it is:  persistence. 
	Understanding God's Word requires some work on our part.  Are you
	willing?
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	Week 1, Day
	4

	
	The
	Stories of the Sower, the Seed, and the Soils — Matthew
	13:1-23; 
	

	
	and
	the Two Builders — Matthew 7:24-29

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matthew 13:1-23, Isaiah 6

	
	

	

	
	I'd
	like to get very personal with you today.  It may seem that this
	study has been mostly theoretical so far, but I have to tell you
	that this study is anything but theoretical for me.  A day or two
	ago I confessed to you that I've been offended at God, that I get
	angry at Him.  You may have imagined I was describing events in my
	distant past.  That distant past was all of three or four days ago.

	
	These
	recent struggles are not new struggles for me.  They're old and
	ongoing.  And they have yet to be resolved.

	
	A
	great deal of my latest struggling relates to the main points of
	this week's parable in a very direct way.  These struggles revolve
	around hearing from God and about understanding what I hear from
	Him.

	
	Last
	year, the church I attend went through a split.  All those involved
	(in other words, everyone who attended or presently attends) are
	unavoidably still being affected in a variety of ways.  One of the
	ways I'm still being affected is to wonder if I ever hear from God
	or if it's possible to know when I've heard from God.  I ask these
	kinds of questions because I saw people on both sides of an issue
	sincerely pray for wisdom and then come away violently disagreeing
	with the other side.  Yet both sides were convinced they'd heard
	from God and they had His mind on the matter.  Could they both be
	hearing from God?    
	

	
	Then,
	I begin to question His promises, such as, “My sheep hear My
	voice...” (John 10:27a.) or, “If any of you lacks
	wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without
	reproach, and it will be given to him” (James 1:5)

	
	And
	other doubts begin to creep in regarding other promises on which I
	thought I'd heard from God.  Yet the way I was expecting the
	promises to come true didn't happen.  Do I hear from God?

	
	He
	is the God who speaks.  There's a thick volume sitting right beside
	me as I write that reminds me that He is the God who speaks.  I
	believe that Book is His Word.  I believe it's true.  But then the
	little voice of doubt whispers, “What good does it do for Him
	to speak to us if we're incapable of understanding what He's saying?
	 Why doesn't He speak plainly?  Doesn't He want to be understood?”

	
	

	

	
	In
	what way does yesterday's lesson on persistence speak to my
	questions on hearing from God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	So
	God sometimes (okay, often) doesn't speak to us plainly because He
	wants us to work at understanding Him.  He wants to reveal Himself
	to us, but He requires willingness and persistence.  The more we
	work for a thing the more highly we tend to value it.  Perhaps
	that's the point of working at hearing and understanding Him.

	
	And
	the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils teaches me that
	understanding will grow if my heart and mind are good soil.  If I'm
	willing to hear from Him and then if I persevere, I will grow in
	learning to understand what He's saying.  The wisdom He's promised
	is a growing thing.  Not a dump-truck load.  Not a
	get-it-completely-right-all-at-once-every-time kind of knowledge.  I
	believe it's what He's saying through the parable.  (I've come to
	have that much understanding of the passage.  Perhaps there is some
	growth there after all.)

	
	But
	what about the times when it seems He's not speaking at all?

	
	About
	two years ago, I went through a time of intense learning from His
	Word where it seemed to me that He Himself was opening up the pages
	and teaching me from them directly.  It was living bread.

	
	Now,
	that living bread seems a little stale, like I've heard it all
	before.  I read the words and they seem to be only words.  
	

	
	The
	experience of hearing God speak to me through His Word was one of
	the most exciting ever.  But lately, He seems to be silent.  I can't
	tell you how I miss hearing from Him.

	
	To
	be honest, it's the main reason I began writing this study.  I crave
	that living bread.  I crave hearing from God.  When I was learning
	from the Bible in amazing, new ways, it was during a time when I had
	a vehicle for passing on the information.  At the time about which
	I've been speaking, I was teaching a young women's Bible study, and
	that Bible study turned into a written Bible study.  
	

	
	Maybe
	He withholds that intense kind of a learning experience from me
	until I'm busy trying to pass the learning on to someone else.  He
	does (at least partially) teach us in order to teach others through
	us.  And I have to say that I am already learning more through the
	writing of this study and seeing its relevance to my own life than I
	imagined possible when I first started out. 
	

	
	I
	have the feeling that today's “plus” passage, Isaiah 6,
	will have something to say to me in my struggles with hearing and
	understanding God.   I have no idea what God wants to say to me
	through this passage, but I'm excited to find out.  You're more than
	welcome to eavesdrop.  So let's get exploring...

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	the context of the Isaiah 6 verses quoted in Matthew 13:14-15 (Isa.
	6:9-10).  What is the situation happening in Isaiah 6?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	strikes me that seeing and hearing, themes of verses nine and ten,
	are themes of the entire chapter.

	
	

	

	
	Besides
	verses nine and ten, where else are seeing and hearing mentioned in
	Isaiah 6?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	fact, seeing, hearing, and speaking
	are the main actions happening in Isaiah 6.  Isaiah 6 is the chapter
	detailing Isaiah's official call as a prophet and his response to
	that call.  A prophet's job was to hear from God (or sometimes to
	see visions from God) and then to pass on the message — to
	speak of what he heard and saw.

	
	Why
	did God send His people a prophet?  According to verses nine and
	ten, because they no longer heard and saw Him for themselves.  Why? 
	As discussed yesterday, because they weren't willing
	to hear and see.

	
	Isaiah,
	in chapter six, had no problem hearing and seeing God, and that's
	because God revealed Himself to him.  That is the only way we have
	our eyes and ears opened.  We talked about it briefly on Day 1.  We
	only come to understand God's Word if He teaches it to us.  But as
	we can see from Isaiah 6:9-10 and Matthew 13:14-15, God will only do
	that work with the willing (and the persistently willing).  (Notice
	that God calls
	Isaiah; He doesn't force.  He issues the call but waits for Isaiah
	to volunteer.  God is a God of freedom.)

	
	And
	Isaiah is willing.  He's willing to see and hear.  And he does.  He
	sees and hears God.  There is no problem with his eyes or his ears. 
	He's also willing to speak.  “Here am I!  Send me.”  But
	for Isaiah, it's his mouth that's the problem.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was a prophet's job?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	Isaiah was to speak of what he saw and heard, he needed some work
	done on his mouth.  He saw God and instantly recognized the
	uncleanness of his mouth.  But not only his
	mouth.  The uncleanness of the mouths of the people who surrounded
	him.

	
	It's
	interesting to me that Isaiah immediately began to think about the
	way he spoke and the way the culture around him spoke as soon as he
	saw his vision of God.

	
	The
	people around him needed not only to have their mouth problems
	addressed.  They had eye and ear problems, as well.  But are they
	related?

	
	My
	mouth gets me into more trouble than I can tell you.  It seems to
	have a mind of its own, but that mind rarely stops to think before
	it speaks.  Willingness is a requirement in hearing from God.  In
	order to hear from God, I have to be willing to listen, not drowning
	out His voice with my own.  
	

	
	I've
	taken God to task over His promise that His sheep would hear His
	voice when we all seem to be hearing vastly different things from
	Him.  But perhaps it's a conditional promise.  Perhaps His sheep
	can't hear His voice when they're already busy bleating at the tops
	of their lungs.  Could hearing problems be connected to mouth
	problems?  Perhaps.  If I never stop talking, how can I hear?

	
	Now,
	on to seeing:

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the words that the seraphim cry to one another?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Really?
	 The whole
	earth is full of His glory?

	
	I
	like the definition a friend of mine uses for “glory”:
	“the outshining of God's character.”  In other words,
	God's character made visible.

	
	It's
	easy to see God's glory when I look up at the stars at night.  Or I
	can catch a glimpse of what He's like from my daily walks, seeing
	the orchards in bloom or dark pines silhouetted against distant,
	snow-capped mountains.  
	

	
	I
	love the fact that the seraphim link God's holiness to the kind of
	glory the earth is full of.  We tend to think of holiness in austere
	terms, as negation — all the things God is not.  But God's
	holiness can be seen in all that is good, lovely, and delightful. 
	God's holiness is a positive quality primarily.  It is negative only
	in that it stands opposed to all that stands opposed to the good and
	lovely.

	
	But
	how can God's glory be seen in the places where the only stars to be
	seen at night are neon?  Where graffiti and concrete are the daily
	scenery?  Where muggings and drive-by shootings are just a hard fact
	of life?  
	

	
	What
	about for those locked inside prison walls?  Those imprisoned behind
	different kinds of bars, like addiction or an abusive relationship,
	debilitating poverty or ill-health?  Where can they see God's glory?
	 The whole
	earth
	is full of His glory?  Really?

	
	Really.
	 God's character of beautiful holiness can be seen everywhere in
	some way for those with eyes to see it.  In some places, the beauty
	of His holiness shows up by contrast for all the things it isn't. 
	But anyone who is looking can see traces of Him throughout the whole
	earth.  His presence is glorious, and He is omnipresent.  Sometimes,
	however, I choose to blind myself to Him.

	
	I'm
	not sure that all my issues are resolved through the answers I am
	seeing in the Isaiah 6 passage.  All I know is that God sent His
	people a prophet to tell them that they were blind and deaf.  He
	hadn't stopped speaking.  If He had, He wouldn't have sent the
	prophet.  He hadn't made Himself invisible.  The whole earth was
	full of His glory.

	
	Matthew
	13:1-23 tells me that I can and will
	grow in hearing, seeing, and understanding.  “For whoever has,
	to Him more will be given, and he will have abundance; but whoever
	does not have, even what he has till be taken away from him”
	(v. 12).  I am one of those who “have.”  I am good soil.
	 I've received enough understanding of God's Word to know who Jesus
	really is.  I am saved.  Then, I will be given more understanding. 
	It's a promise.  But good soil is willing and persistent.

	
	I
	suppose the question uppermost on my mind is the same question
	Isaiah had.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was Isaiah's question for God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  I
	don't know if Isaiah was asking God how long the people would remain
	deaf and blind or if he was asking God how long he would need to
	preach a message that would fall on deaf ears.  From God's answer,
	it could be either.

	
	God's
	answer to Isaiah must have been depressing to him.  Serving God is
	not the easy road, remember.  But with God, every message must end
	on a note of hope because He is in control and He does what He does
	for good reasons.  Yes, most of the people to whom Isaiah was sent
	would go on being deaf and blind.  And the land would be made
	desolate and the people carried off captive to Babylon.  But God
	never leaves Himself without good soil to carry on His work in the
	world.  His seed will be spread.  His good-soil people must be
	persistent and patient.  But God always has His people.
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	Week 1, Day
	5

	
	The
	Stories of the Sower, the Seed, and the Soils — Matthew
	13:1-23; 
	

	
	and
	the Two Builders — Matthew 7:24-29

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matthew 7:15-29, Isaiah 55

	
	

	

	
	The
	topic of today's lesson can be summed up into one word:  fruit.
	  Because we'll be talking about fruit today, not only will we be
	looking briefly at the parable of the wise builder and the foolish
	builder from Matthew 7:24-29, I've backed us up to start in Matthew
	7:15 to see the context of the parable.  And the context of the
	parable is (surprise, surprise) fruit!

	
	I
	believe Jesus' discourse in Matthew 7:15-29 has a thesis statement
	that binds together His thoughts on false prophets and the fruits
	they bear and the parable that follows — the parable of the
	two builders.

	
	

	

	
	Choose
	a verse that you think would be Jesus' thesis statement of Matthew
	7:15-29. 
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	would choose verse twenty-one:  “Not everyone who says to Me,
	'Lord, Lord,' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the
	will of My Father in heaven.”

	
	It's
	not what we say that saves us.  It's God's work going on in our
	insides that saves us.  But
	the work that's going on in our insides will inevitably have some
	effect on what happens on the outside.  Fruit, biblically speaking,
	is any outward, visible reality that bears witness to the inward,
	invisible realities.  And I've seen it often in Scripture.  Good
	soil will
	bear fruit.  If the soil doesn't bear any fruit ever,
	it's because the soil is not good soil.  I believe it's impossible
	for the Holy Spirit to move into a person, live right inside that
	person, breathe new, Spirit-life into the old, dead body of the
	person, without such a person experiencing a few, visible changes in
	his or her life.  Nowhere in Scripture do I see this principle made
	plainer than in Matthew 7:19.

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you believe Jesus is saying in Matthew 7:19?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  After
	His words on fruit-bearing, Jesus goes on to tell a little story
	about two builders:  one who built his house on a sturdy foundation
	and the other who built his house on sand.  Of course, the beach
	house didn't last long.  Jesus explains that the first builder is
	the one who hears His words and does them.  The second builder is
	the one who hears Jesus' words and doesn't act on them.  (In terms
	of the parable of the soils, the first builder is good soil.  The
	second builder isn't.)  
	

	
	Do
	you see the connection between fruit-bearing and the story of the
	two builders?  I think it's fairly obvious.  Fruit must include a
	little doing
	— a
	little acting on what one knows to be true.

	
	I've
	said that the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils is a
	parable about hearing
	and understanding.
	 In being good soil, there is one more vital step after
	understanding that is covered under today's parable.   That step is,
	of course, doing.
	 I think, however, this last step is part and parcel of the
	understanding step.  Whether we realize it or not, we all act on our
	beliefs.  A true understanding will inevitably produce the doing. 
	The good soil will
	bear
	fruit because it grows in understanding.  The fruit of the doing is
	produced automatically (though not immediately) by the plant of
	understanding.

	
	Now,
	let's talk a little about the relationship between fruit and seed.

	
	

	

	
	From
	the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils, what did Jesus
	say the seed represented?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	done a little thinking about fruit and seeds and have come to some
	interesting conclusions (at least, I think they're interesting).  I
	used to confuse fruit with seed.  (I don't mean I confused them in
	real life.  I confused them in Scripture.)  From the parable we've
	been focusing on this week, I used to imagine that when Jesus spoke
	about the fruit borne by the seed in the good soil He was talking
	about reproduction — the multiplication of the plant.  For
	years, I had the idea in my head that “fruit” from
	Matthew 13:23 meant making new disciples.  I thought Jesus was
	teaching that all good-soil type people will be (in a term I heard
	often in my childhood) “soul-winners.”

	
	When
	I began to think about fruit and seed from real-life experience,
	however, I started to understand Jesus' words differently.  It
	occurred to me that fruit is not the reproductive part of a plant. 
	It carries the reproductive part of the plant.  Seed is
	reproductive.  Fruit is nutritious and delicious and seed-bearing.
	 But it's only the seed that does the work of reproduction for the
	plant.

	
	Do
	you see it?  Remember what the seed represents from Jesus' parable. 
	The seed is the Word of the God, and it is essentially reproductive.
	 Only the Word does the work of bringing about new, spiritual life. 
	The fruit (those visible, outward realities of our inner states)
	carries the seed.  
	

	
	Galatians
	5:22-23 tells us that the fruit of the new life produced by the
	Spirit's work is the fruit of certain character traits.  Those
	character traits will certainly take the form of action at times. 
	And those traits and actions will help to carry the seed to other
	soils.  There will be reproductive growth that our fruit plays a
	role in, but the reproductive growth is not all up to us.  In fact,
	producing the growth of new life in other soils is not our work at
	all.  Only God can do that work.  But we play our part by carrying
	the seed.  That's all.

	
	Just
	recently, I've had some new thoughts on fruit and seeds.  I don't
	think it's accidental that for one of our major food sources
	(grain), the fruit and the seed are identical.  The nutritious,
	delicious, life-giving, life-sustaining part of a grain plant is
	also the seed.  When we looked at John 6, I mentioned in passing
	that the grain gives its life so that we can take it into ourselves
	in the form of bread.  What a picture of “the Son of Man”
	and what He did for us!  But there's a dual picture happening here. 
	Remember that the seed is the Word of God.  Jesus is also the Word
	of God (John 1).  He is the life-giving, life-sustaining,
	crushed-and-broken grain of wheat that died and was put into the
	ground in order to bring about much new life (John 12:24).  But His
	Word is also the seed that brings about new life.  Jesus is the
	bread of life.  But His Word is also the living bread.  What I see
	through these pictures is that Jesus so strongly identifies with His
	Word there is no separating the two.

	
	In
	fact, for those of us living a couple of millennia after He did, the
	only way we can get to know Him, the only way we can become
	followers of His, the only way we can take His life-giving,
	life-sustaining presence into ourselves (by faith in Him) is through
	His written Word.  I don't think it's possible to overestimate the 
	importance He places on that Word.

	
	And
	that brings us to today's “plus” passage — Isaiah
	55.  
	

	
	I
	told you in yesterday's lesson that I craved hearing from God again.
	 I craved being taught in that direct way through His Word that I
	had come to rely upon.  I'm happy to report that, since I wrote
	those words, He's started opening up my eyes again.  He opened them
	up to something I'd never before noticed from Isaiah 55.  Maybe I'm
	beginning to hear from Him again.  All I can tell you is that the
	excitement is back.  I'm digging into the living bread again and
	finding it nutritious, delicious, life-giving, and life-sustaining
	once again.  Hooray!

	
	The
	above paragraph is no digression.  It relates directly to what I
	noticed from Isaiah 55 that I had never noticed before.  And it
	relates directly to today's topic of fruit.

	
	So,
	here's what I noticed about Isaiah 55.  I'll let you see if you can
	notice it for yourself.  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the theme of Isaiah 55:10-11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the theme of Isaiah 55:1-2.?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	theme of Isaiah 55:10-11 is, of course, the Word of God.  The theme
	of Isaiah 55:1-2 is, I would say, hunger.  Or thirst.  Or perhaps
	the last word found in Isaiah 2a.  “Satisfy.” 
	Satisfaction.

	
	So
	far, nothing new.  Isaiah 55 is a passage I'd read often.  Isaiah
	55:10-11 were among my favourite verses.  And I had noticed that the
	beginning of Isaiah 55 talks about what satisfies and what doesn't
	satisfy.  
	

	
	Let
	me interject here to tell you that Isaiah 55:1-2 was one of those
	promises of God, referred to in Day 4's lesson, about which I wasn't
	terribly happy.  He promises satisfaction if we seek it from the
	right source.  Why was I seeking Him but finding no satisfaction? 
	Where had the experience of His nutritious, delicious, life-giving,
	life-sustaining presence gone in my life?  Why did I feel as though
	I was living in a desert land?  Why
	wasn't He speaking to me?!
	 
	

	
	I
	can testify to the truth of David's sentiments in Psalm 28:1:  “To
	You I will cry, O LORD my Rock: do not be silent to me, lest, if You
	are silent to me, I become like those who go down to the pit.”
	 I wasn't hearing from God, and I could feel myself sinking down
	into a pit.

	
	What
	I had never noticed before from Isaiah 55 was the connection between
	the verses at the beginning of the chapter and the verses at the end
	of the chapter.  Here are the verses that draw the connection:

	
	

	

	
	Please
	state the verbs (or key words) from Isaiah 55:2b.-3a and notice the
	cause and effect in the verses.

	
	Isaiah
	55:2b.  __________—
	__________  —
	__________

	
	Isaiah
	55:3a.  __________  ________  _______—
	__________ ;
	__________—
	__________

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know how you filled out the blanks, but all translations
	should carry the same point.

	
	I
	filled in the blanks:  “Listen — eat — delight.”
	 “Incline your ear — come.”  “Hear —
	live.”

	
	Are
	you seeing the point yet?  Three hearing words followed by their
	results:  eating, delighting, living.  In other words, satisfaction.
	 For me, the new thought was that the satisfaction doesn't come
	simply from seeking God.  It comes from seeking His
	Word.
	 I was sitting back, expecting God to satisfy me just because I know
	Him and am one of His own.  But the promised satisfaction comes
	through hearing.
	 (And, of course, as we saw from our parables this week, true
	hearing means also understanding and doing.)

	
	There's
	the connection between the beginning of Isaiah 55 and the end.  All
	of Isaiah 55 is about the Word of God.  It opens by promising the
	satisfaction that comes from hearing
	from God (and I've told you a little of my own experiences —
	not hearing from Him is depressing; hearing from Him is
	exhilarating.  Or as I keep on saying, nutritious, delicious,
	life-giving, and life-sustaining).  Then, the chapter closes by
	speaking about the power of the Word.  It will do what God sends it
	forth to do.  And what God sends it forth to do is to multiply, to
	provide sustenance, and to bear fruit.  He is hungry for fruit, as
	well.  
	

	
	Finally,
	there are the last two verses of Isaiah 55.

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you see how Isaiah 55:12-13 ties in to the rest of the chapter as
	discussed so far?  If so, explain.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Verse
	twelve (in my Bible) opens with the little word, “for.” 
	“For” shows connection.  “For” shows cause
	and effect.  Cause:  God sends out His Word to do what it's supposed
	to do.  Effect: joy, peace, singing, rejoicing.  Satisfaction.  I
	underlined “joy” and “peace” from verse
	twelve in my Bible.  Beside them, I wrote “fruit.”  Joy
	and peace.  Two of the fruits of the Spirit.  Two of the character
	traits God will work into our lives over time through the true
	understanding of His Word.  Today, I'm beginning to experience a
	tiny taste of that fruit again.  
	

	
	Then,
	Isaiah 55 closes in a very powerful way.  The Word of God has the
	power to push out thorns and briers.  And here we are right back to
	the main parable for Week 1.  I've saved the note of hope until
	today for the wayside, the rocky, and the thorny soils.  I said
	earlier that God believes in giving us choices, but He also believes
	in giving us chances to change our choices.  Here's where the
	astoundingly beautiful words in the middle of Isaiah 55 connect to
	the rest.  
	

	
	Verses
	eight and nine I've heard quoted more times than I can count.  I
	usually hear them quoted in reference to hardship.  God's ways are
	not our ways.  That's why we can't understand why life is so hard
	and the world so messy.  And that's true.  But in context (Isaiah
	55:6-7), God's ways are not our ways because His love, His mercy,
	His forgiveness, His burning passion for all people is as far above
	ours as the cosmos are bigger than the little blue-green dot we live
	on.  So turn to Him.  He'll have mercy.  He'll abundantly pardon.

	
	God
	sent Isaiah to a people whom He said had made themselves blind and
	deaf.  And they could remain blind and deaf if they chose.  But God
	sent Isaiah to them because He longed to have them turn to Him to
	open their eyes, ears, and hearts.  He sent Isaiah to them to speak
	not only the words of Isaiah 6:9-10 but also the words of Isaiah
	55:6-9.

	
	If
	you've identified yourself as wayside, rocky, or thorny soil up to
	this point, that can change.  All God asks is willingness.  He's
	able to do all the rest of the work necessary.  
	

	
	As
	we close our first week together, read again the words of Isaiah
	55:6-9 and soak in their truths.
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	Week 1
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— Please list the two significant verbs from Matthew 13:19 and
	from Matthew 13:23

	
	2
	— Where in John 6 can you see all the different “soils”
	of Matthew 13:1-23?

	
	3
	— What explanation does Jesus give His disciples for the
	reason He taught in parables in Matthew 13:13?

	
	4
	— Describe the context of the Isaiah 6 verses quoted in
	Matthew 13:14-15 (Isa. 6:9-10).  What is the situation happening in
	Isaiah 6?

	
	5
	— From the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils, what
	did Jesus say the seed represented?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	In
	the group study section, I'd like to end every one of our weeks
	together with review questions designed to jog your memory about the
	main point of each day's lesson and a few thoughts to summarize the
	week's lessons and apply them — apply them to my own life,
	that is.  As I've told you, you're more than welcome to come along
	for the ride, but I'm really writing this study to myself.  I needed
	to hear from God again.  I was fast sinking down under His silence. 
	And I'd noticed from past experience that I seemed to learn from Him
	in that direct, fresh, exciting way only when I was studying His
	Word — specifically, studying His Word in order to pass on, in
	some way, what I was learning.  So I began writing this study,  And
	so far, it seems to be working.  I'm loving studying the Word again.

	
	From
	our study so far, I've seen from this week's parable that the seed
	is the Word of God, the soils are the hearts and minds of people,
	the growth from the soil is the understanding of that Word, and the
	fruits from the growth are the visible results (including action)
	that follow a saving understanding of God's Word.

	
	Key
	words have been:  hearing,
	understanding, doing, willingness, persistence, and fruitfulness.
	 God requires willing hearing before He plants persistent
	understanding that grows fruitful doing in our hearts.  All He
	requires is willingness.  The rest of the work is His.  But He warns
	all the willing that following Him will not be easy.  We have to be
	willing to persevere in order to follow Him and in order to
	understand His Word.  In time, that understanding will bear fruit.

	
	Personally,
	I'm bringing home a new understanding this week of why dry spells
	happen in the lives of even good soil and of some of the reasons God
	requires persistence.   
	

	
	Possibly
	just emerging from a major dry spell myself, I can testify that my
	hunger to hear from God has increased tenfold.  I value His Word
	even more.  And through the dry spell, He's been doing the
	fruit-bearing work in my life of producing patience through waiting.
	 If one thought stands out to me above all the rest about what I've
	learned through this week's lessons, it's to be found in my personal
	theme verses:  “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall
	into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces
	patience.  But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be
	perfect and complete, lacking nothing” (James 1:2-4). 
	Patience, persistence, perseverance.  It's His work in my life.  And
	He sometimes uses dry spells to do it.
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	Week 2, Day
	1

	
	The
	Stories of the Wheat and the Weeds — Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 
	

	
	and
	the Dragnet — Matthew 13:47-50

	
	Today's
	Readings:  Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43; Gen. 2:8-9, 15-17; John 4:31-39

	
	

	

	
	Though
	Jesus wasn't a farmer, the first three of His parables from Matthew
	13 are agricultural stories.  From His location in the boat on the
	Sea of Galilee, did He look around at the fields surrounding the
	lake and draw His inspiration for these three stories by spotting a
	farmer at work?  I can imagine Him gesturing toward a man scattering
	seed and speaking His famous words about a sower, his seed, and four
	different kinds of soils.  In a natural progression of ideas,
	perhaps his next two parables followed on the heels of the first.

	
	Whatever
	sparked the ideas for His stories in the moment of their telling, I
	think it would be getting hold of the wrong end of the stick to
	think of His parables as Jesus reading into nature all kinds of
	meanings that He could use to make greater-reality, spiritual
	applications.  In fact, I think the opposite is true.  Nature itself
	seems to me to be a kind of parable, endowed from the start by its
	Creator with all manner of spiritual applications.  The
	greater-reality meanings don't need to be read into our physical
	world.  They only need to be read out of it.  They are already
	purposefully embedded into it.

	
	Jesus'
	illustration comparing His own flesh and blood to bread and wine is
	a perfect example.  Have you ever stopped to think, even if you
	happen to be vegetarian, that the only thing keeping you alive is
	death?  The grain and the grapes that become bread and wine die and
	are crushed in order for us to live.  Eating!  Such a simple act. 
	But what an awesome picture of His greater realities God built into
	our natural realities!

	
	That
	illustration ties in very directly to today's discussion and today's
	plus passages.  Do you wonder why  the only prohibition God gave the
	first humans was a prohibition regarding their food source?

	
	

	

	
	Why
	would God's only negative command to Adam and Eve involve eating
	from a particular tree?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	main reason I can see is that the tree of life and the tree of the
	knowledge of good and evil were pictures of God's greater realities.

	
	We
	are highly dependent creatures, and God created us as such for a
	reason.  I  believe our physical dependencies were given to us to
	demonstrate for us our spiritual dependencies.  One of our main
	physical dependencies is on food.  Pretty hard to live without it. 
	Food, in a physical sense, is our life-source.  God gave the first
	humans a choice between a dependency on Him (pictured by the fruit
	of the tree of life) or an independence from Him (the fruit of the
	tree from which He told them not to eat).  The fruit of the tree of
	the knowledge of good and evil became the fruit of death, however,
	as God warned Adam and Eve it would.  There is no life-source apart
	from Him.  Independence from Him can only mean death, destruction,
	and despair.  We can choose independence from Him because God is the
	God of freedom (the reason He gave the first humans a choice to
	make), but He warns us that there can be no real life outside the
	one He offers.

	
	All
	this may be very interesting (or to you it may not be, I don't know;
	I find it interesting), but what's it have to do with this week's
	parables?

	
	“The
	year's at the spring...” and yesterday was garden planting day
	for me.  As I was turning and raking the soil and dropping my seeds
	into their rows, my brain was madly busy thinking about Jesus' story
	of the wheat and the weeds and wondering what I would find to say
	about the story for today's lesson.  The story seems
	straightforward.  Too straightforward to get five-lessons-worth of
	material out of it.

	
	As
	I was gardening, I also began thinking about the reasons we garden. 
	People grow gardens for only two reasons that I can think of.

	
	

	

	
	What
	two purposes do gardens serve?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	only two purposes I could imagine for gardens are for food or for
	beauty (or for both).  
	

	
	Then,
	I remembered that God grew a garden once.  It's nearly the first
	thing we learn about God, right after the fact that He was the
	original Creator.  He was the original gardener.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 2:9, what two purposes did the trees serve that God grew in
	His garden?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	You
	may not be any closer to seeing an answer to the question, “What's
	all this have to do with this week's parables?”  Hopefully,
	the answer to that question will come a little clearer tomorrow, but
	let me start to answer that question by saying that on one
	read-through of Matthew 13 it occurred to me that Jesus' simple
	little story about the wheat and the weeds portrays a very big
	picture about the greater realities.  It takes us back to the
	beginning and lets us see into the unseen world of the spiritual
	battle that started from the creation of humanity and will continue
	till the end of time.  Jesus' tiny story is an epic encapsulated
	into a nutshell.  For today, I'd like to focus on the aspect of the
	epic that reveals God as a gardener.

	
	I
	said earlier that Jesus was no farmer, but that's not strictly true.
	 He was there in the beginning with and in His Father.   All things
	were created through Him (John 1:1-3).  If His Father is a gardener,
	so is He.  From Matthew 13, we learn that “the Son of Man”
	is not only a gardener; He is a farmer.  He sowed the good seed in
	the field of the world.  In a “greater-reality” sense,
	He is very much a farmer — the original farmer.  The part of
	Jesus' little, epic story that I'd like to zoom in on today is found
	in two words:  “good seed.”

	
	I've
	said that the only two purposes I can think of for growing a garden
	are for food and for beauty.  We've also seen that those were the
	two purposes God had for growing His garden.  I would assume He grew
	that first, literal garden in Eden for food and for beauty for the
	sake of the first humans, but in a bigger sense, what about the
	“good seed” He sowed in the field of the world?

	
	

	

	
	What
	does that “good seed” become in Matthew 13:38?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 In
	other words, we
	are God's garden — all those of us who have chosen Him as our
	God.

	
	He
	once planted a garden in order to feed and to delight His creation —
	those creations of His that He planted in the field of the world. 
	But why did He plant His metaphorical “garden”?  Why did
	He create those human “stalks of wheat”?  I've often
	asked myself, “Why would God create?  Why would God create us?
	 What did He get out of it?”  
	

	
	I
	love the answer Revelation 4:11 gives us from the King James
	Version:  “...for thou hast created all things, and for thy
	pleasure they are and were created.”  I see the truth of it
	from Genesis 1 as God looks at the riot of life, of colour, of
	taste, and aroma He has just created and announces that it's good. 
	In fact, everything He made was very
	good.  He did indeed plant “good seed” in the field of
	His world.  And it appears that one reason He decided to plant
	Himself the garden we call earth was for beauty — to delight
	His own heart.

	
	But
	what about the food aspect of growing a garden?  He doesn't need
	food.  God created us dependent on food so we would recognize our
	dependency.  And hopefully, so we would choose to recognize our
	dependency on
	Him.
	 But He's not dependent, is He?  I believe His self-sufficiency to
	be a fact.  He has no needs that are not met within Himself.  Yet
	Jesus makes an astonishing statement in John 4.

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 4:34, what does Jesus say is His food?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	struck me, reading this verse, that God is self-sufficient within
	Himself because He is all-relational within Himself.  He is not
	independent within
	Himself.
	 The Son is not independent of the Father, nor is the Father
	independent of the Son, nor is the Holy Spirit independent of
	either.  
	

	
	It
	sheds new light for me on the reason God made us to be dependent on
	Him.  Independence is the anti-relationship, and God created us for
	relationship.  In all the delight He took in His creation, there was
	one instance when He stopped and declared that something was not
	good.  And that something was the solitude of man.  It wasn't good
	that man should be alone.  We were created dependent because we were
	created for relationship.  We were created for relationship because
	God is all-relational.

	
	But
	here's the truly astonishing thing I'd like to point out from John
	4.  Jesus told His disciples that doing His Father's will was His
	food.

	
	

	

	
	Look
	back briefly over John 4.  What was His Father's will Jesus had just
	been doing?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	satisfied His hunger to satisfy the spiritual hunger of one of His
	much-loved creations.  Then, in the next verses of John 4, He goes
	on to talk about the reaping of human crops and the joy and
	satisfaction that harvest brings.  He is the original farmer who
	sowed His good seed in the world.  Why?  For beauty, surely, but
	also to satisfy His hunger.  And, incredibly, He hungers for
	relationship.  With
	US!  That's
	the God we serve!
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	Week 2, Day
	2

	
	The
	Stories of the Wheat and the Weeds — Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 
	

	
	and
	the Dragnet — Matthew 13:47-50

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43; Gen. 1:26,3:1-6,17-19

	
	

	

	
	We're
	looking again today at the epic, Big-Picture story of the wheat and
	the weeds.  That epic will take us right back to the beginning again
	— to Genesis — and today we'll be delving into the
	opening scenes of the unseen battle that rages all around us. 
	Today, we'll be tackling some of the deep, heavy, philosophical
	questions of life.

	
	A
	day or two ago, preparing to plant my garden, I pulled some quack
	grass that had escaped the teeth of the rototiller and marvelled
	over its hardiness.  Moments later, transferring my somewhat
	sad-looking, baby tomato plants from their bedding-plant containers
	to their new home in the garden, I wondered if they would survive
	the transition and thought, “Something's wrong with this
	picture.”  
	

	
	Something
	is
	out of kilter in our world.  Something's disjointed in our reality
	when the edible things, the useful things, the desirable things,
	require enormous amounts of my time, energy, and attention just to
	survive and the things that serve no apparent purpose require
	enormous amounts of my time, energy, and attention just to control. 
	And control is all I'll ever manage.  The weeds are unstoppable.  By
	me, that is.

	
	My
	thoughts quickly moved from literal wheat and weeds to the
	non-literal kind.  Why is it that a parent can spend enormous
	amounts of time, energy, and attention trying to raise good kids,
	but one wrong kind of friend can undo in a month what took years to
	instill?  Why are bad habits so quick to form and so slow to break? 
	Why does junk food taste better than Brussels sprouts and broccoli? 
	Why is bad so much easier for us than good?  Why does everything
	tend to run downhill on our earth and only through the greatest
	efforts of time, energy, and attention can anything be pushed
	inch-by-grueling-inch upwards?

	
	

	

	
	In
	the story Jesus told from Matthew 13:24-30, where did the weeds or
	the tares come from?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	our world, do weeds normally need to be planted in order to grow?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	As
	I was planting my garden, pulling quack grass, and thinking about
	wheat and weeds, I said to myself, “Anyone reading His story
	about the wheat and the weeds would know that Jesus was no gardener.
	 Weeds need no planting.”  I think it was at that point when I
	climbed aboard yesterday's train of thought and realized that Jesus
	is a
	gardener — the original Gardener.  Unlike the rest of us, He
	got to experience gardening before that “running downhill”
	tendency was in place.  In fact, His epic story shows us how that
	tendency was set in place.  But when He planted His original garden,
	there was no “weed problem.”  
	

	
	The
	weeds (even literal ones, in fact) are no accidents.  Originally,
	they didn't “just happen.”  They were planted.  Jesus'
	story reminds us of that truth.  And today's “plus”
	passages give us the details of that event.

	
	

	

	
	From
	yesterday's subject, write out your thoughts on the reasons God made
	humanity.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Write
	out your thoughts on the reasons God created a tree of which He told
	the first humans not to eat.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Jesus' second parable in Matthew 13, the Son of Man planted His
	“good seed” in the field of the world.  In that act, I
	see a picture of God (Father, Son, and Spirit) creating humanity out
	of a heart of love and out of a desire to delight in relationship
	with us.  But relationship requires freedom.  There can be no love
	without choice.  We can see it from our own experience of love.  So
	God gave the first humans a choice.

	
	(Also,
	all good things are good things because ultimately they reflect the
	character of God in some way.  Freedom is a good thing because God
	is free.  He makes choices.  He does as He wills to do.  Our freedom
	is a good thing (though misused like many — okay, all —
	of God's good gifts to us) because it is an extension of His
	freedom.  Even His enemy (before he became the enemy) and all his
	cohorts were free to choose.  God does not believe in slavery.  His
	servants must serve Him freely.)

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 1:26, into whose charge did God give the governance of the
	earth?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	God
	believes so strongly in freedom He gave dominion over the earth into
	the hands of its first human inhabitants.  And in a sense (in the
	same sense that a democracy is a rule “by the people”
	because of their freedom to choose their government) to every one of
	their descendants since.  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 3:1-6, what did the first humans do with the responsibility
	God gave to them?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Romans
	6:16 informs us that whom we choose to obey, we make our master. 
	The first humans chose to serve Satan by doing what he wanted them
	to do.  God gave the first humans that ability to so choose.  He
	gave them freedom.  They could do with it as they chose.  He had
	made mankind the masters of the earth.  They made Satan the master
	of the masters of the earth.  And so we now find ourselves in a
	state of existence where the enemy is “the ruler of this
	world.”  It's a title Jesus used repeatedly for him (John
	12:31, 14:30, 16:11).

	
	But
	what about us?  Why should Adam and Eve's wrong choice affect every
	one of us?  
	

	
	God
	still believes in freedom.  We're still all given a vote as to whom
	we want to rule our world.  The problem is that we all start out in
	a world under the immediate control of “the ruler of this
	world,” and it doesn't take long before every single one of us
	casts a vote for the present, reigning power.

	
	Isn't
	it ironic that the gift God has given every one of us is the very
	thing His enemy dangles before us as bait after convincing us it's
	the very thing God is holding back from us?  Satan's campaign
	promise is that his way is the only way to freedom, and despite the
	massive weight of evidence to the contrary, we believe him.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 3:1, what was the first suggestion the serpent planted in
	the mind of the woman, and how does it relate to the topic of
	freedom?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see it?  “Has God indeed said, 'You shall not eat of every
	tree of the garden'?”  How cleverly the serpent gives the
	wrong slant to the choice God had given the first humans!  To keep
	the woman from being reminded of all the trees she was free to eat
	from, he puts the focus on the one prohibition she was given.  And
	then, he leads her to believe that because she was given one
	prohibition, she's not free.  
	

	
	The
	reverse is the fact.  Without the prohibition, there would have been
	no true freedom for the first couple.  Freedom is synonymous with
	the ability to make choices, and as far as I can tell, God
	instituted a prohibition for the sake of giving Adam and Eve a
	choice.  But the serpent leads us to believe that if there's any
	prohibition at all, defying that prohibition will be the only act of
	freedom.   
	

	
	His
	next suggestion to the woman is more blatant.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Genesis 3:5, who does the serpent tell the woman she can become like
	through disobedience?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There
	is only One who is completely free — who can do whatever He
	chooses.  His enemy made his bid to serve only himself, and he has
	convinced every human since that serving oneself is the only
	freedom.  The fact of the case is that self-service is impossible
	for us.  As discussed yesterday, God made us as dependent creatures.
	 We were not created for complete independence.  While whispering in
	our ears about the freedom he's offering us, the father of all lies
	doesn't bother to mention the tiny detail that a rejection of God's
	rule in our lives makes His enemy our master.  And here's the result
	of making Satan our master:  slavery.  God is the God of freedom. 
	He believes in giving us choices.  Satan believes in stripping us of
	them.

	
	This
	is where we get back on track with this week's parable:  why should
	servitude to Satan mean that everything tends to run downhill?  Why
	must the world be out of kilter and require a great deal of hard
	labour just to survive in it?  Because God is about freedom.  Satan
	is about slavery.  And God allows us to see what the world looks
	like under the control of our hard taskmaster.

	
	The
	first humans could have had no real idea what they were choosing. 
	God had warned them about the death that would follow the overthrow
	of His light yoke of free servitude.  But could the word “death”
	have any meaning for them?  I've asked myself, “Why wouldn't
	God try harder to let them know what they were choosing?  Why
	wouldn't He show them somehow, help them make an informed choice?”

	
	And
	then I try to imagine what else He could have done to warn them. 
	Played home movies for them of our world as it is now?  Still, till
	a person experiences a reality for himself, that reality doesn't
	become real to him.  I've watched a lot of movies.  None of them
	were real to me.  Adam and Eve could not, I believe, know —
	really know — the difference between good and evil without
	tasting of the evil.  Anything else would have been just hearing
	words — just watching someone else's home movies. 
	

	
	Then,
	there's the point that Adam and Eve chose
	to believe the serpent and disbelieve God.  God could have talked
	Himself blue in the face about the consequences of choosing to
	listen to the serpent, but once the choice was made to disbelieve
	God's words, would it have made any difference how many words God
	had used or how many other methods He may have used in an attempt to
	show His creatures the folly of disobedience? 
	

	
	I
	think God did the only thing He could do.  He gave the first humans
	a real freedom with real consequences.  Adam and Eve may not have
	known exactly what they were choosing, but every one of their
	children should.  We see that “running downhill” effect.
	 We see that our world is out of kilter.  We feel the misery of it. 
	Then, God tells us in His Book the reasons for it.  Shouldn't we all
	decide to cast our votes against making God's enemy the ruler of our
	world?  That is the effect the hardship and misery in our world
	should have.  And praise God, it often does.  He uses the
	disjointedness of our world more than any other means, I believe, to
	draw people, sick to death of their enslaved state, back to Himself.
	 He can even use the enemy's work of weed-planting in His own work
	of wheat-planting.  He's just like that!

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Genesis 3:3, what was the sum total of the results of eating the
	forbidden fruit?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 3:17-19 what was one of the specific results included in
	that sum total?
	
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	weeds in my garden are a little picture that the earth is dying. 
	They are part of that “running downhill” tendency of
	which death is the sum total.  They were a sign to Adam, the
	gardener, that the earth was beginning to die and that one day He,
	too, would die.  The verses of Gen. 3:17-19 are all about (what I,
	in a non-scientific usage, call) the second law of thermodynamics. 
	All part of allowing us to see what the consequences of making Satan
	our master look like.

	
	  It
	strikes me that Jesus, the original Gardener, as He recounted the
	incident of His enemy planting weeds in the field of the world, may
	have been reliving the moment in His mind when Adam was informed
	that thorns and thistles would overtake the ground.  Was that moment
	His inspiration for His little story about some wheat and weeds?  I
	don't know, of course, but over and over, I see the spiritual truths
	God instilled into the parable that we call nature.

	
	Today,
	we took on some heavy topics.  It was a bad-news kind of day.  The
	enemy has planted his weeds among the wheat in the field of the
	world, and wheat, if left to its own devices, cannot withstand the
	influence of the weeds.  Without some kind  of intervention, weeds
	tend to rule the world.  It's the fact we see now from the “running
	downhill” of our world.  But the good news is that there was
	(and will be) an intervention.  Tomorrow, we'll get to take a look
	at the good news in the big picture of Jesus' epic little story.
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	Week 2, Day
	3

	
	The
	Stories of the Wheat and the Weeds — Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 
	

	
	and
	the Dragnet — Matthew 13:47-50

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43; Isa. 61; Rom. 8:18-28

	
	

	

	
	I've
	said we'd get around to the good news today — the
	intervention.  And we will.  But before we get there, I want to
	start by taking another look at the work of the enemy in our world. 
	The work of the enemy in the first parable from Matthew 13 gives me
	a new perspective on the work of the enemy in the second parable.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 13:25 and 39, what is the work of the enemy in the world?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 13:19, what is the work of the enemy?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	These
	two almost seem to be opposites.  From the parable of the wheat and
	the weeds, Satan's work is planting.  From the parable of the soils,
	Satan's work is snatching — unplanting.  Combining the two,
	the perspective is offered that Satan does his work of planting all
	things unholy by first unplanting.  And that unplanting work is the
	unplanting of God's Word.

	
	I
	see it from Genesis 2-3.  Here, the combined work of Satan's
	planting and snatching can be seen.  God had made the man and woman
	a promise: they would surely die in the day they ate of the
	forbidden fruit (Gen. 2:17).  Then, in Genesis 3:1, the first words
	out of the serpent's mouth in speaking to Eve were, “Has God
	indeed said...?”  First, he attempted to confuse Eve on the
	subject of what it was God had indeed said.  He began by planting
	doubts about God's words in Eve's mind.  And in Genesis 3:4, he grew
	very bold, blatantly contradicting what God had indeed said.  “You
	will not surely die.”  Because Eve didn't understand God's
	words to her, Satan snatched away her confidence in them entirely. 
	It was through planting doubts about the truth of God's promise that
	Satan began his work of planting the first weeds in our world.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	Adam and Eve die on the very day they ate the fruit of the tree of
	the knowledge of good and evil?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	They
	did but not visibly.  The visible fulfillment of God's promise
	wouldn't happen until much later.

	
	I'm
	opening with this particular instance of Satan's planting/snatching
	work because something similar has been happening in my own mind and
	life that needs some resolving.  Today's lesson is going to be
	another one of those lessons where the rubber meets the road for me.
	 (Don't worry!  We will get to the good news yet.)

	
	In
	Week 1, I shared the information with you that I had been doing a
	whole lot of wrestling with a whole lot of God's promises.  I
	couldn't quite see the involvement of the serpent's forked tongue in
	those wrestlings, but I'm beginning to.

	
	As
	was the case with the first promise God made Adam and Eve, God's
	promises often do not come true the way we expect them to.  One of
	today's “plus” passages is a big one for me.  I'll get
	very personal and tell you that I believed God was giving me the
	promises of Isaiah 61:2-3 (about beauty for ashes and the oil of joy
	for mourning; about planting His people as trees of righteousness to
	glorify Himself) to claim for my church and the rough time it was
	going through as it was on the verge of a split.  I fully expected
	to see God turn the situation around and to see in the end what good
	thing He was doing in our midst through it.

	
	The
	church split happened, leaving its ugly aftermath in its wake. 
	There has been no noticeable reconciliation.  And I was left saying,
	“Did God really say...?”

	
	Isaiah
	61:1 (about setting captives at liberty and opening prison doors to
	the bound) is another such passage for me.  Over the past couple of
	years, God has begun to open my eyes to my lifelong bondage to fear
	— a bondage to which I was so accustomed I was blind to it.  I
	was (and am) positive the only reason He began opening my eyes to my
	bondage was because He has every intention of freeing me.  As yet,
	there has been no noticeable change in my condition.  “Did God
	really say...?”

	
	

	

	
	Are
	there any promises from God that, for you so far, have resulted only
	in experiencing disappointment with Him?  Describe any you can think
	of.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	been stifling doubts for some time now.  I would tell myself,
	“Obviously, I'm just not very good at hearing from God. 
	Obviously, I'm not very good at understanding what His promises
	mean.  I guess they're not meant to be taken quite as literally as I
	take them.”  And then the serpent would hiss in my inner ear,
	“Isn't that because they're misleading?  Why does God make
	promises if they're not meant to be understood?”    
	

	
	Over
	the past two weeks, I've decided that the doubts and questions had
	to be faced head-on.  I needed some solid answers.  I needed to
	understand.  If the evil one could snatch away God's Word because it
	wasn't understood (Matt. 13:19), I knew the time had come for a
	little clarity on the situation for me.  I had to know whether God
	speaks truth.  If His promises aren't true, why would I believe
	anything He says?  Or if His promises aren't meant to be understood,
	how can I understand anything He said?  And if I can't understand
	Him when He speaks, why would He speak?  To me, at least?

	
	Last
	week's lesson helped to satisfy some of my questions on the reasons
	I don't instantly understand everything God says.  Understanding is
	a growing thing.  God sometimes speaks to us in ways we can't
	understand yet
	because that understanding of His Word is a thing worth fighting
	for.  We'll value it more for the work we put into it.  And that
	work and that waiting will produce good results in our characters.

	
	But
	I still needed to know that God does not mislead us with His
	promises.  Weren't His words to Adam and Eve misleading?  He told
	them they would surely die on the day they ate of the fruit.  But
	did they?

	
	And
	that incident gave me the key to finally understanding God's
	promises.  God always speaks truth; I believe it.  (I'm staking my
	eternal life on it, in fact.)  But He speaks deep truths that show
	me the way things really are — not necessarily the way things
	appear
	to be.

	
	When
	I apply this principle to all of God's promises, I begin to
	understand them in a new way.  Perhaps, I begin to understand them
	properly.  No, God's promises are not misleading.  They address the
	truth behind the appearances.  Appearances
	are misleading.  And so my mind becomes misled.  It appeared
	that Adam and Eve didn't die on the day they ate the fruit.  But
	they died a more sure death than a merely physical one.  It appears
	that my church fell apart last year.  It appears
	that God's work in my life is not going forward, that I'm just as
	enslaved to fear as I've ever been.  I can only get the true view on
	things by believing that God's promises are about the bigger things,
	the inner things, the behind-the-scenes things.  Behind the scenes,
	God is  madly at work in my church and my life, and the things that
	appear
	broken will turn into the very things through which He works out His
	perfect plan.  He made a promise to that effect in Romans 8:28, and
	I believe it.

	
	Now,
	we're getting to the intervention — that good news which I
	promised
	you (I hope my promises aren't misleading) we would talk about
	today.

	
	Let's
	start with Isaiah 61, a passage of glorious promises.  It's a
	passage about the intervention.  It's also a passage Jesus used as
	His mission statement near the beginning of His public ministry.

	
	

	

	
	Please
	read Luke 4:17-21.  What did Jesus declare about the first few
	verses of Isaiah 61?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	enlightening I find Jesus' statement regarding Isaiah 61!  Here I
	am, finding myself questioning if God's promises are true
	(specifically, God's promises from Isaiah 61), and Jesus' words come
	along to inform me that not only are these promises true, they were
	fulfilled two thousand years ago.

	
	Isaiah
	61 is one of the plainest Messianic prophecies.  If we were reading
	the passage in Hebrew, we would be able to spot a form of the word
	“Messiah” in verse one.  The word we pronounce as
	“Messiah” simply means “Anointed” in Hebrew.
	 When Jesus publicly claimed the opening verses of Isaiah 61 for His
	own, He was informing His audience that the Messiah they were
	looking for had arrived.  Jesus was announcing the long-awaited
	intervention.  God was stepping in to set things straight in our
	out-of-kilter world.

	
	But
	what an intervention!  What a Messiah!  The Jews of Jesus' day were
	looking for a mighty king and a warrior — not a simple
	teacher/carpenter in homespun with callouses on his hands. 
	Anointing, in their minds, was all tied in with kingship (as indeed
	it is).  The first-century Jews were not wrong to expect that their
	Messiah would be King.  He is King.  In reality, He is all that His
	nation had been promised He would be, but He didn't appear
	in that guise.  In fact, most of the Jews listening to Jesus would
	have had the same struggle with the promises of Isaiah 61 that I do.
	 “But these promises don't appear
	fulfilled!”

	
	And
	they don't, do they?  You have to understand that these promises
	were originally given to the nation Israel and are still applicable
	to them.  Have they all come true for the nation of Israel in
	general?

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	out any of the promises of Isaiah 61 that look to you to be
	particularly unfulfilled.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yet
	Jesus stated that the promises of Isaiah 61 were fulfilled in the
	hearing of His first-century audience.  For the people witnessing
	the intervention, an important key to understanding the intervention
	they were witnessing would have been the understanding I'm coming to
	have of God's promises: God tells us the truth about things —
	which is often the opposite of the way things appear.  
	

	
	Let's
	not lose sight of the parable we are (ostensibly) studying this
	week.  Where in the parable of the wheat and the weeds can you see
	what I'm calling “the intervention”?  I'll give you a
	hint.

	
	

	

	
	What
	word is repeated in Matt. 13:24, 38, 41, and 43, and what are the
	good seeds called in Matt. 13:38?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 When
	Jesus spoke about “the kingdom,” (and all of the
	parables of Matthew 13 make reference to “the kingdom”),
	He's speaking about the intervention.

	
	The
	intervention is demonstrated by the fact that any wheat grows at all
	— that it coexists side by side with the weeds in weed-land. 
	The kingdom is already planted in the midst of enemy-occupied
	territory.  
	

	
	But
	as the story of the wheat and the weeds shows us clearly, there will
	be a final intervention.  There is not one intervention.  There will
	be two (or one with two manifestations).  It was one  of the clear
	doctrines Jesus taught during the first intervention.  He said very
	plainly that He was coming back to reign as King.  His kingdom then
	will be the outward, visible one His countrymen were expecting.  One
	where all the promises of Isaiah 61 will finally appear
	to be fulfilled as they (invisibly) already are.

	
	Yesterday,
	I spoke a great deal about Satan being the ruler of this world (by
	our permission) and about the “weeds” taking over the
	world.  I had to bite my metaphorical tongue then because I was
	tempted to begin exploring today's subject:  the kingdom of heaven. 
	Satan may be the ruler
	of this world — its elected prime minister or governor —
	but there is only one King!
	 Satan rules only under the permission of the true Sovereign —
	a Sovereign who allows His enemy only as much leeway as He can use
	for His own purposes.  
	

	
	And
	there's that good news I've been promising you today.  Satan is not
	in control of our world.  Not ultimately.  Ultimately, the
	intervention is already a fait
	accompli.
	 
	

	
	But
	here's where we get back to my new understanding of God's promises
	in my life.  Through the eyes of faith, I can see that God's
	promises to me are about the bigger, spiritual realities that are
	already true — just as Jesus was truly the mighty King He
	didn't appear to be and His invisible kingdom was already a reality
	in the lives of all those who wanted Him to reign over them —
	who (in yesterday's language) cast their votes for Him.

	
	Isaiah
	61:11 speaks about God's promises coming true in the same way that
	the earth brings forth its growth.  No coincidence that Jesus spoke
	of the kingdom of heaven in agricultural terms.  This is treading
	into next week's territory, but I'm beginning to see that God's
	promises (and His kingdom) start in a slow, inner, secret, invisible
	kind of way before they reach full-bloom.  A person doesn't harvest
	his wheat the day after it's planted.  The time-factor is a second
	important key to understanding God's promises: they require some
	waiting before appearance will match reality — before we get
	to see
	His promises fulfilled.  It's the subject that today's Romans 8
	passage addresses.  There will be that second, final intervention —
	that time when Jesus' kingdom will be a perfect and an obvious one. 
	Till then, the “weeds” will be a fact of life.  All of
	nature (including us) “groans” until that day.  But the
	story of the wheat and the weeds promises us that that groaning will
	have an end.  There will be a complete and satisfactory fulfillment
	of all of God's promises.  The parable also tells us that, in the
	meantime, God is still in control.  And He is at work in the midst
	of our weed patch.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__163_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__225_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__92_574192277]
	Week 2, Day
	4

	
	The
	Stories of the Wheat and the Weeds — Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 
	

	
	and
	the Dragnet — Matthew 13:47-50

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 2 Peter 3

	
	

	

	
	“And
	He is at work in the midst of our weed patch.”
	 
	

	
	I'd
	like to use yesterday's closing statement as today's opening
	statement because it works into the main topic for today's lesson. 
	Today's topic: “God's work in the world through waiting.”

	
	For
	me, waiting emerged as a prominent theme from last week's lessons. 
	It's emerging as a prominent theme from this week's lessons, as
	well.  It may be popping up all over the place in the lessons I'm
	writing for the simple reason that waiting is emerging as a
	prominent theme of my life just now. 
	

	
	This
	week, I asked myself a question that I don't remember asking before:
	 “Why two interventions?”  I mean, why did God plan His
	work in the world so that the first coming of His Messiah would be
	quiet and humble?  Why didn't Jesus come in power and glory the
	first time?  The obvious answer is that it was very necessary in
	God's plan for the world for Jesus to die.  But why didn't Jesus,
	after His resurrection, do as His closest friends were expecting and
	claim His kingdom immediately (Acts 1:6)?  Why the
	two-thousand-plus-year wait?  Why does God seem to move so slowly?

	
	From
	today's “plus” passage, one of Jesus' closest friends
	tells us the answer to that question that he, through the passage of
	years, began to see.  He had done some changing since his days of
	expecting Jesus to claim His kingdom on the spot and of volunteering
	his sword and the strength of his arm to help His King in that
	endeavour (John 18:10), but we need to know that patience did not
	come any more naturally to Peter than it does to me and waiting was
	not more of an attractive prospect for him than for any of us.  If I
	find myself thrown for a loop by not seeing God's promises come true
	when or how I expect them to, I can only imagine how Peter must have
	felt on the three days between the crucifixion and the resurrection.

	
	By
	the time he wrote the epistle of 2 Peter, however, Peter had come a
	long way.  He may have been surprised to know that people two
	thousand years later would still be reading his words, still looking
	to the skies, waiting to see that second intervention, but in 2
	Peter 3, it's plain the Teacher had taught him a thing or two about
	God's timetable.  
	

	
	From
	2 Peter 3, I hear echo after echo coming back to me from yesterday's
	studying.  The first echo I hear is the word “promise.”

	
	

	

	
	What
	is “the promise” spoken of repeatedly in 2 Peter 3?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yesterday,
	I mentioned my own doubts regarding God's promises.  They needed to
	be set to rest.  I needed to know God speaks truth.  I also told you
	that I'm finally beginning to be able to see the work of the enemy
	in my doubts.  Here's another echo from yesterday:

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in 2 Peter 3 do you see the weed-planting/Word-snatching work of the
	enemy?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	see it in verses three and four (and following verses relating what
	it is the “scoffers” wilfully “forget”).  In
	the scoffers, I see the enemy planting his weeds of doubt.  I also
	see the enemy's work in verses sixteen and seventeen (about the
	letters of Paul, containing some hard-to-understand concepts which
	the unstable and untaught twist).  Remember from Matthew 13:19 that
	it's the lack of understanding which gives Satan the opportunity to
	do his snatching-away work.  
	

	
	The
	doubts may be wilful.  (The scoffers of verses three to five
	intentionally “forget” what they need to remember.)  Or
	the doubts may be the result of a lack of understanding.  But the
	results are the same.  The Word is snatched away and weeds are
	planted.  My lack of understanding of God's promises was opening the
	door for doubts to be planted regarding their truth.  
	

	
	After
	stating firmly yesterday that I do believe God's promises to be
	true, I would have liked to explain my thought processes in arriving
	back at that place of confidence.  I need to tell you that it was
	not an act of blind faith.  I would have liked to delve into the
	subject of gullibility yesterday, but it wasn't the time or place.

	
	I
	admit, I cringe slightly when I see a bumper sticker or a T-shirt
	that says something like, “God said it.  I believe it.  That
	settles it.”  I cringe because the slogan sounds a little too
	close to blind faith, and I cringe at blind faith.  A lot of people
	have said a lot of things.  How can I know who to believe?  God is
	pleased with faith, but I don't think God is pleased with blind
	faith — gullibility — and it's all too easy to confuse
	the two.  
	

	
	My
	bumper sticker would have to read something like, “God said
	it.  He's given me lots of good reasons for believing that what He
	says is true.  So I believe it.  That settles it.  At least, until
	next week when I'll have to undergo the whole reasoning process all
	over again,” but the bumper sticker wouldn't fit on the
	bumper, and my version wouldn't sell.

	
	There
	are reasons I believe that all of God's promises are true, even if
	they don't always appear true.  Those reasons are the promises that
	I can see have already come true.  If I had no experience with
	seeing any
	of  the Bible's promises coming true, I'd have a hard time clinging
	to a belief in them.  Nor should I.  In the Law, we're given the
	litmus test for true and false prophets.  Do their words come true?
	(Deut.18:22).  And God gives us evidence that He tells the truth. 
	He doesn't want us to believe blindly everything everyone ever tells
	us.  For me, the strongest arguments for the Bible being the Word of
	God are the promises it makes about the Messiah's first coming that
	came true.  Isaiah 53 and similar passages have bolstered my sagging
	faith more than once.

	
	It
	may look as though we're far afield of 2 Peter 3 and even farther
	afield of Matthew 13.  Back to 2 Peter 3.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are Peter's refutations for the scoffers who doubt the promises of
	Jesus' second coming?
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	

	

	
	Isn't
	that interesting?!  Peter doesn't say, “God said it, so just
	believe it, you scoffers!”  No, he says, “You're
	purposely forgetting a few promises that have already come true.”
	 
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	two events does Peter remind the scoffers they are forgetting?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Again,
	very interesting!  Creation and the flood.  I find this passage
	enormously relevant to our day and age.  Not only are the scoffers
	louder and more active than they have been in a very long time, but
	these are the very events they like to intentionally forget.  And
	these are the two events for which I find the evidence overwhelming.
	 The greater strides science makes, the louder the scoffers have to
	scoff to drown out the voice of the shouting evidence.  In fact, the
	weaknesses in evolutionary thinking (and the resulting strengthening
	in the Creationist standpoint) and the enormous amounts of
	geological evidence for the Genesis flood are two more bolsters that
	have often supported my sagging faith.

	
	And
	then, after his one-two, Peter delivers his knockout punch: if God's
	Word tells us the truth about creation and the flood, then it tells
	us the truth that Jesus is coming back again and that the earth will
	be destroyed, not with water this time but with fire, and that a new
	order — a new cosmos and a new earth — will be set up. 
	The intervention will be complete.

	
	Maybe
	you're at last seeing how 2 Peter 3 and my ramblings fall into line
	with Matthew 13 and the story of the wheat and the weeds.  If not, I
	hope the reason Peter cites for God taking His sweet time before
	completing the final intervention should make it plain.

	
	

	

	
	State
	the reason from 2 Peter 3:9 that God seems to move slowly in
	wrapping up His work in the world.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 A
	moment ago, I said that God is taking His sweet time to fulfill this
	particular promise.  I wasn't speaking sacrilegiously.  It is His
	sweet time He's taking because the reason for the wait is a sweet
	one.  He instills us with patience through waiting because He is
	patient and because He waits.  Why is He patient?  Why does He wait?
	 Because He doesn't want anyone to perish.  He wants everyone to
	come to Him and find life.

	
	That
	fact is a vitally important one to remember as we look at Jesus'
	story of the wheat and the weeds.  It may appear from a surface
	reading of the parable that Jesus has no care or concern for the
	unsaved.  But that's a surface reading.  I want us to look below the
	surface.  Back we go to Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43.

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the servants of “the man” who sowed the good seed
	suggest when they saw the weeds growing?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Even
	the angels need some educating regarding God's timetable and the
	reasons He waits.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 13:29, what reason does “the man” give for
	allowing the weeds to grow until the harvest?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	His
	answer is so significant I'm tempted to think it might almost be
	considered the main point of the parable.  It's for the sake of the
	wheat that He waits.  What does that mean?  I think I'll leave you
	with that question today, and we'll look for an answer tomorrow.
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	Week 2, Day
	5

	
	The
	Stories of the Wheat and the Weeds — Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43; 
	

	
	and
	the Dragnet — Matthew 13:47-50

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt.13:24-30, 36-43, 47-50; Matt.3:7-12; Psalm 1 
	

	
	

	

	
	I'd
	like to start today by comparing the first two parables we've
	already looked into from Matthew 13 before we get to the third: the
	story of the dragnet.  Let's do a little review.  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Jesus' explanation of the story of the wheat and the weeds in
	Matthew 13:36-43, what does each  different element in the story
	represent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	is the symbolism similar to the parable of the soils?  How  is it
	different?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Both
	parables are about the different responses possible to the message
	of God's Word.  Both have for their main point the idea that there
	is a fundamental division between human and human, and that
	fundamental division has nothing to do with colour, culture, age,
	gender, or economics. 
	

	
	The
	main differences in the symbolism of the parables I noticed were in
	the soil/field and the plants/wheat/weeds.  In the first parable,
	the soil is the listener.  In the second parable, the field is the
	world.  In the first parable, the plants are the growths of various
	degrees of understanding in the hearts and minds of listeners.  In
	the second, the wheat and weeds are the listeners themselves.

	
	In
	the first parable, soil can change its type.  We saw it from Isaiah
	55.  Poor soil can become good soil.  Most people need a little
	cultivation and fertilization before they can accept and understand
	God's saving message.  In the second parable, we learn that there
	are only two types of people, and God knows from the start which is
	which.  The parable of the dragnet that we'll be dipping into today
	tells us the same truth.

	
	The
	first parable presents a close-up picture of some spiritual truths. 
	In the story of the soils, we're seeing truth, yes, but truth from a
	horizontal perspective.  We see truth down on our level.  The story
	of the wheat and the weeds backs us up to look at reality from a
	bigger perspective, like looking down to see the earth from  space. 
	To a greater degree, we're seeing from God's perspective from this
	week's parables.

	
	From
	our perspective, the worst of sinners can become the greatest of
	saints.  Church history witnesses to many such turn-arounds in many
	of its greatest leaders.  But from God's perspective, right from the
	start, He knows His own.  Wheat is wheat, and weeds are weeds.  Good
	fish are good fish, and bad fish are bad fish.  He sees our lives
	from the viewpoint of eternity.  He sees the end from the beginning.
	 And it's not how we begin that counts; it's how we finish.

	
	I
	closed yesterday with the question, “What does it mean that
	God waits
	for the sake of the wheat?”  We saw from Matthew 13:29 that
	the reason God has not yet uprooted all evil in our world, the
	reason Jesus has not yet returned in all His power and glory to
	judge the world, is for the sake of the wheat.
	 
	

	
	Putting
	together 2 Peter 3:9 — the truth that God is not willing that
	any should perish but that all should come to repentance —
	with Matthew 13 and the parable of the wheat and the weeds —
	the truth that God has always known the difference between “the
	sons of the kingdom” and “the sons of the wicked one”
	— what could it mean that Jesus has not yet returned to uproot
	all evil because in so doing He may uproot some of His sons?  You
	tell me.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 13:29, what does it mean that God waits to uproot evil lest
	He uproot His “wheat” with it?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It's
	quite simple when God's perspective is remembered, isn't it?  It
	means that not all have come to repentance that He knows will
	come to repentance.  Not all of His wheat has shown itself to be
	wheat yet.  
	

	
	We
	saw it yesterday.  Why does God wait?  Because He is loving.  He is
	merciful.  He is longsuffering.  Literally, He suffers long.  We
	suffer under the oppression from evil in our world.  If we suffer
	under the weight of evil, how much more does the only Perfect One? 
	The One whose heart breaks to see the world's rejection of Himself? 
	But He is willing to suffer long with our rebellious world.  Why? 
	For the sake of those who will repent of their rebellion and their
	rejection of Him.  From yesterday's “plus” passage,
	“...consider that the longsuffering of our Lord is
	salvation...” (2 Pet. 3:15).       
	

	
	Why
	hasn't Jesus returned yet?  The irony is, the reason may be for the
	sake of some of those very same “scoffers” who laugh at
	the promise of Jesus' Second Coming.  Maybe some of them will do
	some repenting before He gets here.  And so He waits.

	
	I
	learned an interesting thing about the weeds in Jesus' story.  The
	original Greek word translated “weeds” or “tares”
	is “zizanion.”
	 This is a specific type of weed, I believe, spoken of nowhere else
	in the New Testament (as far as I can discover).  From my
	Greek-English dictionary, I learned that “zizanion”
	is a wheat-like weed.

	
	From
	our perspective, we can't know absolutely who is a stalk of wheat
	and who is a weed.  For one thing, the weediest-looking person may
	be, in fact, wheat-in-the-making.  For another thing, a weed can
	disguise itself to look a whole lot like wheat.  God will judge.  We
	judge by appearances, but God looks at hearts.      
	

	
	Especially
	when plants and weeds are small, it's difficult to tell the
	difference.  Perhaps this is another reason God waits on His final
	judgment.  Though He knows from the start which is which, He waits
	until harvest — until the wheat and the weeds are both
	full-grown — before sending out His reapers so that the wheat
	and the weeds will be able to plainly identify themselves.
	 There's no time to explore the passages now, but I've seen it
	before from Scripture:  the time of “the end of this age”
	will be a time of polarization.  Evil will reveal itself clearly for
	what it is.  The choices will be plainly laid out.  The battle lines
	will be obvious.  Excuses will be stripped away.  Those who choose
	the evil will know what they're choosing.

	
	It's
	the subject of this polarization that brings in today's “plus”
	passages as well as the parable of the dragnet.  Though we can't
	know infallibly on which side of the clear dividing line any
	particular person would fall, the point of today's readings is that
	there is a clear dividing line, and there are only two sides.  There
	are only two, main types of people (in any kind of differentiation
	that really counts).  There are only two destinies.

	
	

	

	
	From
	all of today's readings, pick out a verse (or verses) showing the
	clear dividing line.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That
	dividing line is probably the most obvious point from our two
	parables this week.

	
	But
	how that dividing line goes against the grain of popular thought! 
	Especially in our society where we like to gloss over any
	differences between people.  The next point goes even more against
	the grain.

	
	

	

	
	From
	all of today's readings, pick out the verses that show the two,
	opposing destinies of those on either side of the dividing line.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	A
	study of the parables we've been looking at this week could not be
	complete without talking about those destinies.  “For the LORD
	knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the ungodly shall
	perish” (Psalm 1:6). The perishing of the ungodly sums up what
	the other passages have to tell us about the destiny of the ungodly.
	 
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is a synonym for perish?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	takes me right back to Genesis and one particular tree about which
	God told the first humans,  “...in the day that you eat of it
	you shall surely die” (1:17).  And Adam and Eve surely died on
	the day they ate of the tree.  They became separated from their
	Life-source — a separation only to be repaired through His
	intervention.  And that intervention involved another tree — a
	tree of death for God, but to us a tree of life.

	
	The
	Matthew 3 passage and the two parables we're discussing this week
	both describe this perishing in terms of fiery judgment.  Fire is
	often used in the Bible to refer to judgment.  
	

	
	It
	strikes me that the judgment of the ungodly may be described in the
	Bible in terms of burning for the reason that burning is often the
	destiny of dead things.  The chaff of Psalm 1 and of Matthew 3:12 is
	the dead shell of the living wheat.  The tree incapable of bearing
	good fruit in Matthew 3:10 is being separated from its life-source
	(its roots) because it's already effectually dead.  A tree that
	doesn't bear fruit is a dead tree.

	
	It
	is a Scriptural fact that the clear dividing line we see throughout
	its pages is fundamentally this:  the division between the living
	and the dead.  Between those who have chosen a living death of an
	independence from God and those who have said to Him, “You are
	my life.”

	
	And
	that dividing line does determine the difference in destinies of the
	two types of people.  There is nothing left for the dead but to be
	cast away and burned.  That is the frightening truth Jesus ends His
	epic little story (and its companion piece) with.  The good news is
	that He strenuously desires that everyone should repent and no one
	should perish.  It's the reason for His first intervention in our
	world.  It's also the reason He's holding back on His second
	intervention.
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	Week 2
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— What two purposes do gardens serve?

	
	2
	— In the story Jesus told from Matthew 13:24-30, where did the
	weeds or the tares come from?

	
	3
	— What word is repeated in Matt. 13:24, 38, 41, and 43, and
	what are the good seeds called in Matt. 13:38?

	
	4
	— From Matthew 13:29, what reason does “the man”
	give for allowing the weeds to grow until the harvest?

	
	5
	— From Matthew 13:29, what does it mean that God waits to
	uproot evil lest He uproot His “wheat” with it?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	On
	Day 1, I was awed to see that God created us out of the desire to
	delight in relationship with us.  But He made us free, and we are
	free to choose the living death of attempted independence from God. 
	

	
	Day
	2 took a look at the enemy, his weeds, and the gift of freedom —
	a gift which Satan promises but God, in fact, gives every one of us.
	 Because of God's good gift of freedom, the enemy is able to do his
	weed-planting work in our world.  Evil is no accident.  It exists in
	our world because God believes in freedom.  We are free to choose
	our own master.  But the results of making Satan our master is
	slavery and ultimately death.

	
	Day
	3 got very personal as I described the holding-pattern I seem to be
	in, waiting on God's promises.  A key word for the week was
	“waiting.”  (More on waiting in a moment.)  And we
	looked at Intervention # 1.

	
	On
	Days 4 and 5, we saw the final wrap-up of our weedy world.  We will
	not live with its imperfections forever.  God will set all to
	rights.  The dividing line between humanity is between the living
	and the dead, between those who have chosen independence from God
	and those who have chosen relationship with Him.

	
	Now.
	 How has my
	life changed through this week's study?  I have a new understanding
	of God's promises.  Because I didn't see
	them coming true, I questioned God's promises.  I don't experience
	on a regular basis the abundant, Spirit-controlled, fruit-bearing
	life filled with love, joy, and peace that Jesus said He came to
	give us.  But I came to two very important conclusions about God's
	promises:  1) They are true.  But appearances are misleading.  And
	2) His promises often require a little (or a great deal) of waiting
	before we see
	them come true.  I can rest in the truth of all of God's promises
	because of promises already seen to be true, i.e. the first coming
	of the Messiah.  Like the fulfillment of God's promises in my life,
	that coming was quiet and unspectacular and took a little seeing
	through the eyes of faith in order to recognize it for what it was. 
	Some (maybe most) of God's promises will not see their final
	fulfillment until our new, perfect world is in place.  
	

	
	This
	week, 2 Peter 3:9 spoke directly to me.  “The Lord is
	not slack concerning His promises,
	as some count slackness...”  God is in the process of keeping
	His promises — all of them.  But He has some very good reasons
	for staying His hand before their final fulfillments.  In the case
	of Jesus' return, God stays His hand because of His love and
	patience and desire for many to repent.  When I see the beauty of
	His reasons in waiting on that particular promise, it gives me the
	confidence to believe that His reasons are just as good for letting
	me wait to see His other promises fulfilled in my own life.
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	Week 3, Day
	1

	
	The
	Stories of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast — Matthew 13:31-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 13:31-35, Mark 4:21-32, John 3:1-8

	
	

	

	
	As
	with last week's parables, when I first started pondering this
	week's, I wondered what on earth I would find to say that could
	possibly fill five-days-worth of lessons.  The stories of the
	mustard seed and the yeast carry the main point, “The kingdom
	of heaven starts small but becomes big.”  In fact, isn't that
	the only point they carry?  What else is there to be said?  I have a
	strong hunch I'll find quite a lot more to say.  I suspect that
	simple truth will take on several different forms this week.

	
	Let's
	start with a quick overview of the story of the mustard seed as told
	by Mark and the surrounding context of that parable in Mark.  If you
	want to glance quickly back to the end of Mark 3 and the beginning
	of Mark 4, you'll notice that the time, place, and situation being
	described are the same as those of Matthew 13.  Matthew and Mark
	record a few differences in the parables Jesus taught on that
	occasion, but it's plain to see that we are not being told of two
	different occasions in Mark 4 and Matthew 13 but the same one.

	
	I
	haven't bothered to have you read the parable of the soils from
	Mark.  It doesn't differ substantially from the parable in Matthew. 
	The parable of the mustard seed is also nearly identical.   The
	differences come in  with the words Mark's source (probably Simon
	Peter) remembers Jesus speaking immediately after His explanation of
	the soils.  There are also differences between the parable of the
	wheat and the weeds in Matthew and the parable Mark 4:26-29 relates.

	
	From
	Mark 4, in Jesus' statements about light and the parable that
	follows, I see a thread of connected thought joining the parable of
	the soils to the parable of the mustard seed.  We'll get to Jesus'
	comments on lights, visible and invisible shortly, but first I'd
	like to examine the parable that follows those comments.  
	

	
	Given
	the order in which all the parables of Matthew 13 and Mark 4 are
	told and given the fact that the occasion of Mark 4 and Matthew 13
	are the same, I'm convinced that Mark's source and Matthew both
	recalled Jesus telling, what I'm calling, the parable of the wheat
	and the weeds after the parable of the soils, but both left out the
	parts that didn't remain in their memories.  And both took away very
	different emphases.    
	

	
	

	

	
	Point
	out the differences between the parables in Matthew 13:24-30 and
	Mark 4:26-29.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you see as being the main points of both of the passages?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Perhaps
	the author of Mark (as guided by the Holy Spirit) emphasized a
	different main point from the parable in order to draw the
	connection between all of the three parables of Mark 4.

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see a connection in thought between the parable in Mark 4:26-29
	and the parable of the mustard seed following?  If so, what is that
	connection?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	would describe that connection as mystery.
	 To the man sowing seed in his field and then reaping a crop when
	it's full-grown, the whys and wherefores are a mystery.  Who
	understands fully the mysterious process of new life's beginnings or
	its growth?  In our times, we can watch it through a microscope and
	take apart the mystery bit-by-bit down at a cellular level.  But the
	more we learn, the greater the mystery looks.  The more
	awe-inspiring it becomes as we make gains in our understanding.  We
	see just how complex, intricate, and finely-balanced each step in
	the process is.  Likewise with the mustard seed, it's a mystery how
	the smallest of seeds brings about new life and then turns into the
	largest of garden plants.  Though, on one hand, we can watch
	new life begin and grow, on the other hand we can't quite see
	why it works the way it works.

	
	I'd
	like you to cement a certain connection of ideas in your mind as we
	go through today's lesson.  In your mental dictionary, beside the
	word “mystery,” I'd like you to enter the definition
	“that which is invisible.”  Mystery is synonymous with
	invisibility.  Mystery is that which (metaphorically if not
	literally) cannot be seen.
	 When you read a mystery story, there's no mystery if there's
	nothing hidden.  While certain facts may be disclosed, the point of
	them must remain obscured or the mystery is over (at least for the
	reader who sees through them).  I love a good mystery, but the fun
	of the thing is in trying to make the invisible visible —
	attempting to see
	the solution to the mystery before the author reveals it to me.

	
	Bearing
	in mind the idea of mystery=invisibility, let's turn over to John
	3:1-8 and explore Plus Passage # 2.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in John 3:1-8 do you notice mystery or invisibility arising in the
	conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 If
	I had to answer my own questions, I would say, “All over the
	conversation.”

	
	

	

	
	In
	John 3:2, how did Nicodemus open the conversation with Jesus?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Nicodemus
	opens the conversation by talking about mystery.  Signs and wonders.
	 Miracles are the most extreme form of mystery.  The miraculous will
	always remain the mysterious for us.  At least, as long as we
	inhabit this earth.

	
	Though
	the cause of the miracle must remain invisible, the effect of the
	miracle is very visible.  It's the reason the Bible often refers to
	miracles as “signs.”  Signs, by definition, must be
	visible.  In other words, “signs” are the invisible
	(mystery) being made visible.

	
	Jesus'
	answer to Nicodemus sounds like the use of shock tactic (which it
	may have been) and a very abrupt change of topic (which it may not
	have been).  Nicodemus wanted to talk about Jesus' marvellous signs
	and wonders.  Jesus wanted to talk about one of the greatest signs
	and wonders He performs.  Birth.

	
	We're
	talking about the kingdom of God/heaven in this week's parables. 
	Here we read from Jesus' own lips what it is we can do to become a
	citizen of the kingdom.  We must be born into it.  That's all.  But
	how?

	
	The
	birth, growth, and survival of a helpless infant is one of God's
	greatest miracles and mysteries.  It seems commonplace to us only
	because of its vast number of repetitions.  I hope we will never
	entirely lose the awe David felt when he wrote in Psalm 139:14-15,
	“I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made;
	marvelous are Your works, and that my soul knows very well.  My
	frame was not hidden from You, when I was made in secret, and
	skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth.”

	
	 David
	speaks about his beginnings in a way that reminds me of the
	beginnings of new life springing out of the seed that has been the
	subject of all the parables we've looked at so far.  “...when
	I was made in secret, and skillfully wrought in
	the lowest parts of the earth”
	(emphasis mine).  I don't know exactly what David meant by “the
	lowest parts of the earth,” but I can see he was pointing out
	the secret, hidden, invisible nature of new life's beginnings. 
	Human life begins as invisibly and mysteriously as the seed growing
	in the soil.   
	

	
	But
	if physical birth is a miracle and a mystery, how much greater is
	the mystery of the new birth!  “How can a man be born when he
	is old?”  That is indeed the mystery.

	
	

	

	
	How
	does Jesus answer Nicodemus' question?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you see any connection between Jesus' words about being born of the
	Spirit and John 3:8?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	John 3:8, Jesus apparently switches topics abruptly again.  At
	least, the switch seems abrupt to us English-speakers.  If we were
	Hebrew or Greek-speakers and hearing Jesus' answer in its original
	language or even in the language in which it was written (Greek), we
	would realize there was no change of topic.  The Hebrew word “ruach”
	can be translated either “wind” or “spirit.”
	 And the same applies to the Greek word, “pneuma,” the
	word used both for “Spirit/spirit” in John 3:5,6, and 8
	and for “wind” in verse eight.  Although we may not
	instantly see the connection between “wind” and
	“spirit,” the connection is likely breath.  This
	connection of ideas can be seen from verses such as Genesis 2:7,
	“And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and
	breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a
	living being” and John 20:22, “And when He had said
	this, He breathed on them, and said to them, 'Receive the Holy
	Spirit.' ”

	
	The
	connection between spirit and wind/breath tells us a truth that
	applies on both a biological level and a spiritual level. 
	Biological life is still a great mystery to us.  Though we can
	recognize it when we see it, no one can quite pin down exactly what
	it is.
	 What is the difference between a living, breathing person and an
	empty shell that soon turns back into dust?  The scientific answers
	can't delve below the surface.  They deal only with the various ways
	we recognize life, never with what it essentially is.
	 The Christian answer is “spirit.”  The body is once
	again only dust when the breath stops and the spirit moves out.  And
	without God breathing His life into us in the first place, we would
	never be anything other than dust.  Life can only come from Him.    
	   
	

	
	If
	biological life remains cloaked in mystery, how much more mysterious
	is true life, that “born of the Spirit” life that Jesus
	spoke about in John 3:8!  In fact, unless God's Spirit moves in and
	takes up residence inside our bodies, those bodies, while they may
	be moving, breathing, and physically alive, are spiritually dead.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	John 3:8 in your own words.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Again,
	we are drawn back to the subject of mystery.
	 And inextricably joined to the subject of mystery is invisibility. 
	As our lives (biological and spiritual) begin invisibly and
	mysteriously, the wind is an invisible, mysterious force.  But
	here's the interesting thing about wind: its effects are highly
	visible.

	
	Biological
	life of any kind is an invisible mystery.  That life-force that on a
	higher level we call “spirit” which makes a body live is
	invisible, but its effects are visible.  Life is hard to define but
	easy to recognize.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the last part of Jesus' statement to Nicodemus in John 3:8

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We
	who are born of the Spirit are like the wind in that no one can see
	the invisible force (Person) at work inside of us.  Spiritual life,
	like biological life, is invisible and mysterious.  The work that
	God does on the inside of a person to bring about that new,
	spiritual birth is an invisible work, but its effects are very
	visible.

	
	The
	parables we're looking at this week are parables showing us what the
	“kingdom of heaven” is like.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Please
	look up Luke 17:20-21 and write out the last half of Luke 17:21.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	been writing about God's work in our lives in bringing about new,
	spiritual birth because that work is
	the kingdom.  The kingdom of God, at this time, is an inner,
	invisible kingdom.  But its effects are visible.

	
	Let's
	go back to Mark 4 as I promised you earlier we would.  Take a look
	at the intervening verses between the parable of the soil and the
	parable of the man who sowed seed in his field.  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the connecting thread between all three of the parables in Mark 4
	that Mark 4:21-22 shows?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Mark
	4:21-22 brings out the subject of invisibility and visibility.  It
	subtly highlights from all three parables the truth that seeds
	hidden in the ground eventually make themselves visible.  If they
	are good seeds planted in good soil, that is.  It may not be plain
	right from the start what kind of soil a particular type of soil is.
	 But it will be made plain by what the soil produces.  The mysteries
	of life's beginning under the soil may  be invisible to us, but the
	effects of that new life beginning will eventually be very visible.

	
	I've
	said that the main point, “The kingdom of heaven starts small
	but becomes big,” would take on several different forms this
	week.  This is the first of those forms:  “The kingdom of
	heaven starts invisibly but becomes visible.”  It's a theme
	we'll pick back up on tomorrow.  For today, it's time to stop.
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	Week 3, Day
	2

	
	The
	Stories of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast — Matthew 13:31-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:31-35, Daniel 2:26-47

	
	

	

	
	The
	stories of the mustard seed and the yeast are parables about the
	kingdom of heaven starting in quiet, unnoticeable ways that
	eventually become obvious and visible.  I could get that far in my
	understanding of the parables when I first started studying them,
	but that understanding didn't immediately strike a chord with me. 
	It wasn't until I began to see that when we're speaking about “the
	kingdom of heaven” we're speaking, at this point, about God's
	work on the inside of each of His subjects and that so much of God's
	work in our lives is done in a quiet, unobtrusive, invisible,
	non-obvious way that the parables began to mean something to me. 
	I'd been struggling with God's promises and wondering where His work
	was in my life.  There is a great comfort in these parables when I
	realize that God's work is going ahead in my life the same way it's
	going ahead in my garden.  Although my garden still looks mostly
	like a blank sheet of dirt, seeing it through the eyes of faith
	helps me realize that there's a lot going on under its surface.

	
	Yesterday
	I told you that, “The kingdom of heaven starts invisibly but
	becomes visible,” would be a theme we would pick back up on
	today.  Yesterday's lesson focused heavily on the “invisible”
	part of that statement.  Today we'll look more at the “becomes
	visible” part.  I hope we'll be encouraged to see that God
	desires to make the invisible visible.  This is very good news
	because I'm becoming extremely desirous of seeing His quiet,
	invisible work in my life bear some visible results.  So is He.

	
	With
	that for our introduction, let's jump right into today's “plus”
	passage.

	
	

	

	
	Briefly
	retell the story told in Daniel 2:26-47.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Which
	verses in Dan. 2:26-47 relate directly to, “The kingdom of
	heaven starts small but becomes big”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	out the repeated or similar phrase found in Daniel 2:28, 29, 30, and
	47.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Daniel
	gives the reason God revealed the mystery to him.  What is that
	reason from Dan. 2:30?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Don't
	you love it?  Our God is the Revealer of mysteries.  He doesn't make
	mysteries just to keep them hidden.  He wants to reveal them.  And
	why did He reveal this particular one to Daniel?  It was partially
	for Nebuchadnezzar's sake.  The work of the kingdom of heaven was
	going on right inside a thoroughly weedy-looking person like
	Nebuchadnezzar.  There did not appear to be, at that time, a
	God-fearing bone in his body.  Nebuchadnezzar's deity was
	Nebuchadnezzar.  (We'll see it from tomorrow's lesson.)  But God
	knew what He could do in and through Nebuchadnezzar.  And so He
	began by revealing some of His mysteries to him.

	
	In
	fact, that is the only place God can begin His work in us.  Isn't
	that what we saw through the parable of the soils?  God does His
	work in us by revealing His Word to us.  The only way we can begin
	to know God is through hearing Him speak.  But hearing without being
	willing to understand gives the enemy opportunity to snatch away the
	Word.  And he does not waste an opportunity.  The only way we can
	gain any understanding of what it is God wants to say to us is
	through our willingness to understand.  But it's also only through
	God Himself revealing His mysteries to us.

	
	I've
	said that I'm desirous of seeing God's invisible work in my life
	bear some visible results and so is He.  It's not something I had
	realized before beginning writing this study, but His method of
	making His invisible work visible in my life will be to grow my
	understanding of His Word.  It was a principle I learned in Week 1
	through the parable of the soils.  It's the growth of the
	understanding of God's Word that eventually bears fruit or makes
	visible His invisible work in me.

	
	It's
	interesting to see the parables of the soils being enacted in a
	living object lesson through Nebuchadnezzar in the book of Daniel. 
	There is the willingness — in fact, the desperation — to
	understand the message he's hearing from God.  His desperation takes
	the form of threatening to kill all those who couldn't solve the
	riddle for him (not recommended), but there is at least the desire
	to understand.

	
	In
	Week 1, I stated that God loves to reveal Himself to us through His
	Word.  That's the reason Jesus is the Master Teacher.  He loves to
	teach.  All He asks is willingness and a little bit of persistence. 
	He will teach.  And God responds to Nebuchadnezzar's willingness by
	revealing a mystery to him.  
	

	
	There's
	part one of today's lesson:  “God desires to make the
	invisible visible.”  If “mystery” is synonymous
	with “invisibility,” then “revealing” is
	synonymous with, “making visible.”

	
	Let's
	back up to yesterday's lesson for a moment by taking another look at
	Mark 4:21-22.  I said that the connecting verses, Mark 4:21-22, tied
	together the three parables with the theme of making visible the
	invisible.  I believe there is that connection between the parable
	of the soils, the parable of the man sowing good seed in a field,
	and the parable of the mustard seed:  what starts invisibly will be
	made visible.  But there's perhaps another meaning we could take
	away from Mark 4:21-22.  Remember that Jesus' words immediately
	before and after those two verses regarding the revealing power of
	light are on the subject of hearing from God.  Immediately before is
	the parable of the soils; immediately after are His warnings to
	“take heed” how one hears and His promise that to those
	who hear, more will be given.

	
	Why
	would Jesus interject a mini-discourse on light and the statement,
	“For there is nothing hidden which will not be revealed, nor
	has anything been kept secret but that it should come to light,”
	into the middle of a discussion on hearing from God?  Light is not
	meant to be hidden away in a corner.  It's meant to shine into the
	dark corners.  And God's Word is
	the light.  It reveals.  It's not meant to be a top secret which
	only the initiate can understand.  Again, it's part one of today's
	lesson:  God wants
	to reveal His mysteries to us, to make the invisible visible.  
	

	
	Perhaps
	for you, that is no new, revolutionary concept.  In my own struggles
	with understanding God's Word and God's promises, this is a concept
	I'm still trying to wrap my mind around.  We are meant to understand
	God's Word?  All of it?  Eventually?  Eventually everything that is
	hidden will be revealed?  I see that “eventually” as
	being when the Master Teacher explains it all to us face-to-face and
	our minds are perfected so that we can take it in.  But in the here
	and now, I can see that God is saying that He does want to reveal to
	us the things that we need to know as we need to know them.  If
	we're willing to hear them.

	
	In
	my struggles with understanding God's promises, I've questioned why
	He would make them.  Last week, I arrived at a place of confidence
	where I could say to myself, “God's promises tell us deep
	truths about the way things really are.  It's appearances that are
	misleading.”  But from somewhere in the back of my brain,
	there was a little whisper that asked, “But why would He need
	to make the promises at all, why would He need to tell us the deep
	truths, when they're so hard for us to understand?  I mean, in a way
	they arouse false hopes because we expect them to be fulfilled
	differently than they are.  If I'm going to be waiting years and
	years and years to see the fulfillment of a particular promise, I
	think I'd rather not know about it beforehand at all.  Then it can
	be a nice surprise when the fulfillment arrives.”

	
	Even
	as the little voice was whispering from the back of my mind, I
	already knew the answer.  God tells us deep truths about things
	because we need
	to know them.  We may not understand them immediately, but
	eventually, we will.  And we need to know the truths behind the
	appearances.  The reasons we need
	to know the deep truths will be as varied as the truths themselves. 
	But there are reasons we need to hear them.

	
	Let's
	take Nebuchadnezzar as a concrete example.  There was a particular
	reason God needed
	to reveal the particular mystery He revealed to Nebuchadnezzar
	regarding the kingdom of heaven.  It was for the sake of
	Nebuchadnezzar.  Again, we'll see it in closer detail tomorrow.  But
	for now, let's talk about the particular mystery regarding the
	kingdom of heaven God revealed.  And here we go into part two of
	today's lesson.

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you see as being the point God was trying to get across to
	Nebuchadnezzar through his dream?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	see a theme that will be replayed throughout the rest of this week's
	lessons.  Again, it's a variation on the, “The kingdom of
	heaven starts small but becomes big,” motif.  Here's today's
	part two in a nutshell: “The kingdom of heaven looks fragile
	but is powerful.”  It is, in fact, more immensely powerful
	than any other kingdom that has ever existed or ever will exist. 
	Including the golden kingdom of Nebuchadnezzar's Babylon.  It was a
	fact Nebuchadnezzar needed to know.  And so God revealed it to him.

	
	

	

	
	How
	has history shown us the fulfillment so far of Nebuchadnezzar's
	dream?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is another of those promises of God that I can see has come
	wonderfully, miraculously true (yet without having reached its final
	fulfillment) that keeps me clinging to the truth of God's Word and
	the truth of all of His promises — even the ones I haven't yet
	begun to see fulfilled.

	
	Working
	through the list of the metals of the statue, history would tell us
	that Babylon was the head of gold (as stated in Daniel); the chest
	and arms of silver were the Medes and Persians; the bronze belly and
	thighs were Greece; then, finally, the legs and feet belonged to the
	Roman empire.  And it was during the heyday of the Roman empire that
	a little rock cut out without human hands — a tiny, invisible,
	seemingly-fragile kingdom — came along.  In time, that little
	kingdom that the Roman empire imagined it would have very little
	difficulty in wiping off the face of the map struck that mighty
	empire and brought it to its knees under the reign of the emperor
	Constantine.  And from there, it went on to fill the entire earth. 
	Or just about.  It's message hasn't reached to every corner of the
	world yet, but it's getting close.  
	

	
	It
	is still, at this time, an invisible, inner kingdom, but the day is
	coming, Daniel assures us, when the kingdom of heaven will be made
	visible.  Every other kingdom will be done away with and this
	heavenly kingdom will rule forever and ever.

	
	Let's
	take this lesson personally for a moment or two again.  This dream
	wasn't given only to Nebuchadnezzar because he needed to know the
	deep truths it contained.  It was given to us because we needed to
	hear it.  God had it recorded in His Word and preserved down through
	the ages with you and I, and every other citizen of His kingdom, in
	mind.  
	

	
	Remember,
	as is God's kingdom, so is God's work in the lives of His individual
	subjects.  In fact, our hearts are now the only territories where
	the King has His banner planted.  His kingdom, at this time, is
	within us.

	
	

	

	
	What
	does it mean to you personally to look back at history and remember
	that Jesus' kingdom eventually overthrew the might of the Roman
	empire?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I'm
	reminded that the enemy cannot win.  Not in the world.  Not in my
	life.  Any force that stands against the kingdom of heaven without
	or within is doomed.  The Roman empire fell.  Jesus' kingdom still
	marches on.  If I sign on to be part of the kingdom of heaven, I've
	signed on to the winning side.  And that is a deep truth I need to
	know.  Without promises like these from God's Word, who would have
	the heart to keep on with the battle?

	
	God
	desires to make His invisible work visible.  He delights in
	revealing mysteries.  I've shared my frustration with not seeing
	more of the visible results of His work in my life.  Remembering
	history helps sometimes.  In fact, when I look back over my own
	personal history, I can see the truth of the fact that I am joined
	up with the winning side.  I can see victories won.  I can see
	growth.  If I haven't yet seen all the visible results of His work
	that God and I both want to see in my life, it's simply not true
	that I have never seen any
	visible results of that work.  The kingdom of God — God's work
	within me
	— may look ineffective, but it is effective.  It looks
	fragile, but it is powerful.  God's work works!
	 And it is moving ahead according to plan.

	
	I
	can get very wrapped up in all that's still wrong in my life.  I
	forget to rejoice in the work God has already done.  Sometimes it's
	necessary to take stock and give thanks.  I can take stock of where
	I'm at now and give thanks for where I'm not anymore.  Let's spend
	the last few minutes of our day together doing just that.

	
	

	

	
	Looking
	back over your own personal history, share a few examples where you
	can see the visible results of God's invisible work in your life.
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	Week 3, Day
	3

	
	The
	Stories of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast — Matthew 13:31-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:31-35, Daniel 4

	
	

	

	
	There's
	a point I keep hammering at this week, and here I go, hammering
	again.  I keep hammering at this certain point because I know the
	thickness of my own skull and realize that hammering is sometimes
	the only way to drive home a point.  This point keeps on being
	hammered into my own skull, so I'm passing it along.  
	

	
	And
	here is that point: bear in mind when we're speaking about “the
	kingdom of heaven” this week, we're talking about two
	different aspects of the kingdom: without and within.  There's the
	kingdom of God as it will one day be: the mustard tree, filling the
	earth, visible and obvious.  And there's the  kingdom of God as it
	is now: the mustard seed, filling individuals, invisible and
	mysterious, yet bearing visible results.  It's the inner workings of
	the kingdom that have been and will be largely the focus of this
	week's lessons.  Why?  Because it's the place where we are right
	now.  Keeping in mind the kingdom as it will one day be is vital to
	recognizing the work of God that's going on inside each of us right
	now, but it's right here and now that we must live life. 
	

	
	I'll
	cut to the chase and give you the theme for today's lesson (almost)
	right from the get-go.  “The kingdom of heaven starts humbly
	but becomes glorious.”  Remembering that we're speaking this
	week mostly about the kingdom of God as His work inside of us,
	perhaps for us a better version of today's theme would be, “The
	kingdom of heaven starts by humbling
	but ends up by making
	glorious.”

	
	If
	you're smarter than your average bear (and you've done today's
	readings as I hope you have), you're probably already seeing this
	theme played out through Nebuchadnezzar's experiences.

	
	Have
	you ever watched a movie being played backwards?  That's what I'm
	reminded of by comparing today's two, required readings.  In the
	Matthew 13 passage, we get to watch a seed sprout, emerge from the
	soil, send out its first, tender shoots of branches, add on height
	millimetre-by-slow-millimetre, and eventually turn into a giant tree
	that takes over the entire garden space.  In the Daniel passage,
	we're presented with a giant tree that has already taken over the
	garden space.  But that giant tree works backward to return to a
	lowly stump in order for the growing-process to begin all over
	again.

	
	I
	have no idea where I'm going with this, but I want you to notice
	something about our two trees.

	
	

	

	
	List
	the similarities that stand out for you in the descriptions of the
	trees of Matthew 13 and Daniel 4.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	similarity I want you to notice is that both trees have birds
	nesting in their branches.  Daniel 4 elaborates by explaining that
	“the beasts of the field” find shelter under it and that
	the tree provides food for all kinds of creatures.  But why the
	specific mention of nesting birds in Matthew 13, I wonder.  You tell
	me.

	
	

	

	
	Comparing
	Matthew 13 with Daniel 4 (which helps to explain the statement),
	what does Jesus mean by describing the kingdom of heaven as a tree
	in whose branches the “birds of the air” nest?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I'm
	reminded of another of His statements — this one from Matthew
	6:26:  “Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor
	reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them...”
	 And from Matthew 6:33, “But seek first the kingdom of God and
	His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.”
	 
	

	
	By
	speaking about “the birds of the air” nesting in the
	branches of the mustard tree, Jesus is speaking about provision,
	isn't He?  He's speaking about His kingdom providing a home, a
	resting-place, daily food, all of their physical and spiritual
	needs, for the citizens of that kingdom.

	
	This
	gets a bit scary.  The kingdom of Daniel 4 was also spoken of in
	those terms.  However God saw it, that means of absolute provision
	was how Nebuchadnezzar and his subjects viewed the kingdom.

	
	How
	did God see it?  After all, aren't we being given God's viewpoint
	through Nebuchadnezzar's dream?  I think perhaps God did see the
	kingdom as being the conduit through which God's provision passed. 
	He was caring for His “birds of the air,” but He was
	using Nebuchadnezzar in that work, just as He ordinarily uses bosses
	and jobs as the conduit for meeting our daily needs in our day and
	age.

	
	This
	is what we need to realize about Nebuchadnezzar and the way he saw
	his kingdom, however.  He did not view himself as the conduit for
	God's provision.  He saw himself as the provider.  He saw the wealth
	as his, all his.  And the power and the glory.  And the kingdom.  He
	ended his prayers to his deity (himself) in this way, “For
	mine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever and ever,
	amen.”

	
	

	

	
	From
	Daniel 4:32-33, what terms describe the lifestyle Nebuchadnezzar
	lived for “seven times”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Nebuchadnezzar
	was tickled to see himself as the mighty tree, providing for the
	“beasts of the field” and the “birds of the air.”
	 But God had to show him that he was not the mighty tree.  He was
	among those “beasts of the field” and “birds of
	the air.”  He, too, needed God's provision.  He was one of
	God's creatures.  Not the Creator.  Perhaps it's the reason for the
	comparison between “the beasts of the field” and the
	“birds of the air” with Nebuchadnezzar, during his
	insanity, eating grass and growing “eagles' feathers”
	and “birds' claws.”

	
	If
	Nebuchadnezzar was not the mighty tree, then what was the mighty
	tree?  That's an easy one:  the kingdom.  But whose kingdom?  That's
	also an easy one.  Daniel 4:26 and 31-32 provides the answer.

	
	

	

	
	Whose
	is the kingdom and the power and the glory that Nebuchadnezzar
	believed was his?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	the beginning, I wasn't sure where the “birds and beasts”
	were going to lead us, but we came out right where we needed to be. 
	Right on this spot: the kingdom was not Nebuchadnezzar's.  The
	kingdom was God's.  
	

	
	We've
	been talking extensively about “the kingdom of heaven”
	or “the kingdom of God” for a number of days now. 
	Perhaps it's time we tried to define it.  We've seen several
	pictures, showing us what the kingdom of heaven is like,
	but what exactly is it?

	
	I've
	hinted at my definition several times throughout this study.  I
	think the definition is relatively simple, contained right within
	the little phrase: kingdom of God.  I believe it is that over which
	God is King.
	 
	

	
	But
	wouldn't my definition cover everything that exists, ever has
	existed, and ever will exist?  Not quite.  Why not?  Because God
	believes in freedom.  He is in control of His world.  Satan may be
	the ruler (governor or prime minister) of it, but God is its
	Sovereign, rest assured.  But when it comes to the human heart, He
	is King of that realm only when we choose to make Him King of that
	realm.

	
	So
	if God's kingdom is that over which He reigns, how does a person
	enter the kingdom?  We heard the answer from Jesus' own lips.  A
	citizen of His kingdom must be born into it.  However, we were all
	born into Satan's jurisdiction.  Therefore, there must be a new
	birth.  But how can a man be born when he is old?

	
	I
	think perhaps there are two answers:  on God's level, because of His
	Spirit's moving in our lives (John 3:8);  on our level, because of
	one certain decision we make.  How did we become denizens of Satan's
	realm?  The whole mess started when humanity believed Satan's lie
	that self-rule was the only true freedom.  Our very distant
	ancestors voted unthinkingly to make Satan their master by an
	attempt at self-sovereignty, and now the default setting for each of
	us is that same decision.  The first step (maybe the only step;
	maybe all the other steps are included in the first one) is to
	change one's mind.  It's called repentance.  To be born again as a
	citizen of God's kingdom, I simply decide that I want the One True
	God to be King.  Of me.  Of my life. 
	

	
	But
	if I decide I want the One True God ruling me, I have to know a
	little bit about Him.  It's no good me fashioning a god for myself
	in my image.  That's only another attempt at self-sovereignty.  So I
	must learn to know who is really God and who God really is.  There
	are a few things we (at least those of us living in the years after
	Jesus' coming) must know and believe about the One True God: i.e.
	that He came to earth as the Son, Jesus Christ (John 20:31); that He
	lived, died, was buried, and rose again to take away our sins (1
	Cor. 15:1-4).  If I decide that God must be my Sovereign and He
	tells me a few facts I must believe about Him in order to enter His
	kingdom, it's no good my pretending I want Him to be my King but
	ignore the few facts He tells me I must believe.  No, if He's to be
	my King, I must believe what He says to believe.

	
	Why
	am I, at this late date, finally opening up the conversation about
	the keys that let us into the kingdom of heaven?  Because today, the
	subject came up.  Today, we see Nebuchadnezzar taking that first
	step (that includes all the others) through the gates into the
	kingdom.

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	a verse out of Daniel 4 that demonstrates Nebuchadnezzar's decision
	to acknowledge the One True God as the Sovereign of his life.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Wow!
	 Are you as awe-struck by the final few verses of Daniel 4 as I am? 
	Nebuchadnezzar as good soil?  Who could have seen that surprise
	ending coming?  Yesterday, we took a look at the place where God
	began His work in Nebuchadnezzar's life.  He started by planting His
	Word, by letting Nebuchadnezzar hear from Him.  Then, He revealed
	the mystery of His message to Nebuchadnezzar.  He began to grow that
	understanding that Nebuchadnezzar needed to have.  Nebuchadnezzar
	needed to know that the kingdom was not Nebuchadnezzar's kingdom. 
	His was not the kingdom, the power, and the glory.  It was God's.  
	

	
	Yesterday,
	we didn't get to see Nebuchadnezzar's understanding of God's message
	bearing fruit.  He had not yet reached the point where that
	understanding was enough,
	where it was a saving understanding.  We know this from Daniel 3
	(Nebuchadnezzar commanding the worship of a golden image, inspired
	perhaps by the dream of himself as the “head of gold”). 
	We see in Daniel 3 a little more of God's careful cultivating and
	fertilizing work (showing Nebuchadnezzar who really held the power
	by the rescue of His men from a fiery furnace).  But Nebuchadnezzar
	still hadn't “gotten it.”  We know this from Daniel 4
	where the chapter opens with Nebuchadnezzar viewing the kingdom,
	power, and glory as his.  By the end of the chapter, we are
	privileged to see, from Nebuchadnezzar's own words, some visible
	fruit of God's work in his life.

	
	Nebuchadnezzar's
	path of entry into the kingdom typifies the path every one of us
	must walk in order to enter into the kingdom.  First, we begin by
	hearing from God.  If we're willing, we'll begin to grow in
	understanding of His message as He teaches it to us.  But most of us
	won't “get it” immediately.  We'll go on our merry ways
	till God brings us up short a time or two, and if we are “good
	soil,” we'll eventually be faced with the realization that
	Self must step down off the throne and God must take Self's place. 
	For Nebuchadnezzar, Self stepping down off the throne was a very
	literal act, but Nebuchadnezzar's literal act is a picture of the
	act necessary to be born into God's kingdom.  The Bible refers to
	this act as a type of death (Rom. 6:6).  In order to be reborn into
	God's kingdom, we must first die to our old one.

	
	There's
	the “humbling” of today's theme.  Humility is the death
	of the self-first mentality that is our norm.  Each of us must be
	willing to see our own, personal kingdoms chopped to the ground in
	order to see the new life of God's kingdom growing up within us like
	the little mustard seed.  
	

	
	I've
	asked myself why Jesus' first coming needed to be a quiet, humble
	one.  I could see the answer that He needed to die in order to
	accomplish (in a way that I can't fully grasp) God's Master Plan for
	the world.  I'm also beginning to see the answer that He allowed
	Himself to be humbled, not because He needed humbling, but as an
	example for us because we need humbling.  “Let this mind be in
	you which was also in Christ Jesus...He humbled Himself and became
	obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross...”
	(Phil. 2:5, 8).  There isn't anything He asks of us that He wasn't
	willing first to do Himself. 
	

	
	The
	kingdom of the mighty tree from today's readings is God's kingdom. 
	He is the tree of life.  Yet He was willing to go through the same
	process He asks of us.  The mighty tree was chopped to the ground. 
	His death was a literal one.  But let's not forget that God's work
	in us humbles only to glorify.  Because of Jesus' humbling of
	Himself — His death on the cross, the ultimate death to self —
	Philippians 2:9 goes on to tell us about His glory.  “Therefore
	God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is
	above every name.”

	
	

	

	
	Where
	do you see the true glorifying of Nebuchadnezzar from Daniel 4?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Romans
	6:6 tells us that we were crucified with Christ.  Romans 6:8-9 tells
	us that we will live with Him through being crucified and
	resurrected with Him.  Romans 8:17 says this, “...if indeed we
	suffer with Him...we may also be glorified together.”

	
	Today,
	we've talked about an ultimate, “one-time” death
	required for our ultimate glory.  On Day 5, we'll see the small,
	daily doses of death He asks of us.  I only wish I could say that
	death gets easier over time.
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	Week 3, Day
	4

	
	The
	Stories of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast — Matthew 13:31-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:31-35, Matthew 16:1-12, 
	

	
	Exodus
	12:17-20, 1 Corinthians 5:1-8

	
	

	

	
	We've
	examined the story of the mustard seed in great detail so far this
	week.  We'll be shifting directions slightly today and turning the
	spotlight onto the story of the yeast.  We've seen the theme of the
	mustard seed — “The kingdom of heaven starts small but
	becomes big” — expressed in a number of different forms
	as demonstrated by the way a mustard seed grows.  It begins growing
	invisibly but becomes visible; it looks fragile but contains great
	power; it starts humbly but becomes glorious.

	
	There's
	an element of truth about the way the kingdom of heaven grows that
	we wouldn't see from looking only at a mustard seed — probably
	the reason Jesus told another story about a woman baking bread. 
	We'll  get to today's theme after we examine our “plus”
	passages, all teaching us on the subject of yeast.

	
	Let's
	start with the “plus” passage that comes first in the
	Bible, Exodus 12:17-20.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Exodus 12:17, what reason does God give for commanding His people to
	observe a Feast of Unleavened Bread?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Unless
	you have a little knowledge already of some biblical typology, God's
	reasoning may not mean much to you.  True, the people were leaving
	Egypt in a hurry.  They didn't have time to wait for bread to rise. 
	But there's a deeper meaning to the unleavened bread.  Why would God
	command His people to eat only unleavened bread as a remembrance of
	the day He brought them out of slavery in Egypt?  
	

	
	If
	you have some knowledge of biblical typology, you'll know that
	“Egypt” in the Bible is a “type” or a
	picture of the old life.  The old kingdom.  The kingdom we all
	joined when we made Satan our master.  Remember that service to
	Satan equals slavery.  And God freed His people from their slavery
	in Egypt.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	would God give His people a Feast of Unleavened Bread?  What is
	leaven or yeast used to represent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Our
	other “plus” passages make it clearer, but yeast
	symbolizes sin in the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  As the Israelites
	were leaving their old life in Egypt, God gave them a Feast of
	Unleavened Bread as a picture for His people of leaving behind their
	lives of sin.

	
	

	

	
	What
	quality of yeast was God pointing out when He chose it as a symbol
	for sin in Exodus 12?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you didn't have an answer, I think the answer will become clearer as
	today's lesson progresses.

	
	Let's
	look next at 1 Corinthians 5:1-8, a companion piece to Exodus 12 and
	one that makes no sense without knowing the background of the Feast
	of Unleavened Bread.

	
	

	

	
	What
	specific sins are mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:1-8 that Paul talks
	of as “yeast” or “leaven”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	1 Corinthians 5:6, can you understand why yeast is used in the Bible
	as a symbol for sin?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Unfortunately,
	I can!  Have I seen it happen!  Unrepented sin spreads like a
	prairie grassfire on a windy day in the middle of a drought.  Paul
	speaks of sexual immorality, malice, and general wickedness as
	yeast.  Even amongst God's people, I've seen sexual immorality and
	malice, when left unchecked, take off and take over.  Probably any
	bread-baker can testify to the spreading power of yeast from having
	carelessly left bread dough alone for too long.  And sin (like
	yeast), when left alone, has infiltrating, infectious power —
	the reason God (through Paul) gives some commands on church
	discipline in 1 Corinthians 5. 
	

	
	The
	sins Paul speaks of in 1 Corinthians 5 are the visible, obvious
	kind.  But there are other kinds of sin that also have tremendous
	spreading power.

	
	I
	love today's Matthew 16 passage.  There's a lot in it, so get out
	your knife and fork and prepare to do some chewing.  We'll start
	first with an easy question.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 16:12, what did Jesus' disciples eventually realize Jesus
	was warning them against when He warned them about the leaven or
	yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	So
	far, so good.  So we, unlike the disciples, can grasp from the start
	that Jesus is also using yeast as a symbol of sin — in this
	case, specifically the sin of the doctrine or teaching or thinking
	of the majority of the Jewish religious leaders.  We've seen from 1
	Corinthians 5 the spreading-power of sexual sin and other outward,
	visible sins.  It's a bigger stretch for us to realize that
	wrong-thinking (which seems far more innocent) also has terrible
	spreading-and-harm-causing power.

	
	Now,
	the obvious question arises: “What doctrine of the Pharisees
	and Sadducees exactly?”  After all, they had more than one
	doctrine.  Reading through the Gospels, Jesus is often taking them
	to task for so many of their “doctrines” that it would
	be hard to choose just one doctrine.

	
	It
	could be that Jesus is thinking generally of all of the doctrines
	for which He continually chastises the religious leaders.  But I
	believe He's speaking very specifically in Matthew 16:6 when He
	warns His disciples.  I think there is one example of wrong-thinking
	we see clearly in Matthew 16 that is probably at the root of all of
	the rest of the wrong-thinking the Pharisees and Sadducees did.

	
	

	

	
	How
	does Matthew 16 open?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	How
	does Jesus respond in Matthew 16:4?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Now,
	I want you to notice something.  Jesus did not tell the Pharisees
	and Sadducees that He wouldn't give them a sign.  He was not
	requiring blind faith.  He didn't say, “I said it, just
	believe it, that settles it!”  He was not asking them to
	believe what He was telling them about Himself with no evidence of
	its truth whatsoever.

	
	

	

	
	What
	sign did Jesus say would be given to the wicked and adulterous
	generation which looked for signs?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 12:39-40, how does Jesus define “the sign of the
	prophet Jonah”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see it?  The “wicked and adulterous generation”
	would be given the greatest sign ever.  They would be given the sign
	of Jesus' resurrection after His being dead and buried for three
	days.

	
	Now,
	I want you to see what that “wicked and adulterous generation”
	did with “the sign of the prophet Jonah.”  I'm asking
	extra reading of you today, but humour me.  Please look up and read
	Matthew 28:11-15.

	
	

	

	
	How
	did the Jewish religious leaders of Jesus' day respond to the clear
	facts of Jesus' resurrection?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Doesn't
	that blow you away?  Did they fall on their faces and cry out for
	mercy, saying, “Truly, He was the Son of God”?  No, they
	instigated a cover-up.  Did they believe the story they told the
	guards to go around spreading?  Of course not!  They invented it. 
	This was no case of honest mistake but of wilful rejection.  Their
	rejection of Jesus and His true identity was so complete that He
	gave them the greatest sign imaginable to prove to them that He was
	the Son of God and they paid out good money in an attempt to squash
	the story.

	
	What
	is it about seeking signs that makes a generation “a wicked
	and adulterous generation” for seeking them?  The fact that
	signs have already been given in abundance.  No need to seek them;
	just to see them.  Jesus said the Pharisees and Sadducees knew how
	to look to the sky and read its signs.  Our modern meteorologists
	still have trouble accomplishing that same task, even with all our
	technology.  If the religious leaders of Jesus' day could read the
	signs of the sky, couldn't they have understood all the signs they
	had already seen Jesus perform?  Sure, they could.  Except for one
	thing: the yeast of the Pharisees and the Sadducees.

	
	

	

	
	In
	one word, what do you believe Jesus is calling, “the leaven of
	the Pharisees and Sadducees”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	would choose the word “unbelief.”
	 (“Wilful unbelief” would be better, but I did specify
	“one word.”  You can remember that we're talking about
	wilful unbelief as we continue through today's lesson, however.)

	
	

	

	
	What
	does Jesus call His disciples in Matthew 16:8?  Does that title give
	any clues as to why Jesus would warn His disciples to beware of the
	yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	was the situation from Matthew 16:7-8 in which the disciples were
	failing to exercise faith?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That
	hits home!  Trusting that my heavenly Father knows my needs and will
	provide them has become an area of major faith-failing for me though
	every experience I have in this area tells me He will.

	
	When
	a person happens to be, “O ye of little faith,” the sin
	of unbelief is always one to be guarded against.  I happen to be, “O
	me of little faith” (a fact you have no doubt picked up on). 
	But praise His name, we're looking this week at stories that teach
	us that what starts out small can become big!  Jesus tells us that
	little faith is no problem for Him.  He can work with it.  (Look
	what He did through His disciples!)  Little faith is compared to a
	mustard seed in Matthew 17:20, and like the mustard seed that grows
	into a great tree, God can work through the mustard seed of little
	faith to move mountains.  It's zero faith that's a problem.  Jesus'
	warning about the unbelief of the Pharisees and Sadducees teaches us
	that unbelief multiplies like yeast.

	
	Although
	the plus passages I've chosen today all involve the subject of
	yeast, it's not instantly apparent what they have to do with the
	kingdom of heaven.  That's because, as far as I can tell, other than
	in Jesus' story, yeast in the Bible is a picture of sin.  And
	because of sin's enormous spreading-power, it's easy to see why.

	
	But
	the good news is Jesus also compared His kingdom to yeast.  Here is
	today's theme that we don't see from the mustard seed but which the
	story of the yeast highlights:  “The kingdom of heaven starts
	small but becomes big because it multiplies.”  If sin is
	highly infectious, so is the kingdom of heaven.

	
	And
	here's the zinger I've been waiting all lesson to show you from
	Matthew 16.  Here's the part I love most from today's readings. 
	Let's compare the multiplying-effect of Satan's yeast with God's.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 16:9-10, how many people were fed from the five loaves?  How
	many from the seven loaves?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It's
	true that sin can multiply and infiltrate an entire lump of dough as
	Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 5:6.  But when God decides to
	multiply some bread, He takes five loaves and feeds five thousand
	people or seven loaves and feeds four thousand.  Whose yeast do
	think wins the competition?  Jesus warned His disciples to guard
	against unbelief, then reminded them of what they already knew to be
	true: His unstoppable power.

	
	Unbelief
	spreads.  So let's guard against it.  But a mustard seed-sized faith
	moves mountains.  By simply acknowledging what we should
	know to be true, we are given access to God's unstoppable power to
	be part of the work He wants to accomplish in and through us.
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	Week 3, Day
	5

	
	The
	Stories of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast — Matthew 13:31-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:31-35, Matthew 16:13-28, 
	

	
	Psalm
	78:1-8

	
	

	

	
	There
	is so much in Matthew 16 that pertains to this week's themes that
	we'll have to take it by halves.  Yesterday's lesson covered the
	first half, and today we'll look at the last half in a kind of
	summary of the week.

	
	Seeing
	that we'll be doing a little summarizing today, let's start with a
	pop quiz.

	
	

	

	
	List
	each of the variations of the theme of, “The kingdom of heaven
	starts small but becomes big,” that we've discussed this week.

	
	1
	— The kingdom of heaven starts  ______________  but becomes 
	_______________

	
	2
	— The kingdom of heaven looks  _______________ but is 
	_______________

	
	3
	— The kingdom of heaven starts  _______________ but becomes
	_______________

	
	4
	— The kingdom of heaven starts small but becomes big because
	it  _______________

	
	

	

	
	In
	case you're just tuning in to the program at this point, I'll tell
	you the answers:

	
	

	

	
	1
	— invisibly; visible.

	
	2
	— fragile; powerful

	
	3
	— humbly; glorious

	
	4
	— multiplies

	
	

	

	
	Number
	Three was also stated as, “The kingdom of heaven starts by
	humbling but ends up by making glorious,” concerning God's
	work in our lives.

	
	Now,
	I'd like to do a little dissecting of Matthew 16:13-28 to see the
	first three themes.  Theme # 4 was the subject of the first half of
	Matthew 16.  And we'll see that theme again under today's second
	“plus” passage.

	
	Matthew
	16:13-17 is where I find the theme played out that the kingdom of
	heaven starts invisibly but becomes visible.  Remember that we
	discussed mysteries and their revealings as invisibilities made
	visible.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 16:13-17, what mystery was revealed to Peter?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Jesus'
	invisible identity was revealed to Peter by the Father.  He
	recognized Jesus as the Son of God, the Christ (Greek for the Hebrew
	“Messiah”).  Remember that to the Jewish mind, “Messiah”
	is synonymous with King.  Jesus may not have looked like a king, but
	Peter saw through the disguise, thanks to a little (okay, a lot of)
	help from the Revealer of Mysteries.

	
	Skipping
	down for a moment to verse nineteen, Peter is being handed the keys
	of the kingdom of heaven.  This incident, then, relates intimately
	to our subject this week:  the kingdom of heaven.  Here we see Peter
	being given the means of entry in the kingdom.  We've talked briefly
	about how a person gets into the kingdom (i.e. being born into the
	kingdom by acknowledging who is really God and who God really is).  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you believe is the key to the kingdom Peter was given in Matthew
	16:19?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	believe it was the mystery that God Himself had revealed to Peter —
	the mystery to which he blurted out the solution in verse sixteen. 
	He knew who was really God and who God really was by recognizing His
	Son and Messiah.  Jesus' true person and position was not hidden
	from Peter. 
	

	
	On
	Day 1 this week, we talked about the Spirit's invisible, mysterious
	work in a life to bring it to repentance and new birth.  From
	Matthew 16:13-17, we see the visible results of that work in Peter's
	life.

	
	For,
	“The kingdom of heaven looks fragile but is powerful,” I
	picked out Matthew 16:18-19.  The gates of hell cannot stand against
	Christ's kingdom.  And what weapon demolishes those gates?  A key.

	
	Jesus'
	words bring a picture into my head.  It's a picture of two kingdoms
	with one door.  I remember in my early childhood learning a Sunday
	School song about One Door with two sides.  The idea behind the song
	is that there is only door, but it has an inside and an outside.  On
	the inside is the kingdom of heaven.  All outside is the kingdom of
	the evil one.  The goal of the keeper of the gates of hell is to
	keep the gate shut and keep his prisoners out the kingdom of heaven.
	 The goal of the keeper on the inside of the gate is to open the
	gate to let in all who are willing.  This He does by revealing His
	mysteries to all who will believe.  
	

	
	And
	guess who wins?  Though the keeper of the gates of hell keeps all
	his prisoners who refuse to step through the open doorway, the gate
	is now open.  The gates of hell could not stand against the Keeper
	of the key and His kingdom.

	
	I'm
	also reminded of Nebuchadnezzar's dream about the little rock that
	struck the towering image on its feet and decimated it.  The Roman
	Empire and its hell-inspired opposition to Christ's church could not
	prevail.  Instead, the church lives on and continues growing
	throughout the world and the Roman Empire has vanished.

	
	Christ's
	kingdom has a power that no power on earth or hell can stand
	against.

	
	Matthew
	16 closes with Jesus talking about death: first, His; then, ours. 
	Day 3, we talked about humility (repentance) as a death to self and
	of Jesus' death as the ultimate humility — the ultimate death
	to self.  So in Matthew 16's closing words I see, “The kingdom
	of heaven starts by humbling but ends up making glorious.”

	
	(Let
	me interrupt our regular programming to say that I'm glad to see
	from Peter's humbling that I'm not the only one to experience some
	revelation of a mystery followed nearly immediately by the
	realization that I've reacted in unbelief to some other revelation
	before I'd even finished with my back-patting on the first one.)

	
	I
	also warned you that we'd take a look today at the daily doses of
	death Jesus asks of His followers.  We looked briefly at the
	one-time death/repentance required to enter the kingdom: the
	one-time crucifixion with Christ that Paul describes in Romans 6:6. 
	But Jesus also speaks these words in Luke 9:23, “If anyone
	desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his
	cross daily,
	and follow Me” (emphasis added).  The verses which come before
	make it plain that this occasion is the same as the one being
	described in Matthew 16 with Peter's confession and Jesus'
	prophecies about His own death.  Though the word “daily”
	is left out of Matthew 16:24, it is that daily death about which
	Jesus is speaking in this passage.

	
	I've
	said that the kingdom of heaven starts by humbling us only in order
	to make us glorious.  In some way, then, a daily humility, a daily
	choosing, “Not my will but Thine be done,” is also
	necessary to our glory.  I think it's fair to say that learning to
	cross-carry — learning daily to choose God's way over mine —
	is the most basic exercise of the Christian life.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Have
	you seen examples from your own life where choosing God's will over
	your own resulted in glory?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Maybe
	it's easier for you to think of examples of the opposite.  I know
	it's easier for me.  It's oftentimes easier to see the negative
	results of choosing to go my own way, and those results are more
	immediately recognizable.  Like most of God's work in our lives,
	revealing His glory in us is a slow, painful work.  Death is never
	easy.  I've been convinced, however, that the road to the abundant
	life I'm looking for leads first to a cross.  And then beyond —
	to the love-filled, joy-filled, peace-filled life I'm seeking.  It
	will be glorious.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Matthew 16 do you find the glory that follows the humility of
	death?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Whatever
	it costs, it will be worth it.  What can be given to make up for the
	loss of the eternal soul?

	
	Let's
	look at Theme # 4, “The kingdom of heaven starts small but
	becomes big because it multiplies,” with our last “plus”
	passage today, Psalm 78:1-8.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Matthew 13:31-35 do you find the opening verses of Psalm 78?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	quote from Psalm 78 is a theme for the entire chapter of Matthew 13
	and all its parables.  I didn't understand the quote until I went
	back to read it from Psalm 78.

	
	 It
	changed my perspective on the verses quoted in Matthew 13 to realize
	that the psalmist was not attempting to hide truth when he stated he
	would open his mouth in a parable.  He was revealing truth —
	revealing old truths but revealing them for a new generation in a
	new way.  And Jesus' parables do the same.

	
	Looking
	over the context of Psalm 78, I realize that the “yeast”
	of the unbelief that had infected the Pharisees and the Sadducees is
	brought out in Psalm 78 through a recital of Israel's history. 
	Sadly, so much of the history recited was rife with unbelief.  But
	the psalmist's reason for opening his mouth in his parables was to
	spread the good yeast of faith.  The good yeast of God's work, God's
	kingdom.  Even a look at a history of their unbelief can be used to
	spur God's people on to a fresh start of faith-living.  There is
	hope for our world.  There is hope because God's kingdom spreads and
	multiplies.  There is hope for every generation in that powerful
	yeast.  And it is spread through hearing God's Word.  Even His
	little stories.
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	Week 3
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— What is the connecting thread between all three of the
	parables in Mark 4 that Mark 4:21-22 shows?

	
	2
	—What do you see as being the point God was trying to get
	across to Nebuchadnezzar through his dream?

	
	3
	— Pick a verse out of Daniel 4 that demonstrates
	Nebuchadnezzar's decision to acknowledge the One True God as the
	Sovereign of his life.

	
	4
	— What quality of yeast was God pointing out when He chose it
	as a symbol for sin in Exodus 12?

	
	5
	— List each of the variations of the theme of, “The
	kingdom of heaven starts small but becomes big,” that we've
	discussed this week.

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	Getting
	down to brass tacks, what did I personally take away from this
	week's lessons?  I was reminded this week that God teaches us what
	we need
	to know.  He makes promises and tells us deep truths that may
	confuse us at first because of our lack of understanding, but still,
	He goes ahead with making the promises and telling the deep truths
	because we need
	to hear them.  
	

	
	Through
	His little stories of the mustard seed and the yeast, He makes some
	promises and tells us some deep truths about the kingdom of heaven
	in the world and about His work in individual lives.  Through those
	stories, I was reminded that He's in the business of revealing
	mysteries and also of making His invisible work (in the world and in
	my life) visible.  He accomplishes the work of bringing about the
	visible results (fruit) of His invisible work in my life through
	revealing
	the mysteries of His Word to me.  He teaches me what I need to know,
	He helps me grow in the understanding of what I need to know, and
	that understanding will bear fruit.

	
	Then,
	I was also reminded that He does His glorious, fruit-bearing work in
	my life through a painful pruning work — a daily death.  It's
	another of those promises, another of the deep truths, that I need
	to know.  Otherwise, I might be tempted to give up on the daily
	dying He leads me toward.

	
	Two
	of this week's themes seem inseparable in my mind: the power of the
	kingdom and its multiplying effect.  More deep truths I desperately
	need to hear.  Over the past couple of weeks, I've been saddened to
	see how sin's contagion has infected so many in my immediate circle:
	young adult children of believing parents pulling completely out of
	the Christian community, sexual sin spreading through the ranks of
	other young people still part of the Christian community, others
	experimenting with drugs and underage drinking.  Then, the “yeast”
	of unbelief and despair threatens to take over my heart and mind. 
	When all around me seems to be falling apart, how is it possible to
	believe that God's kingdom is more powerful than any opposing force
	— that the gates of hell cannot prevail?  But I'm reminded
	through hearing the promises and deep truths I need to know that
	evil has no power compared to the power of the kingdom.  History has
	shown us that no earthly (or unearthly) power can stand against
	Christ's kingdom.  And it's possible, through His power, to resist
	even the temptation to unbelief.  Whatever I may feel,
	I can choose
	to cling to what I know
	to be true.
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	Week 4, Day
	1

	
	The
	Stories of the Treasures and the Precious Pearl — 
	

	
	Matthew
	13:44-46, 51-52

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 13:44-46, 2 Cor. 4:7-11, Rev. 21 
	

	
	

	

	
	  Last
	week, we landed briefly on the question, “What is the kingdom
	of heaven or the kingdom of God?”  And I gave you my answer: I
	believe the kingdom of God is that over which God is king.  
	

	
	This
	week, we're shown another picture (or series of pictures) that help
	to answer the question, “What is the kingdom like?”
	 What is it like?  It's like a treasure.  It's like a precious
	pearl.  
	

	
	I
	think it would be accurate to add that the kingdom of heaven is not
	only like
	a treasure or a precious pearl, it is
	the treasure; it is
	the pearl.  The treasure/pearl, then, is that over which God is
	king.

	
	But
	what does that mean?  What are we being shown by learning that the
	kingdom of heaven is a treasure or a pearl?  This week, I'd like to
	take several different approaches to one question:  “What is
	the treasure/pearl?”  The general answer is, of course, “The
	treasure/pearl is the kingdom of heaven,” but there are
	different facets of that answer that Jesus' little stories (plus
	other, related passages) reveal to us.

	
	Now.
	 To business.  Today, I'd like you to ferret out for yourself the
	answers to our question of the week.  My first answer can be seen
	from 2 Corinthians 4:7-11.

	
	

	

	
	From
	2 Corinthians 4:7, who is represented by “the earthen vessels”
	or the “jars of clay”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Paul
	is making reference here to a common biblical pun.  God made the
	first man out of dust or dirt (Gen. 2:7).  Being made out of mud, we
	are sometimes portrayed in Scripture as clay pots (Isa. 29:16 , Jer.
	18:6).  
	

	
	But
	what is the “treasure” we hold?  If the “clay”
	is the body, what is the treasure?

	
	

	

	
	From
	2 Corinthians 4:10 and 11, what is being manifested or revealed
	through our bodies?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Notice
	that 2 Corinthians 4:8-11 speaks of a subject that is a main point
	of this week's parables: the costliness of the treasure.  There is a
	cost involved in carting the treasure around in our mortal bodies. 
	And that cost is often suffering and always death.  But the
	suffering and death was first Christ's.

	
	For
	those who carry His death always with them by putting their faith in
	its power over sin, Jesus promised that His life (through His
	Spirit) would dwell right inside those who believe (John 7:39, Rom.
	8:9).  The treasure inside the jars of clay, then, is God Himself —
	Christ — through His Spirit that lives in us.

	
	I'll
	spell out my first answer to this week's question for you.  What is
	the treasure?  1 — “The treasure is God.”  If the
	treasure is the kingdom of heaven, there can be no kingdom without
	its King.

	
	My
	second answer to the question is far more astonishing but just as
	clear from Scripture.  I looked up “treasure” in my
	concordance just for fun and was surprised to discover that
	“treasure” is used less in Scripture to refer to God
	than it is to refer to another “treasure.”  I'd like you
	to look up two verses that weren't included in today's required
	reading to see my second answer.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Please
	read Exodus 19:5 and Psalm 135:4 and record the second answer to,
	“What is the treasure?”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	the terms of Exodus 19:5, how does God view all those over whom He
	is King by their choice?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is truly an astonishing answer!  What is the treasure?  2 —
	“The treasure is God's people?”  As there cannot be a
	kingdom without the King, a kingdom without subjects could hardly be
	called a kingdom either.

	
	I
	have to laugh over the King James rendering of Exodus 19:5: “...
	then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me...”  Amen to
	that!  I look at myself and agree that the second answer is
	definitely a peculiar
	treasure.  I look at some Christians around me (which I'm not
	supposed to do) and see that we are indeed a peculiar treasure.

	
	But
	remember that God tells us deep truths because we need
	to know them.  And because appearances are deceiving, we need to
	know the realities behind them.  If we could catch a glimpse of
	ourselves the way we appear to God from His perspective of eternity,
	how would that change our here-and-now realities?  I believe it
	would give me new patience with myself and others.

	
	“If
	we could catch a glimpse of ourselves the way we appear to God...”
	I've said. But wait!  There are no “ifs” about it. 
	Giving us that glimpse is the purpose of today's last “plus”
	passage.  Revelation 21 is a chapter meant to show us how God's
	people already look to Him and to show us how we'll one day see
	ourselves and each other when appearance finally matches reality.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is John, the writer of Revelation, promised to be shown in
	Revelation 21:9?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Who
	is the “bride of Christ” (“the Lamb”) (Eph.
	5:22-33)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	And
	what is John shown in Revelation 21:10?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	wasn't until working on another study, one on the book of
	Revelation, that I began to properly understand the “New
	Jerusalem.”  The “New Jerusalem” is not merely a
	heavenly metropolis God has prepared  as the dwelling-place for His
	people.  The “New Jersualem” is
	the people of God.  The New Jerusalem is
	the
	bride.  I was helped along the way to my new understanding of
	Revelation 21 by Exodus 28, a passage on the garb of the high
	priest.  I wish we had time to explore Exodus 28, but I'll try to
	sum up the highlights for you.

	
	The
	high priest was to wear a breastplate containing twelve, precious
	stones in a setting of gold.  I won't list all the precious stones. 
	Some are the same as the ones seen in Revelation 21; some are
	different.  To me, the importance of the stones is in the names
	engraved on them; each stone bore the name of a tribe of Israel. 
	(With twelve, founding members of the nation Israel and twelve,
	founding members of the church, it's easy to see that the number
	twelve has great symbolic significance as the number of the people
	of God, Old and New Testaments — the reason (I believe) for
	the repeated mentions of twelves throughout Revelation 21.)  Until I
	 discovered Exodus 28, I never understood that we
	are the precious stones of Revelation 21.

	
	In
	the midst of the precious stones of the priest's breastplate were
	two mysterious objects: the Urim and the Thummim.  Though no one
	knows exactly what these objects were or what purpose they served in
	the breastplate, the one thing that is clear about them is their
	symbolic significance.  The margin notes in my Bible inform me that
	the “Urim” and the “Thummim” mean literally,
	“the lights” and “the perfections.”  Hmmm!

	
	

	

	
	From
	Revelation 21, pick out the verses that pertain to “the
	lights” and “the perfections.”  Who is the light
	and the perfection in the city of the New Jerusalem in the midst of
	the precious stones of the people of God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	an awesome, awesome picture Revelation 21 presents of the treasure
	of the kingdom of heaven!  The main point of the chapter is my third
	answer to, “What is the treasure?”  3 — “The
	treasure is God and
	His people; God dwelling in the midst of His people.”  There,
	in a nutshell, is the kingdom of heaven.

	
	2
	Corinthians 4:7-11 (and many other passages) teach us the truth that
	God already dwells in the midst of His people.  He dwells inside our
	very bodies (in some mysterious way I can't, as yet, grasp).  The
	kingdom is within us as Luke 17:21 proclaims.  But as I've admitted
	to you, I don't find the experience of the reality of God's presence
	with and in me greatly satisfying on a regular basis.  Though
	God-in-me is a reality, so too is sin-in-me (Rom. 7:17).  Revelation
	21 teaches us there is  a day coming when sin-in-me will no longer
	be  a reality, there will be no barriers of any kind between God and
	His people, and His presence will be entirely, completely,
	overwhelmingly satisfying.  God is our
	treasure.  His presence with His people is their light and their
	perfection; their thirst-quenching Fountain of Life and their
	hunger-ending Tree of Life.

	
	Revelation
	21 also teaches us the jaw-dropping truth that we
	are God's
	treasure.  The precious stones in the New Jerusalem always failed to
	excite me until I realized what they were saying.  They say, as some
	value gold and jewels, so God values His people.  We are His objects
	of greatest worth and beauty.

	
	Though
	I frequently undervalue my
	Treasure — I can't feel His presence with me, I doubt and I
	question — it helps me come to a greater appreciation of the
	worth of my Treasure when I remember how He views me.  His
	never-failing love and longing for me
	sparks
	an answering response in me.

	
	After
	I was reminded that, “The treasure is God's people,” I
	started to see this week's parables differently.  Isn't Jesus the
	one who gave it all to buy back His treasure?  Perhaps He, as well
	as we, are the man who found a treasure and the merchant seeking
	pearls.  Whatever the correct interpretation of these two parables,
	the fact of our preciousness in His eyes and of the enormous price
	He was willing to pay for us can be seen all over Scripture.  In
	fact, it is the main point of the Bible.  How can it be possible not
	to love Him more by remembering that main point?  As 1 John 4:19
	states, “We love Him because He first loved us.”
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	Week 4, Day
	2

	
	The
	Stories of the Treasures and the Precious Pearl — 
	

	
	Matthew
	13:44-46, 51-52

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:44-46, 2 Corinthians 4:16-18, 
	

	
	Luke
	18:18-33

	
	

	

	
	I
	think I'll start off today by getting you to do some work right out
	of the gate.

	
	

	

	
	From
	yesterday's lesson, what are my first three answers to, “What
	is the treasure?”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	However,
	I won't make you work for # 4 at all.  “What is the treasure?”
	 4 — “The treasure is good.”

	
	We
	won't be focusing this week on the answer, “The treasure is
	the people of God.”  We needed to know that answer because
	understanding how God sees us helps us to treasure our Treasure
	more.  But I
	am
	not my own treasure, and so by and large, the rest of this week's
	focus will be on God as our treasure.

	
	We
	started the week with 2 Corinthians 4 as one of our “plus”
	passages, and we'll be camping out on it this week.  Because the
	passage comes into other lessons as well, we won't hit it heavily
	today.  For today, bury  its main thought deep in your consciousness
	— whatever we are called to endure for the sake of the kingdom
	will be abundantly worth it in the end — and we'll come back
	and unearth that thought tomorrow.

	
	That
	main thought is the main thought of today's lesson.  It's the main
	thought behind, “The treasure is good.”  But there is a
	whole bunch more to be said on the “good” that the
	treasure is.  And most of that whole bunch will be drawn today out
	of Luke 18:18-33 along with Matthew 13.

	
	To
	go back to my first answer, “The treasure is God,”  and
	today's answer, “The treasure is good,” can you see a
	connection between the two answers from Luke 18:18-33?  I'd like you
	to see it from a parallel passage.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 19:16, what question is Jesus asked by the rich young ruler?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	Jesus responds to the young man's question in Luke 18:19, it seems
	to me that He is ostensibly responding to the young man's title for
	Him, “Good Teacher,” but, in fact, He is
	responding
	to the young man's belief that there is some good
	thing
	he can do to inherit eternal life.  Luke 18:21 shows us the young
	man's own good opinion of himself, and I see Jesus subtly
	challenging that opinion with His opener.  I don't believe Jesus was
	decrying His own goodness.  Such an interpretation would contradict
	everything else the Bible says on the subject.  But by taking the
	young man up on his “Good Teacher,” I see a two-pronged
	response:  Jesus is asking the young man, “Why are you calling
	me good?  Who do you believe that I am?  Are you willing to believe
	that I am God?” and also, “Why do you think of yourself
	as good when only God is good?”

	
	Jesus
	lists a number of the commandments for the young man to keep.  After
	all, He was responding the young man's question, and the young man
	had asked what “good thing” he could do
	to gain eternal life.  The answer:  “Keep the commandments.”

	
	

	

	
	Could
	keeping God's commandments gain eternal life for us?
	  _____

	
	

	

	
	We
	have it on good authority.  Jesus said so.  But what's the problem?

	
	

	

	
	Who
	alone is good?   ________

	
	

	

	
	Sure,
	keeping the commandments — all
	of them
	— could gain us eternal life.  Perfection and nothing less is
	required to live forever with God.  But none of us are capable of
	keeping all
	of His commandments.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Please
	look up and copy out the first of the ten commandments from Exodus
	20:3.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	the list He gave the young man, don't you find Jesus' omission of
	the first commandment significant?  Why would He leave out the first
	commandment (which ends up being synonymous with the one Jesus said
	was the greatest — to love the Lord our God with everything in
	us — Matt. 22:37-38)?  Probably because He knew the young man
	believed he was keeping all the commandments.  He had to be shown
	otherwise.  
	

	
	Jesus'
	first words to the young man addressed the question, “Who is
	God, really?”  “Do you believe that I am God?” 
	His last words went right to the heart of the matter for the young
	man: “Who is really God?”  The young man's choice
	exposed His failure in the matter of the first commandment.  He had
	answered the question, “Who is really God?” with the
	wrong answer.  It was the same wrong answer we've all given at one
	time or another.  “ME, ME, ME!  I must be the god of me!”
	 It is the root of the breakage of any of God's other commandments. 
	And if it's the only one broken, it's enough.  There is none good
	but God.  Without God's willingness to give us His perfection in
	exchange for our imperfection if we're willing, we'd all be doomed.

	
	It
	seems to me, from Luke 18:18-33, that we're being taught a lesson in
	spiritual economics.  We're learning about value received for cost
	paid.  And we see a study in economic contrasts in Luke 18.  On the
	one hand, there's the “rich” young man who turned away
	from following the One True God and said, “I must be the god
	of me!”  We don't read how the young man's story ended, but if
	he didn't change courses, then we know how it ended.  The parables
	of the wheat and the weeds and the dragnet give us the answer. 
	Although keeping all the commandments (except the first one) can
	make a person look pretty good for a time, breaking that first one
	will lead inevitably only to destruction, despair, and death. 
	That's the cost paid for the value received of continuing to be
	one's own god.  But to the young man, the cost of treasure in heaven
	looked higher.

	
	On
	the other hand, there were the disciples who knew who God really was
	and who was really God.  They had chosen to follow Jesus.  The cost
	for them was great.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 18:29-30 what did Jesus say would be the value received on the
	costs paid by the disciples? 
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Luke 18:31-33, Jesus then revealed to the disciples His
	cost to purchase their
	eternal rewards.

	
	Now,
	let's look at the parables of the treasure and the pearl in context
	from Matthew 13:36-50.  I see the same study in contrasts that I see
	from Luke 18:18-33, and I see the same lesson on spiritual
	economics.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 13:36-50, which two parables sandwich the parables of the
	treasure and the pearl?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	do both of these “slices of bread” in the parable
	“sandwich” finish?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	The
	parables of the wheat and the weeds and the dragnet that bookend
	this week's parables both finish by describing two, opposing
	destinies.  Believing that God wrote the Book we're studying, I
	don't think there's anything unintentional in it, not even the order
	of these stories.

	
	Remembering
	that we're discussing today the goodness
	of God and values received for costs paid, here's what I hear God
	saying through the order of the parables in Matthew 13:36-50: on the
	one hand, I see Him pointing out the terrible cost of rejecting His
	goodness (the stories of the wheat and the weeds and the dragnet). 
	On the other hand, His goodness is of more infinite value than any
	earthly thing (the stories of the treasure and the pearl).  On the
	one hand, He prods.  On the other hand, He pulls.

	
	Oftentimes,
	among the general public, the belief prevails that Christians are
	Christians only because of the threat of hell.  Perhaps there are
	even Christians who view their Christianity in this way — as
	fire insurance.  But I believe the reality is that the cost of
	rejecting Christ is a terrible one because of the value lost.  Hell
	is what it is because only God is good.  Because hell is the
	complete absence of God and His goodness, hell is hell.   
	

	
	What
	convinces me of the truth of that assertion?  I see the same
	prodding-and-pulling process that I see from Matthew 13:36-50 going
	on in our world.  God prods us away from the evil by allowing us to
	face the consequences of turning away from Him and choosing the
	wrong god.  He is good!
	 And when we turn away from Him, all that is left is evil.  And evil
	is a very terrible thing because
	it is His absence — the absence of all good.  On the other
	hand, He shows us what He's like through the beauty that remains in
	our world — through the beauty of His goodness — to draw
	us toward the good and toward Himself. 
	

	
	I'd
	like to close on a personal note and tell you that I don't always
	easily see the goodness of the treasure.  Sometimes, like the rich
	young man, all I can see is the cost, and the cost looks too high. 
	The cost is a cross — a death to self: the pulling-down of
	self off the throne and the seating of God there.  And God's way
	looks hard.  But then, I'm reminded of the alternative.  Even from
	life on this earth, I can see the consequences of turning away from
	God and His goodness.  I can see where the path of “I must be
	the god of me” comes out.  Were there no eternal rewards for
	following Jesus, I like to think that it would be God's goodness
	(even if seen only in its contrast to evil) that would draw me and
	keep me following.  Only He is good.
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	Week 4, Day
	3

	
	The
	Stories of the Treasures and the Precious Pearl — 
	

	
	Matthew
	13:44-46, 51-52

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:44-46, 2 Corinthians 4:7-18,

	
	Luke
	12:15-21, Matthew 6:19-21

	
	

	

	
	“Were
	there no eternal rewards for following Jesus...” I closed with
	yesterday.  But there are eternal rewards for following Jesus.  Care
	to take a guess at today's answer to the question, “What is
	the treasure?”

	
	

	

	
	From
	today's readings, fill in the blank.  “The treasure is...”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you guessed, “Eternal,” you guessed right!  Today's
	theme is “treasures on earth vs. treasures in heaven.”

	
	Let's
	start by looking at Luke 12:15-21 and 2 Corinthians 4:7-18.  Again,
	I see a study in contrasts.

	
	

	

	
	Which
	passage demonstrates “treasures on earth” and which
	passage “treasures in heaven”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Here
	are our extreme examples.  Here we see the rich man of Luke 12:15-21
	basking in “the good life.”  His life seems to be
	extraordinarily in short supply in the suffering department.  As a
	result, the things he values are earthly.  Eternity seems vague,
	abstract, distant, and unrelated to “real life.”

	
	Then,
	we see the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 4 describing his daily
	life.  I can see why heaven, for him, was solid, concrete,
	just-around-the-corner, and more of a reality than his “real
	life.”  His sufferings in this life were working to produce an
	unimaginably disproportionate weight of glory in the next.  But his
	sufferings also worked to wean his heart away from this life and to
	plant it firmly in the next.

	
	I
	need to tell you that today's lesson is a meaningful one for me;
	more meaningful than usual, perhaps.  Learning the lesson I believe
	I was intended to learn to share with you today was a long, slow
	process involving a little frustration while I wrestled with one
	particular passage and its implications.

	
	That
	passage is the one where we'll spend the majority of our time today,
	and the wrestling I did revolved around the last verse of it.  
	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 6:21, where does Jesus tell us our hearts will be?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 6:19-21, I thought I saw Jesus making another statement
	regarding spiritual economics and giving us some sound
	spiritual-investment advice.  The interpretation I took away from
	His words in Matthew 6:21 was, “If you don't find your heart
	residing in heaven, it's because you aren't investing enough in your
	heavenly bank account.”  And I decided that was the direction
	this lesson would go.

	
	Then,
	I started to think about my real-life experiences, realized those
	experiences didn't match my interpretation of Matthew 6:19-21, and
	came to the conclusion that either my interpretation of my 
	experiences or my interpretation of Matthew 6:19-21 needed some
	adjustment.

	
	At
	this point, likely you aren't tracking with me.  Let me explain my
	real-life experiences, so you'll know where I'm coming from.  The
	explanation could be lengthy, but bear with me.  It is necessary to
	today's lesson.

	
	I
	am a depression-fighter.  I have battled depression (though I
	haven't always labelled it as such) for as long as I can remember. 
	There are some upsides: I'm never tempted to forget that this life
	is a battlefield, I'm seldom tempted to rely on my own strength for
	the fight, and, like any soldier in the trenches, I have a great
	longing for the war to be over.  My heart turns daily toward Home. 
	The one letter I have from Home is creased and torn from reading and
	rereading.  (When I put it that way, it is
	quite the list of some very good benefits!)

	
	When
	in conversation with some close friends (Christian friends, I must
	add) I've casually mentioned that I have all my hopes pinned on not
	living to be very
	old (it's now too late for me to die young!).  I've received worried
	looks and hints pointing me in the direction of therapy.  I don't
	remember what my outward response was, but inwardly, I returned the
	worried looks and the pointed hints, thinking,  “Whaddya mean?
	 There's nothing wrong with me!  I'm the sane one.  Who could want
	to trade in an earlier start on eternity for one more minute of
	earth-time?”  For a depression-struggler, it's hard to realize
	that other, “normal” Christians do not view eternity in
	quite the same way.  It's hard for me to understand the “normal”
	viewpoint because I believe the longing for heaven is (or should be)
	the norm for the believer.

	
	Now.
	 Here's where my wrestlings with Jesus' words from Matthew 16:19-21
	come in: as I began to study Matthew 6:19-21 in preparation for
	writing this lesson, I remembered the conversations with the close,
	Christian friends and the worried looks and pointed hints, and I
	thought to myself, “They just haven't invested enough in
	eternity.  That's why their hearts aren't there.”  And
	instantly, I was bothered by the thought.  Not just by the
	sanctimoniousness of it but by the untruth of it.  The Christian
	friends giving the worried looks and hints happen to be some of the
	most heavenly-invested people I know.  I don't mean they're
	heavenly-minded.  No, I'm the heavenly-minded one (through no merit
	of my own, believe me).  But I've invested
	little in that bank account.  They've invested much.  Their very
	lives are acts of service — service in God's kingdom, that is.
	 Mine tends to run much more along the lines of self-service.  
	

	
	I
	couldn't understand Jesus' words in Matthew 6:21.  How can eternity
	be far more attractive and more real
	to me than to my dear friends who are doing so much that will count
	for eternity when I do so little?  
	

	
	I
	know the answer.  It's a simple one.  I don't appreciate my life
	here as much as my friends appreciate theirs.  Although they have
	much invested in eternity, they also have much invested in the
	here-and-now.  They're basically happy, well-adjusted, healthy
	individuals.  They have husbands and families they love.  They enjoy
	their work and their volunteer activities and their walks with God
	and, in general, their lives.

	
	Back
	to Matthew 6:19-21, in my wrestlings with it, I tore it open at the
	original-language level to discover that Jesus used a certain
	repetition in all the verses that, I believe, is intended for
	emphasis.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the repeated word (which is the theme) of Matthew 6:19-21?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Depending
	on your translation, the three “treasures” in the three
	verses should be obvious.  When I looked up the original Greek for
	the passage, I learned an interesting morsel of truth.  The word
	“treasure” is used more than three times.  The word
	translated “lay up” or “store up” (etc.) is
	also a form of the Greek word for “treasure.”  A more
	direct translation of Jesus' words would read, “Do not
	treasure
	treasures for
	yourselves on earth...but treasure
	treasures
	for yourselves in heaven...”  And for me, that wording changed
	the entire picture.

	
	

	

	
	In
	your own words, define a treasure.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	After
	I pondered Jesus' statements from Matthew 6:19-21 in light of my new
	understanding, I began to see that He is not speaking primarily
	about what we do or don't do.  He's speaking about what we value.

	
	I
	began to realize that my heart and mind and thoughts spend a lot of
	time hanging out in eternity because of what I value.  I have little
	that I value on earth.  I have people in my life, of course, and I
	value them.  But I'm afraid I undervalue them, as well.  I am a
	perfectionist (probably, most depression-fighters are), and I can
	hardly wait for the day when my own imperfections stop causing me to
	magnify others' imperfections because all
	of
	us will be perfect.  In fact, all things I value on earth I tend to
	undervalue because none of them are perfect.
	 I cannot wait for perfection!
	 Others who are not afflicted with my particular malady overlook
	imperfections more easily, and as a result, they value the treasures
	of earth more highly than I do.  
	

	
	All
	of today's required reading passages tell us a very practical reason
	to treasure the treasures of heaven rather than the treasures of
	earth.

	
	

	

	
	From
	each of today's passages, point out a reason why it's good policy
	not to treasure the things of earth?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Earth-treasures
	are susceptible to the second law of thermodynamics and its
	imperfection-causing corruption (Matt. 6:19), no one gets to keep
	their earth-treasures (Luke 12:20), and earth-treasures are
	temporary (2 Cor. 4:18).  In short, why waste time treasuring
	imperfect treasures which won't last?  Setting our hearts on those
	treasures can lead only to disappointment.

	
	So
	there are good, sound reasons why Jesus advises setting our hearts
	on heavenly treasures.  For one thing, heavenly treasures last.  For
	another thing, as Christians, don't we want our hearts to be drawn
	toward heaven just because they should be?  Jesus states flatly that
	what we value will draw our hearts after it.  I'm forced to the
	conclusion that those who find eternity an unappealing or even
	frightening, abstract concept are treasuring earthly treasures, not
	heavenly ones. 
	

	
	Am
	I recommending depression in order to help the earthly-minded become
	more heavenly-minded?  Am I recommending my own undervaluing of
	earthly things in order to value eternal things more highly?

	
	The
	question is, what does Jesus recommend?  His advice is clear: 
	“Don't treasure treasure on earth.  Treasure treasure in
	heaven.”  And if you're like me, you're left saying, “But
	HOW?!!!”

	
	For
	those who struggle with depression or deal daily with other serious
	suffering, being heavenly-minded will present little challenge.  But
	for the naturally happy, their earthly lives will tend to occupy
	their hearts and minds.  This is not a critique of the
	naturally-happy person's relationship with God or her service to
	Him.  One of my dear, heavenly-invested, happy-by-nature friends
	told me recently that she has no problem trusting God in her daily
	life and experiencing the joy of His presence here and now.  It's
	believing what He says about eternity that requires the great leap
	of faith for her.  
	

	
	I
	have the opposite problem.   My experience of God's presence in the
	here-and-now is weak.  It's one of the reasons I long for the day
	when there will be no barriers between us and I will find His
	presence wholly, utterly satisfying.  My strong belief in eternity
	is born of necessity.  If what the Bible has to say on the subject
	of eternity isn't true, then I have very little of value.  As Paul
	(whose life makes mine look all peaches and cream) said, “If
	in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most
	pitiable” (1 Cor. 15:19).

	
	To
	return to my earlier question, HOW can the naturally happy set about
	implementing Jesus' command to value heavenly treasures rather than
	earthly ones?  
	

	
	Of
	course I don't recommend depression.  Nor do I believe Jesus
	recommended rejecting the enjoyment of the good gifts He's given us
	on earth or going the medieval route of the “mortification of
	the flesh” (intentionally self-creating suffering).  That
	isn't God's way (Col. 2:20-23).  Then, how is it possible to
	treasure heavenly treasures without losing the enjoyment of life? 
	

	
	I
	don't know that I can point to a particular Scripture to explain the
	HOW of learning to treasure heavenly treasure, but one idea occurs
	to me.  What if we can learn to see the heavenly hiding inside the
	earthly?

	
	Do
	my naturally-happy friends need to learn to value their husbands or
	children or jobs or kingdom-service activities less in order to set
	their hearts on heavenly treasures?  I don't think so.  But perhaps
	they need to learn to see their husbands or children or jobs or
	kingdom-service activities differently.  Perhaps, if their hearts
	are not set on eternity because of all those good things they value
	on earth, they only need to see the eternal in those good things. 
	If there's anything worth valuing on earth, it's worth valuing
	because it comes from God's hand.  If it comes from God's hand,
	there's a little piece of eternity hidden in it somewhere.

	
	The
	mother raising her children can begin to view them as the creatures
	of eternity they are and raise them with their eternities in mind. 
	The working woman (is there any other kind?) can begin to see the
	eternal value in her work (and all work can be done “as to the
	Lord” — Colossians 3:23 — and so possesses eternal
	value).   God's other good gifts — nature, romance, music,
	laughter, you name it — all belong to the eternal realm as
	well as the earthly one because they reveal to us a little more
	about who God is and what He's like.  
	

	
	I
	once knew a little girl who wasn't sure she wanted to go to heaven
	unless I could assure her that her horse would be there, too.  I
	couldn't assure her because I didn't know about her horse.  I could
	assure her that the One who made her horse would be there, and if
	He's the type of Person who makes things like horses (and nature,
	romance, music, laughter, etc.) couldn't she trust that being with
	Him would be enough for her?

	
	Like
	the little girl, some have a fear of heaven because it is an unknown
	and because of all the good things on earth they're not sure they
	want to leave behind.  If they could see the good things properly,
	they would understand that the good things were meant to make heaven
	less of an unknown.  We may not know just what heaven will be, but
	we can know the One who is heaven.  And His good gifts on earth help
	us know Him more.

	
	Me,
	on the other hand — my heart is already set on eternity, but I
	need to stop undervaluing God's good gifts in the here-and-now.  If
	seeing the little piece of the heavenly treasure hidden within the
	earthly treasure could help my “normal” friends value
	heavenly things a little more, could the same principle work for
	someone like me?  Could it help me be more content with this life? 
	Hmmm!  I might be on to something!
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	Week 4, Day
	4

	
	The
	Stories of the Treasures and the Precious Pearl — 
	

	
	Matthew
	13:44-46, 51-52

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:44-46, 2 Corinthians 4:18,

	
	Colossians
	3:1-4, Matthew 6:16-23

	
	

	

	
	One
	word from Matthew 13:44 jumps out at me every time I read the verse
	and leaves me with some questions.  Why is the treasure “hidden”
	in the field, and why does the man who finds it “hide”
	it again?  Did Jesus throw in the detail of the “hidden”
	treasure just to add to the realism of the story?  When I imagine
	the man of Matthew 13:44 stumbling across a gold vein or discovering
	a deposit of “crude” (“oil, that is!”), it
	lends authenticity to the story to learn that the treasure was
	hidden and that the man hid it again until he could raise the
	necessary to buy the field.  In the case of the pearl, though we
	don't read that it's true value went largely unrecognized, the
	implication could be read into the story.  As with the man buying
	the field, in the story of the pearl, my assumption is that the
	merchant sells all he has to buy the pearl because buying the pearl
	will give him very high return for his shekel.  The pearl must be
	worth far more than he pays for it.  But in that case, the true
	value of the pearl must be hidden from the eyes of everyone except
	the merchant who buys it.

	
	Did
	Jesus inform His listeners that the treasure was “hidden”
	just to give His story an air of believability or was He also
	revealing more about the kingdom of heaven?  I don't know Jesus'
	motives in calling the treasure “hidden,” but from other
	Scriptures, I can see that the kingdom is a hidden treasure.  And
	that brings us to today's answer.  “What is the treasure?”
	 “The treasure is hidden.”  And for “hidden,”
	read “invisible.”

	
	

	

	
	From
	2 Corinthians 4:18, what is one difference between eternal things
	and temporal things?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 There's
	a very simple lesson in this verse but one it takes conscious effort
	to remember.  Everything visible will not last.  The lasting
	realities are invisible.  Everything presently visible will one day
	burn up (2 Pet. 3:10).  
	

	
	This
	simple lesson relates directly to yesterday's discussion.  I'd
	better not bother getting attached to this shell I'm living in or
	the outer shells of the people I love.  The shells don't last.  It's
	the real, invisible person inside who is eternal.  The mountains and
	trees and even the stars and planets in our universe will all be
	charcoal some day.  But I can see in them the lasting, invisible
	character of the One who made them.

	
	Why
	is the kingdom, the treasure, hidden?  Because it's eternal.  It
	lasts.  Therefore, it's invisible (presently).

	
	It
	takes a special vision to see the invisible.  The Bible calls that
	kind of vision “faith.”  The only ones who discern the
	true value of the treasure and the pearl and realize there is
	nothing visible worth keeping in exchange for the invisible treasure
	are those who see through the eyes of faith.

	
	Yesterday,
	I wanted to have you look at Colossians 3:1-4 as it said everything
	I was trying to say, but I ran out of time and space.  No matter. 
	It fits with today's lesson just as well.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Colossians 3:1-4, pick out a verse which paraphrases Matthew
	6:19-21.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Colossians 3:1-4, pick out any “sight” words.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	picked out “hidden” in verse three, and the two
	“appears” in verse four.  “Hidden” is
	another way of saying “invisible,” and “appear”
	is another way of saying, “be made visible.”  As we
	learned in Week 3 with the story of the mustard seed, the kingdom
	starts invisibly but becomes visible.  My real
	life
	is invisible at the moment; that life is “hidden” in
	Christ.  But one day, that invisible reality will be made visible. 
	Therefore, because the invisible is the real and the lasting, I need
	to set my mind and heart on the real, lasting, invisible things.  
	

	
	Jesus
	gave us the same advice in Matthew 6:19-21 when He counselled us to
	learn to see the value of the eternal rather than the earthly.  What
	we value will draw our hearts after it.  Don't we want our hearts
	drawn toward the lasting?  Interestingly, Jesus brings out the theme
	of “visible vs. invisible” in Matthew 6:22-23 (or all
	the way through the chapter, but let's take a look at Matthew
	6:22-23 for now).

	
	

	

	
	Restate
	Matthew 6:22-23 in your own words.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Jesus
	is speaking about blindness, isn't He?  “Good eyes” are
	sighted eyes.  “Bad eyes” are blind eyes.  “Good
	eyes” let in light.  “Bad eyes” keep it out.  And
	“light” and “darkness” in the Bible often
	refer to righteousness and unrighteousness.  I've seen it for
	myself.  It's how we see
	things
	that determines our actions.  Wrong-thinking cannot produce
	right-doing.  If we see things improperly (by, for instance, seeing
	only the visible), no good can come of it.

	
	Jesus
	then follows His statements on good and bad eyes with a discourse on
	the love of money.  Is there a connection?  There is a strong
	connection in Scripture between the love of money and blindness. 
	When I think about “bad eyes” as those which refuse to
	see the invisible through faith-lenses, I begin to see the
	connection between that particular blindness and the love of money. 
	The love of money starts with materialism.

	
	Materialism,
	as an “ism,” is the belief that all we see is all there
	is.  There is no “real me” hiding inside my outer shell.
	 There is only the shell.  There are no greater, invisible
	realities.  Materialism believes matter created itself and so
	worships matter as creator.  We were created to worship.  We will
	all worship something.

	
	And
	materialism is a form of serious (though not incurable) blindness. 
	When I hear the arguments put forward in its favour and the mental
	gymnastics required for its defense, I see the blinding effect it
	has.

	
	Still,
	materialism, I believe, has always been the belief system with the
	strongest pull for the human race.  From the beginning of “isms”
	when humanity first turned away from the worship of the One True
	God, it immediately turned toward the worship of the visible.  The
	creation was worshipped (the sun, moon, etc.), or “gods”
	were molded from gold and silver.  (Can you see the direct link
	between materialism and covetousness?)

	
	I
	can see materialism's pull on all of us, even as Christians.  I can
	feel its pull on me.  It's just, plain hard sometimes to see past
	the mask of the visible to the invisible realities hiding inside. 
	Because of its immediacy, matter does sometimes seem to be a
	“matter” of the utmost importance.  And so the love of
	money creeps in.

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you give an example of an area where you feel materialism's pull?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yesterday,
	I stated that Jesus' words regarding treasuring treasure in heaven
	have more to do with what we value than with what we do or don't do.
	 I'm not recanting.  Yet I see a strong emphasis on what we do or
	don't do from Matthew 6, as well.  The topics are connected.  Our
	actions are determined by our values.  
	

	
	I
	see Jesus' investment advice, teaching us to invest in our heavenly
	bank accounts, from the first verses of Matthew 6.  And that
	investment advice is all about the “visible vs. invisible.”
	 In fact, Jesus says boldly that an investment in the
	temporal/visible means an investment opportunity lost in the realm
	of the eternal/invisible.

	
	In
	fact, Jesus warns us that if we don't keep our investments in
	eternity hidden or secret, we may be in danger of losing them as
	they can become investments in the visible.  I've had you read
	Jesus' investment advice from Matthew 6:16-18 already, but skim back
	over the beginning of the chapter to notice the same advice.

	
	From
	the stories of the hidden treasure and the precious pearl in Matthew
	13, I've wondered not only what it means to us that the treasure is
	a hidden one but also that the man who found it hid
	it again.
	  Surely, we're not meant to keep the treasure of the kingdom hidden
	once we've discovered it.

	
	Notice,
	however, that the man kept the treasure hidden only because of his
	investment in it and only until the investment was complete.  He was
	eager not to lose his investment, and he may have lost it if he
	hadn't kept quiet about it.  Such is the nature of investments. 
	Then, notice that he invested the visible (all he owned) because he
	had his eyes fixed on the invisible (the still-hidden treasure).

	
	The
	Apostle Paul speaks in 1 Corinthians 3:12-15 of rewards in heaven
	based on how a person invests in the kingdom of heaven (or builds on
	the foundation of Christ).  He speaks of “building” with
	gold, silver, precious stones, or wood, hay, and straw.  The day of
	fire will reveal the building materials.  The “builder”
	may lose everything he's built even though he himself is saved
	(although “as through fire”).  Considering everything
	visible will one day be burnt up, I can't help seeing a connection
	between 1 Corinthians 3 and Matthew 6.

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you see as being the “gold, silver, precious stones”
	and the “wood, hay, straw” of 1 Corinthians 3?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	see the acts performed strictly as offerings to God or out of
	obedience to Him as the “gold, silver, and precious stones.”
	 The treasure is hidden.  It's invisible.  The eternal, even the
	eternal of our earthly actions, is that which is invisible.  How
	this works itself out in everyday life when it's not always possible
	to keep our acts of obedience invisible is tricky.  It is a matter
	of motive, I believe.  If an act is motivated
	by
	its visibility here and now, it burns.  But Jesus advises secrecy in
	our good-deed-doing because, with the pull of materialism on all of
	us, He knows how hard it is to keep our motives pure when others are
	applauding.

	
	There
	is a seeming contradiction between Matthew 6 and Matthew 5:16, but
	no time for more today.  We'll have to tackle it tomorrow when we
	learn that the treasure is not only hidden; it's revealed.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__189_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__251_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__118_574192277]
	Week 4, Day
	5

	
	The
	Stories of the Treasures and the Precious Pearl — 
	

	
	Matthew
	13:44-46, 51-52

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 13:44-46, 51-52; 2 Corinthians 4; 
	

	
	Job 28;
	Psalm 19

	
	

	

	
	I
	closed yesterday by mentioning the seeming discrepancy between
	Matthew 6 with Jesus' instructions on performing “good works”
	invisibly and Matthew 5:16: “Let your light so shine before
	men, that
	they may see your good works
	and glorify your Father in heaven” (emphasis added).  How can
	we be told not to let our good works be seen by men and then told to
	let our light shine before men so that they will see our good works?

	
	It's
	a question that ties in to today's answer to the question of the
	week, “What is the treasure?”  In an attempt to answer
	the question of the seeming-contradiction, let's turn to 2
	Corinthians 4.     
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	2 Corinthians 4:1-4, is the “treasure” of the gospel of
	the kingdom hidden or revealed?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	“A
	little of both,” I suppose, would be the right answer.  God's
	truth shines out like the sun at midday.  It's hidden (or veiled)
	only from those who refuse to see it; it's hidden only from the
	blind.  Yet we discovered yesterday that the treasure is an
	invisible one (visible only to those who see through the eyes of
	faith).  The kingdom starts invisibly but becomes visible as we
	learned in Week 3.  The method God has chosen, at this time, to make
	His kingdom — the treasure — visible should knock us off
	our feet.  And onto our knees.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	from 2 Corinthian 4:6 to define the treasure in clay jars Paul
	speaks of in verse seven.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	would choose, “...the light of the knowledge of the glory of
	God in the face of Jesus Christ.”  The treasure hiding inside
	the jars of clay of our bodies is light!
	 And light cannot stay hidden.

	
	In
	2 Corinthians 4:7, I believe Paul is making use of two biblical
	puns.  One is the fact that we are made out of mud or clay.  The
	other is that the mud or clay is a light-holder.  In Paul's time and
	culture, a light-holder made out of clay was called a lamp.  In 2
	Corinthians 4:7, I believe we are being portrayed as lamps.

	
	I
	see this same portrayal from Matthew 5:15, immediately before Jesus'
	instructions to let our lights shine before men so that they may see
	our good words and glorify our Father in heaven.  Matthew 5:15 says,
	“Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a
	lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house.”

	
	Jesus
	precedes this statement of the obvious (that light is not meant to
	be hidden) with a statement of the very non-obvious.  In fact, it's
	a scarcely-believable statement (I can believe it only because Jesus
	said it).  Matthew 5:14a. proclaims, “You are the light of the
	world...”  Why is this statement scarcely-credible?  Because
	of John 9:5 (Jesus speaking in this verse):  “...I am the
	light of the world.”  Jesus is the light of the world.  How
	can we be the light of the world?

	
	Let
	me quote all of John 9:5 for you:  “As long as I am in the
	world, I am the light of the world.”  Now that His physical,
	visible presence has left the world, who is the light of the world? 
	Right!  Us.  His followers.

	
	The
	astonishing truth that we
	are the light of the world is explained only by remembering Jesus'
	and Paul's portrayals of Christ-followers as lamps of clay.  We are
	the light
	of the world only in the sense that we are the lamps
	of the world.  The treasure inside the earthen vessel is not from
	us.  The light is Jesus shining through us.

	
	The
	method through which God has, at this time, chosen to reveal the
	treasure of the kingdom of heaven — the method through which
	He makes Himself visible — is by shining through you and me. 
	It would be a terrifying fact were it not for one thing:  the light
	is His.  The power is His.  It's the life of Jesus (not our own)
	being manifested (or revealed) through our mortal bodies (2 Cor.
	4:10-11).

	
	Does
	this help to answer the question I asked earlier, “How can we
	be told not to let our good works be seen by men and then told to
	let our light shine before men so that they will see our good
	works?”  I think it does.  Notice that Jesus didn't say, “Let
	your good
	works
	so shine before men...”  We often take that interpretation,
	but it's the wrong one.  No, we are to let our light
	so shine before men.  And Who is the light?       
	

	
	  
	

	
	Comment
	on the difference between letting our light shine before men and
	letting our good works shine before men.  What does that difference
	mean to you personally?  Give a concrete example if possible.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  We
	let our light shine by simply letting God do His work in us.  Part
	of that work will be leading us into acts of obedience.  Those are
	the good works that people will see which will cause them to glorify
	God.  Why?  Because the work is His.  The question I'm left asking,
	however, is, “If we're told to hide our acts of obedience as
	much as possible, how will people see them?”  And the only
	answer I can come up with is, “I have no idea.”  I don't
	need to have an answer to that question.  Answering that question is
	God's business.  I'm told to let my light shine.  I'm to direct the
	viewer to God.  Always to Him.  Not to me.  Then, as part of the
	obedience He calls me to, I'm to perform my acts of obedience as
	quietly and invisibly as possible.  He says that light cannot remain
	hidden (Matt. 5:14).  He says that my good works, my acts of
	obedience, are meant to be seen (Matt 5:16).  But the when and the
	how of making my acts of obedience visible is up to Him.  My
	business is to obey Him by trying to hide them.  If I get the order
	of things wrong and try to make my good works, instead of His light,
	visible, the only result will be  “...that [men] may see my
	good works and glorify me on earth.”  Somehow, God reveals the
	treasure through us not in spite of but because of the invisibility
	of our investments in it.

	
	I'd
	like to jump tracks completely (well, not completely) for the rest
	of the lesson.  We're still bent on answering the question, “What
	is the treasure?”  And today's answer, “The treasure is
	revealed,” is still the main heading for today's lesson.  But
	there's another direction I'd like to take under that main heading. 
	Here we'll finally be exploring the last of this week's parables:
	the householder and his treasure from Matthew 13:51-52.

	
	Job
	28 is all about treasure, and as from Matthew 13, we learn from Job
	28 that the treasure is hidden.

	
	

	

	
	What
	does Job, in the last half of chapter twenty-eight, declare to be
	the true treasure?

	
	

	

	
	I
	believe Job to be making the point, “Look!  We value gold,
	silver, and precious stones so much we'll turn the earth upside down
	to find their sources.  Wisdom is a far more valuable (and a far
	rarer?) commodity.  Why aren't we working just as hard to discover
	the source of wisdom?”  Good question!

	
	I'm
	interested to note that Job's point is not only, “The treasure
	is hidden.”  He also makes the point, “The treasure is
	revealed.”  Because of human diligence, the treasures of the
	earth have been and are constantly being revealed.  I believe Job
	had made a lifetime search for the source of the true treasure —
	wisdom — and he was happy to report in the last verse of
	chapter twenty-eight that God had revealed it to him.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Job 28:28, what is the source of wisdom?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	Being
	a person who's lived in bondage to fear for years, I've done a fair
	amount of thinking on the subject of fear.  I've come to see that
	fear is a God-given reaction to potential pain (otherwise known as
	danger).  Physical fear (adrenaline) has useful effects on the human
	body that aid in fight or flight when potential pain confronts.  But
	the gift of fear is misused by fearing the imaginary.  Fear-slaves
	(like me) see potential pain (mental or physical) everywhere.  And
	for those of us who can't see the future, pain is imaginary until it
	becomes actual.  So fear, for the most part, is a reaction to
	something entirely imaginary.  It's not built on truth.

	
	There
	is one fear that is always based on truth.  That is the fear of God.
	 
	

	
	For
	years of my life, I wondered how fear — even the fear of God —
	could possibly be a good thing.  When I began to see fear as a
	warning against danger, I understood the fear of God differently. 
	The pain involved in choosing to turn to evil by turning against God
	is a guarantee.  The fear of that pain is not an imaginary fear. 
	The danger to be feared, then, is the danger of the consequences of
	turning against God.  And as physical fear aids us in avoiding
	physical danger, the fear of God aids us in avoiding evil.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the last line of Job 28:28 and comment on any new insights it gives
	you into the fear of God.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Interestingly,
	Job informs us that it's the fear of God that is the source of
	wisdom.  It's from that fear that true right-thinking begins.  (See
	also, Ps. 111:10, Prov. 9:10.)  I'm interested to see that the fear
	of God is the beginning
	of wisdom, not the end of it.

	
	Let's
	look now at Psalm 19 and pull out some observations on, “The
	treasure is revealed.”  I mentioned earlier that God's truth
	shines out like the sun at midday (2 Cor 4:4).  The psalmist David
	uses the same language in Psalm 19.  The skies declare some of the
	basic facts about God.  There's no place on earth under that sky
	where those basic facts are not revealed through nature.  As no inch
	above ground on earth can hide from the sun's light, no person on
	that inch can hide from the truth that the sun tells him about the
	One who created it.  Paul states in Romans 1:18-20 that God's
	invisible attributes are clearly seen through the things He made and
	that the only way to avoid seeing them is deliberately to go
	underground and hide from the truths God's creation shouts.  When I
	see the wilful blindness of the thoroughgoing materialist, I have to
	agree.

	
	But
	keep reading down through Psalm 19.  What looks like subject change
	in verse seven is no subject change at all, I believe.

	
	

	

	
	If
	creation is an imperfect revelation of God, what is a perfect
	revelation (Psalm19:7)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	God has revealed His treasures through nature, how much more are
	they revealed through His Word?    Like wisdom in Job 28, God's laws
	are more valuable than gold.  The reason?  Because God's Word takes
	us to the source of wisdom.  It teaches us the fear of God (vv.
	8-10).

	
	When
	David wrote Psalm 19, he would have had in mind not the Bible as we
	know it today but what we call “the Law.”  The primary
	concern of “the Law” was teaching God's people the fear
	of God.  It displayed in great detail the consequences of turning
	away from God.  That particular danger was painted in vivid colours.
	 
	

	
	For
	David, it worked.  He learned wisdom by learning the fear of God. 
	He learned to turn toward God and away from evil, and, as a result,
	he loved God's law.  It was a treasure to him.

	
	To
	me, Psalm 19:11 is the key verse of the chapter.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the dual nature of the purpose of God's Word according to Psalm
	19:11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Where
	else have we seen the pairing of warning and reward from this week's
	lessons?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	As
	discussed on Day 2 of this week, from Matthew 13:36-50 and Jesus'
	“parable sandwich,” I see the pairing of warning and
	reward.  I see prodding and pulling.  The fear of God is the
	beginning of wisdom.  It's the source.  But it's not the end of
	wisdom.  The culmination of wisdom is learning to appreciate the
	goodness
	of the treasure.  We begin that process by learning the pain of evil
	that is the inevitable result of turning away from God.  But the
	process is incomplete without also learning to know the reward of
	His goodness.

	
	God's
	Law of the Old Testament began the process.  It taught God's people
	the fear of God.  But the rewards of knowing Him were not made quite
	as plain.

	
	In
	Matthew 13:51-52, Jesus speaks about the “scribe” or
	“teacher of the law” who is instructed in the ways of
	the kingdom of heaven being like an owner of a house bringing out of
	his storeroom treasures “new and old.”  The scribes and
	teachers of the law were the experts in the Old Testament.  The
	expert in the Old Testament who also understands the principles
	taught in the New, now there's a person who has the complete
	picture.  There's a person with a handle on the treasure.  Do you
	see the privileged position you and I are in?  The source of the
	treasure of wisdom is the fear of God, taught to us by the Law.  The
	culmination of the treasure of wisdom is the goodness of God, taught
	to us by Jesus and His followers through the New Testament.  
	

	
	The
	privileged position of the scribe with treasures old and new is also
	a responsibility.  The treasures are to be brought out in order to
	be shared around.  The treasure is revealed — through nature,
	through seeing the consequences of evil, through seeing the goodness
	of God in the world, and especially through God's Word — but
	God has also enlisted us in the work of revealing His light, His
	treasure.  Unless we are in the business of sharing out the treasure
	by pointing the way to Him, how will people understand what has been
	revealed?
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	Week 4
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— From 2 Corinthians 4:10 and 11, what is being manifested or
	revealed through our bodies?

	
	2
	— In Matthew 13:36-50, which two parables sandwich the
	parables of the treasure and the pearl?

	
	3
	— What is the repeated word (which is the theme) of Matthew
	6:19-21?

	
	4
	— From 1 Corinthians 4:18, what is one difference between
	eternal things and temporal things?

	
	5
	— What is the dual nature of the purpose of God's Word
	according to Psalm 19:11?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	This
	week's parables are a class in spiritual economics.  Through them,
	we learn about cost and value.  The stories of the treasures from
	Matthew 13 teach us about investing in what will truly give us the
	most bang for our buck.  The treasure is
	the kingdom of heaven, I decided, and then stated several facts
	about that treasure.

	
	1
	— The treasure is God, 2 — The treasure is God's people,
	3 — The treasure is God and
	His people; God dwelling in the midst of His people, 4 — The
	treasure is good, 5 — The treasure is eternal, 6 — The
	treasure is hidden, and 7 — The treasure is revealed.

	
	On
	Day 5, I listed some of the ways God has revealed the treasures of
	His kingdom to the world at large.  1 — through nature, 2 —
	through the consequences of choosing evil, 3 — through His
	goodness in the world, 4 — through His Word, and most
	astonishingly, 5 — through us.

	
	I've
	ignored completely the question of, “Are we really revealing
	God and His kingdom to the world?”  because I don't have an
	answer.  But that has been my struggle of the week.  It has been a
	week of unavoidably seeing flaws in myself and others.  The sticking
	point has been, “The treasure is God's people...God dwelling
	in the midst of His people.”  As the people of God, we are
	all, individually and corporately, indwelt by the Spirit of God.  In
	that case, how do we manage to be so imperfect?

	
	As
	I've confessed, I don't do well with imperfections, mine or others'.
	 The imperfections of earth make me long for the perfect of the
	eternal.  It was hugely meaningful for me to be reminded this week
	to see the eternal and invisible hiding inside the imperfect of the
	temporal and visible.  Particularly where people are concerned.

	
	On
	the subject of spiritual economics, I've been doing some thinking
	about love and hate.  Love and hate are, on a basic level, economic
	valuations of a spiritual nature.  To hate is to assign no worth at
	all to the object of hatred.  To love is to value.  It's not
	necessary for me to gloss over sin in others' lives but to love my
	neighbour as myself.  Do I hate my own sin?  Do I want desperately
	to see me
	fixed?  Yes, I do.  Why?  Because I love myself.  I value myself. 
	In that case, I can love my neighbour while longing to see changes
	in his life.  I show that we're on the same team when I cheer him on
	in his victories and groan over his fumbles.  
	

	
	Remembering
	how God sees us from the perspective of Revelation 21 has helped me
	more than once see His people differently.  We are of infinite worth
	to God.  We are His treasure.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__193_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__255_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__122_574192277]
	Week 5, Day
	1

	
	The
	Story of the Little, Lost Sheep— Matthew 18:11-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:1-10, 11-14; Mark 10:13-16

	
	

	

	
	We're
	moving today out of Matthew 13 where Jesus, through His little
	stories, answers the question, “What is the kingdom of heaven?
	 What is it like?”  And even (indirectly), “How does one
	enter the kingdom?”

	
	Although
	we're finished with Matthew 13, we're not finished with the kingdom
	of heaven.  I've had you back up to the beginning of Matthew 18 to
	get the context for the story of the lost sheep as told in Matthew. 
	Notice the question the disciples asked which was the
	conversation-opener that resulted in this week's parable.

	
	

	

	
	What
	question did Jesus' disciples ask Him in Matthew 18:1?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	did Jesus answer their question?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	For
	once, a straight answer!  I believe Jesus so seldom gives straight
	answers because we so seldom ask the right questions.  I find Him in
	the Gospels often giving answers to the questions that need to be
	asked, rather than the questions which were asked.  In this
	instance, however, the disciples needed to know the answer to their
	question.  So Jesus explained ranks in the kingdom to them.  In many
	ways, it will be the kingdom of the Great Reversal.  (I like to
	think of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12) as, “The Sermon on
	the Great Reversal.”)  
	

	
	As
	we saw from last week on Day 4, there will be rewards in heaven.  We
	will not all be identical in eternity or in identical positions.  I
	have no guesses (well, maybe a few guesses but no solid evidence
	from Scripture) as to what those rewards are, but here we are told
	who will be in the top positions in the kingdom: those who were in
	the lowest positions on earth.  Or those who took on the lowest
	positions on earth.

	
	We
	need to understand a little about how the disciples and their
	culture viewed children.  Although having children was seen as a
	blessing from God and not having them was next-door to a tragedy,
	until children reached a certain age, children, as individuals in a
	society,
	were not of great importance to that society.  Children were, no
	doubt, of tremendous importance to their parents.  But little
	children made no vital contribution to society, and their positions
	of importance lay in their futures, not their presents.

	
	We
	see this prevalent attitude from Mark 10 where the disciples attempt
	to shoo away parents with small children.  On this occasion, Jesus
	makes a statement that is nearly identical to one He makes in
	Matthew 18.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Mark 10:15 and Matthew 18:3, how does Jesus say the kingdom of
	heaven must be entered?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is not new information for those who completed Week 3's lessons.  We
	saw that the only way to become a citizen of the kingdom is to be
	born into it.  What an apt analogy!  The beginning of new life as a
	member of the kingdom is the beginning of an entirely new life.  And
	as a new, earthly life starts small and helpless and grows and
	strengthens, so does the new, heavenly life — complete with
	infancy and childhood.

	
	In
	my family, we were recently made ecstatic by the arrival of my first
	great-niece.  Holding her one day, I was struck by the absolute
	helplessness of a baby.  Of all species of life on earth, humans
	must surely be the species which starts off the most defenseless. 
	The babies of other species can walk or crawl within minutes of
	birth.  Humans are unable even to sit up or roll over for months. 
	If attacked, a baby human can do nothing but flail its arms and
	legs.  And cry.  A baby's only real defense is lung power.  Its only
	means of providing for its own needs in any way is its ability to
	make them known.  The baby knows how to ask for help.

	
	But
	just think!  The species which starts off the most helpless of them
	all is the species responsible for skyscrapers and space travel. 
	The baby human may not stand a chance against the baby cheetah.  But
	not even an adult cheetah can outrun the bullet fired from the gun
	made by the adult human.  The most helpless of species becomes the
	most powerful on earth.

	
	The
	society of Jesus' day looked down on children as non-contributors. 
	It was their helplessness that put them in the lowest positions in
	society.  Children are largely powerless, and earthly societies put
	the powerful in their top positions.  I believe the very quality
	that caused the disciples to despise children is the quality Jesus
	taught His disciples to recognize in themselves in order to enter
	the kingdom and become great in it.

	
	On
	Week 2, Day 1, I talked about the first human's choice between the
	tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil as being
	a choice between dependence on God or independence from God.  That
	is still the fundamental choice that makes the difference between
	those belonging only to the old, earthly kingdom and those who have
	been reborn into the kingdom of heaven.  No one gets into the
	kingdom of heaven without saying to God, “You're right!  I
	can't do it on my own!  I need You!”  That first, fundamental
	quality we must have, and we must recognize we have, in order to
	enter the kingdom of heaven is need.

	
	And
	in that quality, I finally began to see the connection between this
	week's parable and it surrounding context of Matthew 18:1-10.

	
	

	

	
	Write
	a thesis statement for the first ten verses of Matthew 18.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	was it about the lost sheep that gave it extra value in the
	shepherd's eyes?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Point
	out any connections you can see between your thesis statement and
	the story of the lost sheep.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	tomorrow's required reading, Luke 15, I have a much easier time
	understanding the context in which Jesus told the story of the lost
	sheep.  It's harder to see the connection between the opening theme
	of Matthew 18 (God's heart toward children) and the story of the
	lost sheep.  But when I began to zoom up on one particular quality
	every child possesses, I began to see a connection between God's
	heart for children and the story of the lost sheep.  The quality
	every child and the little, lost sheep have in common is need.

	
	The
	story of the lost sheep (and the others from Luke 15 which we'll
	look at tomorrow) were stories told with the clear intent of
	revealing God's heart to us.  Jesus told stories about common things
	that His audience had experienced in order to help His audience
	relate to the heart of God.  Any of us can understand a shepherd who
	leaves ninety-nine sheep who are safely at home to go after the one
	who is lost.  It makes sense to us.

	
	I
	see two main points about God's heart from the story of the lost
	sheep:  God's value for the individual and God's irresistible
	attraction to the quality of need.

	
	Let's
	return to the question that got this week's ball rolling: “Who
	then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”  The society of
	Jesus' day valued individuals only by their contributions to the
	society.  Children, as non-contributors, were not considered
	valuable.  Jesus flipped His society's notion on its head and taught
	that, to God, the individual is of greatest value.  Society is
	valuable only in that it is made up of individuals.

	
	The
	society of Jesus' day valued powerful individuals.  Jesus taught
	that, for God, powerlessness is the quality that makes an individual
	great in His society. 
	

	
	I
	asked you earlier what it was about the lost sheep that gave it
	extra value in the shepherd's eyes.  I hope you answered something
	to the effect of, “It was the sheep's need.”  Am I
	saying, then, that some have extra value in God's eyes?  Doesn't He
	love us all the same?  Ah, here's the beauty of it.  We all need Him
	equally.

	
	But
	what will make us great in His kingdom is the realization of need. 
	To the degree that we realize our need of Him, to that degree we
	make ourselves as little children, and to that degree we will be
	great in His kingdom.  We've seen it from our own experience.  The
	species that starts off the most helpless becomes the greatest of
	species on earth.  I stated earlier that the importance of a child's
	position in society lay in his future, not in his present.  That's
	how it is for us children of God.  Our positions of importance
	belong to our futures.

	
	I've
	sometimes wondered about saints of God who became highly visible on
	earth.  Will the D. L. Moodys and Billy Grahams of this world be the
	least in God's kingdom because they experienced some measure of
	earthly greatness and fame?  What about Jesus' original disciples? 
	They became well-known figures.

	
	In
	working through this lesson, I've come to see that greatness in the
	kingdom is a matter of conscious dependence.  On earth, the low
	positions are dependent, helpless, needy positions.  Did the
	apostles and other saints who became famous live in a state of
	constant, conscious dependence on God?  I would think so.

	
	I
	was reminded last week that rewards in heaven will be determined by
	the motivation behind the acts of obedience.  A highly-visible saint
	is not necessarily one who is least rewarded in the kingdom of
	heaven because it comes down to motivation.  If a person's
	motivation is visibility, then there are no heavenly rewards for
	that act.  By the same token, an act of obedience performed through
	self-reliance cannot be great in God's kingdom.  Only acts of
	obedience done through dependence on God and His strength can be
	considered great acts in any kind of way that will count in the end.
	 The baby's only real gift is its ability to ask for help.

	
	I
	often hear people talk about a childlike faith and hear that quality
	of children mentioned as the one Jesus is recommending from passages
	like today's required reading.  I believe a childlike trust is
	necessary to become great in God's kingdom.  But that quality grows
	out a more basic one.  A child trusts because of its dependence. 
	The child has no option but to trust.  Complete dependence results
	in complete trust.  Those of us who feel we have many resources of
	our own will find trust difficult.  The goal must be to remember our
	utter need.
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	Week 5, Day
	2

	
	The
	Story of the Little, Lost Sheep— Matthew 18:11-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:11-14, Luke 15

	
	

	

	
	I've
	titled this week's story “The Story of the Little, Lost Sheep”
	because of its context in Matthew 18.  Because Matthew 18:1-10 tells
	us about God's heart for children, I'm calling the sheep of Matthew
	18 “little.”  
	

	
	Yesterday's
	lesson was a convicting one for me.  Matthew 18:10 warns us to be on
	guard against despising “little ones.”  I was
	conscience-stricken to realize some of the despising of “little
	ones” I've been doing.  
	

	
	I
	have no kids of my own, but having a multitude of nieces and nephews
	and having been involved in children's ministries for years, I've
	spent a lot of time with kids.  Lately, though (since I've hit
	forty), I'm finding my attitude toward kids changing.  These days,
	when the adults are sitting around “visiting” and the
	kids are off playing, I always find myself visiting with the adults
	and never off playing with the kids.  Suddenly, they seem noisier,
	messier, and more exhausting.  Like the disciples in Mark 10, I've
	noticed lately how bothersome kids can be with their endless
	interruptions when there's important, adult concerns to discuss. 
	“Shoo, kids!  Come back when you can contribute meaningfully
	to society.  Or at least to adult conversation.”

	
	Worse
	still is the despising I've been doing of a different kind of
	“little ones” — those of little status; those who,
	if it were to be honest, society would admit it holds to be of
	little value.  I was horrified to remember an incident that happened
	when I was out for coffee with a friend.  I spotted a man I know who
	has some mental disabilities, sitting at a corner table by himself
	in the coffee shop.  I kept my back to him, pretending I hadn't seen
	him as I went to the counter to place my order.  This is a man who
	loves to talk.  There's no easy way of escape once cornered by him. 
	Avoiding him seemed such a small lapse at the time, but seeing it
	from God's perspective, after being reminded of God's heart for the
	“little people,” it is a truly horrifying memory.

	
	Or
	there's my elderly neighbour who lost his wife two years ago.  He's
	lonely and also loves to talk.  (Unfortunately, I don't love to
	listen.)  Sometimes, I'll intentionally plan my yard-and-garden work
	for a time when I think my neighbour won't be doing his.  It's hard
	to get anything done with a chatty neighbour calling constantly to
	me over the fence.  But realizing that the lonely, the elderly, the
	disabled, the very young are exactly the kind of people who will be
	great in the kingdom of heaven strips away my excuses and leaves me
	exposed and guilty of “despising.”      
	

	
	If
	Matthew 18:1-10 emphasizes the “littleness” of the
	little, lost sheep, today's “plus” passage, Luke 15,
	emphasizes a different characteristic of the little, lost sheep.  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	characteristic of the lost sheep is emphasized by the other two
	parables of Luke 15?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yep!
	 You got it!  The little, lost sheep, like the silver coin and the
	prodigal son, was lost!
	 (You probably have a general idea what it means to be “lost,”
	but if not, we'll look at it in greater detail tomorrow.  Today, I'd
	like the focus to be God's heart for the lost.)

	
	I
	could go on and on with stories relating incidents where I've also
	despised the “lost,” but you've heard enough of my true
	confessions.  Time for some of your own.

	
	

	

	
	Is
	there any particular type of person you find yourself avoiding or
	“despising”?  Any confessions?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Typically,
	I read the account of Luke 15 and cheer for the “tax
	collectors and sinners” and boo the scribes and Pharisees.  I
	love seeing the heart of God through seeing Jesus' reaction to the
	“lost.”  But when I imagine Jesus hanging around with a
	known child molester or a gang member who beat someone's son or
	daughter to death “just for fun,” I have new sympathy
	for the scribes and Pharisees.  As hard as it is to see “the
	little” as God sees them, it is much harder to see the very
	visibly “lost” as God sees them.

	
	Remember
	that this week's story and its companion pieces from Luke 15 are
	meant to reveal God's heart to us in ways with which we can
	identify.  But when I really stop to think about it, I find myself
	able to identify far too much with the ninety-nine, unlost sheep,
	the nine, unlost silver coins, and the older brother of the prodigal
	son.  In other words, I find myself able to identify more than I
	would like to admit with the scribes and Pharisees of Luke 15:2.

	
	

	

	
	From
	the three stories in Luke 15, on which side do you identify yourself
	most strongly?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yet
	I can also understand that if I had a hundred sheep and one of them
	went missing, it's the missing sheep who would occupy my mind until
	he was back safe and sound.  When I lose my purse or my keys (I
	don't have silver coins), the lost item temporarily assumes a
	greater proportion of my time and attention than all the rest of my
	belongings still in my possession.  The last story of Luke 15 cuts
	close to the bone as one out of the set of my twin nephews left home
	unexpectedly three years ago without telling anyone where he was
	going.  It was almost impossible not to fuss over him when he
	recently returned for a family wedding.

	
	When
	he disappeared three years ago, it struck me as unfair that the
	younger twin who left should receive a greater share of our care and
	concern than the twin who stayed and didn't cause his family any
	worry.  At the recent wedding, it also struck me as unfair that the
	greater joy was in seeing the returning twin, rather than in seeing
	his older brother.  But the anxiety over the brother who left didn't
	mean we loved the older brother less.  And our anxiety turning into
	joy over the return of the younger brother didn't make us any less
	grateful that the brother who stayed never caused us the same
	anxiety.  It just means...well, I'm sure you can see what it means. 
	Who can help wishing for that which has been lost or from feeling
	joy at its return?

	
	I
	can identify perfectly with the point of view of the older brother
	in Luke 15:29-30.  Yet I can also relate to the point of view of the
	father in verses thirty-one and thirty-two.

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	a time when you experienced the concern of losing and the joy of the
	lost returning.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	asked you the question yesterday, “What was it about the lost
	sheep that gave it extra value in the shepherd's eyes?” and I
	hoped you responded with an answer relating to the need of the lost
	sheep.  And then I asked you how it could be possible that some have
	extra value in God's eyes.  Doesn't He love us all the same?  Yet I
	think we can see from the story of the little, lost sheep (and many
	other Scriptures) that the needy have a special place in God's
	heart.  But my conclusion was, “We all need Him equally.”

	
	“Little
	ones” (either children or those of little societal status) are
	special to Him.  Matthew 18:1-10 leaves us in no doubt on that
	point.  I believe they're special to Him just as they're special to
	us: because of their need.  When I hold my new, little great-niece,
	it's her helplessness and defenselessness that tugs at my heart and
	convinces me there isn't anything I wouldn't do to rescue her if she
	needed rescuing.  I believe it's the same for God.  He is
	irresistibly drawn to need.

	
	But
	the good news is we were all children once.  And we can make
	ourselves like little children by remembering our need of Him and
	our dependence on Him.  We can't lose the “specialness”
	that need gives us in God's eyes because we will never outgrow our
	need of Him.

	
	From
	today's reading, I think we can see that it's not only the “little”
	who have a special place in God's heart; it's also the lost.  Like
	the “little,” the lost are also the needy, whether or
	not they recognize that fact.

	
	I've
	told you I find myself identifying with the “unlost” of
	Jesus' stories.  I came to know Him and asked Him to take away my
	sin when I was very, very young.  It's hard for me to understand
	that there was a time when I was in the same boat as the visibly
	lost (the tax collectors and “sinners” of Luke 15:1). 
	But the good news is, none of us is more special to God by virtue of
	our “lostness” than any other.  We were all once lost. 
	I say it's good news because it levels the playing field.  As we all
	need Him equally, so we were all equally lost.

	
	In
	Luke 15 through the story of the little, lost sheep, I see Jesus
	attempting to open the eyes of the outwardly religious to the heart
	of God in ways any of us can understand, through stories where we
	can identify with the one who has
	lost.  What I don't see Jesus attempting is the opening of the eyes
	of the outwardly religious to identify with the one who is
	lost.  He seems almost to be confirming the scribes' and Pharisees'
	opinions of themselves.  They would have cast themselves in the
	roles of the ninety-nine sheep, the nine coins, and the older
	brother of the prodigal.  And Jesus seems to do the same.

	
	But
	the truth is there has never been a sheep which always followed the
	Shepherd.  There has never been a  coin which always stayed put. 
	There has never been an older brother who didn't reject His Father's
	love.

	
	And
	I don't believe Jesus was teaching that some have never been lost. 
	He didn't need to teach the scribes and Pharisees that they, too,
	were little, lost sheep.  They were the experts in the Old Testament
	Scriptures.  We'll see tomorrow from those Scriptures that there is
	no such thing as a human sheep who has never strayed.

	
	I
	believe Jesus was teaching a different lesson to the scribes and
	Pharisees from the three stories of Luke 15.  I believe, before He
	could teach them that they themselves were also the lost sheep, He
	had to teach them how the Shepherd sees the lost sheep.  They needed
	to learn that they were not more valuable to God than the tax
	collectors and the sinners, the child molesters and the gang
	members.  Maybe those who view themselves as already good enough for
	God all on their own need to know that God does not view some as too
	bad for Him.  Maybe it's the first step in helping us see the level
	playing field of our equal need for God.

	
	For
	those of us who “once were lost and now are found,”
	Jesus' story of the little, lost sheep is a challenge to us to see
	the lost as He does.  It's a challenge to see past obvious sin and
	see the need.  As a matter of fact, though I don't yet see them just
	as God does, I love the fact that He loves the child molesters and
	gang members.  I love seeing God's heart for the needy because it
	helps me see His heart for me.
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	Week 5, Day
	3

	
	The
	Story of the Little, Lost Sheep— Matthew 18:11-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 18:11-14, Isa.53:6, Psalm 14, Psalm 23

	
	

	

	
	We've
	seen God's heart for the little.  We've seen God's heart for the
	lost.  But what does it mean to be “lost”?  Maybe I got
	the cart before the horse by looking at God's heart for the lost
	before discussing what it means to be lost, but I'll back that cart
	up today.  Under the heading, “The little, lost sheep was
	lost,”
	let's talk about, “What does lost look like?”

	
	Although
	I let the cat out of the bag already (a little more of the cart
	pulling the horse), let's look at the question, “Who
	is/was lost?” first.  We'll start with that question because
	it's an easy one to answer.  Today's readings make it extremely
	plain.

	
	

	

	
	Turn
	to Psalm 14:2-3 and Isaiah 53:6 to answer the question, “Who
	is/was lost?”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 If
	you're not convinced that the Bible teaches that all
	are (or were) lost, you could check out the first three chapters of
	the book of Romans.  Those chapters paint a rather dismal picture of
	the human race if left to its own devices.

	
	I'm
	sure you can see the clear biblical teaching that we
	all,
	at one time, were lost sheep.  It's a little harder to see from
	practical, everyday experience.  Like I've told you, being “found”
	at a very young age, it's hard for me to recognize experientially
	the truth of, “All we like sheep...”  But it is
	certainly Scriptural.

	
	Back
	to our original questions, “What does it mean to be 'lost'? 
	What does 'lost' look like?”  In other words, how did all of
	us manage to get
	ourselves lost in the first place?

	
	Today,
	we won't be answering that question by going back to Genesis or
	wrestling with the problems of an inherited sin nature.  We'll be
	attempting to answer the question very simply in the context of the
	story of the little, lost sheep and looking at a few other Scripture
	passages regarding sheep and/or  “lostness.”

	
	Possibly
	before we needed to learn who are/were the lost sheep, we needed to
	know who is the Shepherd (I'm doing a lot of cart-and-horse
	reversals today).  “Who is the Shepherd?” is another
	very easy question to answer Scripturally.  I imagine that you
	already know the answer, but let's look at that answer from Psalm
	23.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the first line of Psalm 23 (from memory, if you can).

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We
	could also turn to John 10:11 and 14 where Jesus states, “I am
	the good shepherd.”  Again, clear enough!  God is the Shepherd
	(God, both Father and Son, as seen in Psalm 23 and John 10.  I can't
	think offhand of any passages also revealing the Holy Spirit as a
	Shepherd, but we could draw the inference by looking at passages
	which reveal the Holy Spirit as God.)  “The man” with
	the hundred sheep of Matthew 18:12 plainly represents God.

	
	

	

	
	Repaint
	the word picture of Psalm 23 with your own brush.  Where is Shepherd
	in the picture?  Where is the “sheep” who's writing the
	Psalm?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see the togetherness of the Shepherd and the sheep?  The
	Shepherd is walking ahead of the sheep (or possibly going behind but
	still guiding with rod and staff).  The Shepherd is certainly
	leading the sheep, not the other way around.  But always, they're
	together.

	
	Sometimes
	the Shepherd takes the sheep through gorgeous scenery, custom-built
	for a sheep: lush, green pastures; quiet, thirst-quenching streams. 
	Sometimes the Shepherd leads the sheep through rocky valleys,
	surrounded by craggy cliffs and dark shadows.  But it's the presence
	of the Shepherd that erases the sheep's fear in those places.  It's
	the Shepherd's tools (either for guiding or for protecting) that
	bring comfort to the sheep.  The sheep knows nothing can truly hurt
	him when he's with the Shepherd.  And he's consoled in the dark,
	rough places to know that the Shepherd has led him there for some
	reason of His own and that his Shepherd's reasons are always good in
	the end.

	
	Even
	while surrounded by enemies, the sheep eats in peace.  How is it a
	sheep can bear to think about eating while listening to the roaring
	of a lion in a nearby thicket or the growling of a bear around the
	next corner?  Because the sheep is with his Shepherd.

	
	What
	is the “goodness and mercy” that follows the sheep all
	his life?  It is the presence of the Shepherd.  And when this life
	is over, he knows he will never be separated from the Shepherd. 
	He'll go to live in the Shepherd's own house.

	
	You
	have to understand that this beautiful song was written by the
	shepherd-king, David.  He understood a shepherd's heart for a sheep
	in all its trusting dependence because he had that heart.  He caught
	a little glimpse into the heart of God by making the connection
	between his experience with his sheep and his experience of his walk
	with God.  And he realized that just as his sheep had no needs their
	shepherd couldn't meet and all their good desires were fulfilled
	when they walked with their shepherd because the shepherd loves his
	sheep so, too, his greatest joy came from the presence of his God.

	
	Now,
	I'd like you to notice a very significant word from Matthew 18,
	Isaiah 53, and Psalm 14.  I should say a significant idea.  The
	words may differ, depending on your translation, but the idea is the
	same.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 18:12-13, Isaiah 53:6, and Psalm 14:3, paint another word
	picture  to explain why the sheep has been separated from the
	Shepherd.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Maybe
	you pictured the sheep nibbling grass, head down, not noticing that
	the shepherd has moved in a different direction.  The “wandering”
	or “going astray” or “turning aside” can
	happen just that easily and seemingly innocently.

	
	It's
	Isaiah 53:6 that gives us the true picture, however.  It tells us
	the motivation (even if unrecognized) for the going astray of the
	lost sheep.

	
	

	

	
	Which
	way has the lost sheep turned according to Isaiah 53:6?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There's
	the heart of the matter.  It's my
	own way
	I've turned.  The reason I became separated from the Shepherd was
	because I wanted my own way.  Not His.

	
	I've
	expressed it in different ways throughout this study.  Essentially,
	it comes down to answering the question, “Who is really God?”
	with the answer, “ME, ME, ME!  I must be the god of me!”
	 
	

	
	Because
	that all-important question isn't put directly to us in that form
	when we first begin to answer it, we don't recognize the answer
	we've all given to it.  It's easier to understand how we can all get
	into our state of “lostness” when we think about the
	sheep nibbling grass with its head down, not looking at the
	shepherd, being led off in any direction its own desires lead it. 
	Although I have trouble recognizing the state of lostness I lived in
	as a young child, I know I certainly liked to have my own way.   
	

	
	I've
	had very little contact with literal sheep, but I imagine sheep (as
	humans) are prone to this kind of behaviour.  I imagine sheep stray
	easily when they simply stop looking at the shepherd.  I believe
	it's the reason God used sheep as His illustration for our lost
	condition in Isaiah 53:6.  
	

	
	What
	an apt description “lost” is!  The lost sheep, very
	simply, is the sheep separated from its shepherd.  And a sheep
	separated from its shepherd is a sheep in very dire straits.  Sheep,
	like children, are among the most helpless and defenseless of all of
	God's creatures.  As all the needs and good desires of the sheep are
	met by its shepherd, so is the sheep incapable of meeting all its
	own needs and desires.  It may be led away by its own desires, but
	it soon finds it has no capacity for fulfilling them.

	
	What
	does lost look like?  It looks like the child molester or gang
	member I mentioned yesterday.  It looks like the first three verses
	of Psalm 14 or the first three chapters of Romans, describing the
	dismal state of humanity.  Most of us would readily admit we would
	rather not look “lost” in quite that way.  Turning away
	from the Shepherd to follow our own desires starts off small but can
	soon look very big and ugly.  We are not capable of meeting our own
	needs and desires.  The desperate attempts to do so can lead in some
	very terrible directions.

	
	On
	the other hand, “lost” also looks like the scribes and
	Pharisees of Luke 15:2.  For some, “turning their own way”
	means pursuing the desire for the reputation of godliness without
	the reality of godliness.  Most of us would admit we'd rather not be
	in the shoes of the scribes and Pharisees, either.  They may not be
	able to see their own faults, but the rest of us can.  Their
	desperate attempts to meet their own desires also turns very ugly.

	
	But
	“lost” can also look like the nice guy next door who
	lives “a good, clean life”and is helpful and kind to his
	neighbours but feels no need for “religion.”  In other
	words, He's not looking at the Shepherd (maybe He doesn't
	acknowledge the fact that there is Shepherd), and He's intent on
	turning his own way.  
	

	
	“Lost”
	can look like many different things.  But “lost” is
	separated from the Shepherd.  And separated from the Shepherd is a
	disaster for a sheep, no matter how it looks to the sheep as he
	wanders off, nibbling grass.
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	Week 5, Day
	4

	
	The
	Story of the Little, Lost Sheep— Matthew 18:11-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 18:11-14, Isa.52:7, 53:6-7, Luke 2:8-20

	
	

	

	
	We're
	still operating under the heading, “The little, lost sheep was
	lost.”
	 Yesterday, we talked about what it means to be lost, but there was
	an aspect of that condition that I didn't mention then.  It's an
	aspect of being lost that the story of Matthew 18:11-14 brings out
	clearly.  To be lost is to be sought.
	
	

	
	Under,
	“The little, lost sheep was lost,” I'd like to ask the
	question, “What does 'seeking' look like?”  When we're
	told from Matthew 18:12 that the Shepherd goes out to seek the lost
	sheep, what does that seeking involve?

	
	The
	biblical answer to that question is nearly beyond belief.

	
	

	

	
	Note
	the parallelism of Isaiah 53:6 and Isaiah 53:7.  Please comment.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	human sheep have all run amuck and have gone wandering.  What does
	the Shepherd do in order to bring them back to Himself?  He becomes
	a sheep.  He becomes a lamb.

	
	I've
	often heard sermon illustrations (etc.) about humans wishing they
	could become some other kind of creature for a short time in order
	to communicate clearly with the creatures.  I had a similar
	experience one morning, eating breakfast, when a bird flew into the
	window right outside my dining room table.  I waited to see if it
	would fly away while I finished my breakfast.  But nothing happened.
	 After I finished eating, I went out to see what could be seen, and
	there, lying trembling in the grass below the window, was a small,
	nondescript bird (perhaps a sparrow?).  I could see its little heart
	throbbing through its chest, and its pain and fear tore at my heart.
	 It eyed me warily as I came closer to it, and I wanted nothing so
	much as to somehow communicate to it, “Look!  I'm not the
	enemy.  I'm on your side.  I only want to help.”  In an effort
	to speak the bird's language, I went and got a few bread crumbs, and
	as I threw them toward the bird, its fear of me overpowered the pain
	from its injuries, and off it flew.

	
	Our
	Shepherd did more than throw us a few bread crumbs in an effort to
	speak our language.  He became really and truly one of us.  He
	walked around in “sheepskin” for thirty-plus years and
	endured everything we do.  He taught us, “I'm not the enemy. 
	I'm on your side.  I only want to help.  If you'll let Me.  I've
	come to seek the lost.”

	
	That's
	what the Shepherd's seeking looks like.  He became a sheep in order
	to lead the rest of the sheep back to the Shepherd.  But not only a
	sheep.  He became a lamb.

	
	When
	Jesus first arrived on the scene and began His public ministry, His
	kinsman and forerunner, John the Baptist, made this perfectly
	astounding declaration upon seeing Him.  “Behold!  The Lamb of
	God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).  John
	the Baptist somehow clearly understood the main purpose of Jesus'
	coming to earth, even though Jesus' own disciples couldn't see it
	until after the fact (in spite of His many statements to them
	regarding that purpose).

	
	To
	the Jewish mind, John's statement could have had only one meaning. 
	Those who grew up under the Old Testament Law with its system of
	sacrifices would have known that a lamb who takes away sin could
	only be a lamb sacrificed as a sin offering.  Not, of course, for
	its own sin but for the sin of a human sinner.

	
	It's
	clear from Isaiah 53:6-7 that this is the purpose of “the lamb
	led to slaughter,” as well.  “All we like sheep have
	gone astray; we have turned, every one, to his own way; and
	the LORD has laid on Him the iniquity of us all”
	(Isa. 53:6, emphasis added).

	
	Besides
	the parallelism of the two mentions of sheep in Isaiah 53:6 and 7,
	there's a striking contrast.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are the sheep of Isaiah 53:6 doing?  What is the lamb of Isaiah 53:7
	doing?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	first sheep are running, pell-mell, in any direction that looks good
	at the time to them.  The lamb is being led.  We could, of course,
	get the picture of Jesus being led to slaughter by the Roman
	soldiers.  I believe it's a deeper picture we're seeing in Isaiah
	53:7, however.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	laid on “the Lamb of God” the iniquity of us all?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	sacrifice of God's True Lamb had more to do with God's plan for the
	world than it did with any human decision.  It was the Shepherd who
	led the Lamb to the cross.  The Lamb of God was always led.  He
	never resisted, never ran away, never turned His own way.  Or His
	own way was always His Father's way.  Because of His perfect
	righteousness, He could be a perfect sacrifice.  He could give us
	His righteousness.

	
	What
	does the Shepherd's seeking look like?  It looks like the Shepherd
	becoming a sheep Himself.  And then dying to, Himself, bear the
	disaster every sheep has brought on itself by getting itself
	separated from the Shepherd.  It's quite the thought that, as Jesus
	told His little story about a little, lost sheep to His various
	audiences, in the back of His mind would have been the ultimate act
	of seeking He was about to perform.

	
	I've
	chosen the Luke 2 passage for required reading for today because I
	can't help seeing a sort of turnabout of sheep and shepherds
	happening in it.  I see God's ultimate act of seeking from Luke 2:12
	and 16.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 2:12 and 16, where does it appear Jesus must have been born?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	thought had never occurred to me before working on this lesson, but
	it occurs to me now: the Shepherd came to earth to be a lamb.  And
	where was He born?  In a barn.  It's the only place where mangers
	are to be found.  Was this an instance of the Divine sense of humour
	in operation?

	
	I
	also see the Divine sense of humour in operation through the first
	witnesses of His ultimate act of seeking.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	did God recruit as His first witnesses of the birth of His Lamb?

	
	

	

	
	     
	

	
	The
	Shepherd comes to earth to seek His sheep.  And who are the first He
	tells about the event?  A band of shepherds.

	
	This
	may have been the Divine sense of humour or irony at work, but I
	think He was also setting a precedent.  Here's where I see the
	turnabout happening that I mentioned a moment or two ago: the
	Shepherd makes Himself one of His sheep.  And then He turns His
	sheep into shepherds.

	
	What
	do I mean by “turns His sheep into shepherds”?  I mean,
	He gives us, all of His human sheep who are no longer lost, the
	mandate that our job is now to help Him in His endeavour of finding
	lost sheep.  
	

	
	

	

	
	As
	soon as the shepherds had found the Saviour, what did they do? 
	(Luke 2:17, 20).

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	shepherds became witnesses.  A witness first sees
	and then tells.
	 In turning us into mini-shepherds, that is the role God would have
	us play.  Just to see and then tell.  
	

	
	I
	find it ironic that the first witnesses of Jesus were shepherds when
	all of God's shepherds are called to be witnesses and all of His
	witnesses are called to be shepherds.  The word “pastor”
	means nothing more nor less than “shepherd.”  Did you
	know you've been called to be a pastor?  God wants every one of His
	sheep to be, in some way, out looking for the ones who are still
	lost.

	
	

	

	
	Point
	out the similarities between Isaiah 52:7 and Luke 2:10-14?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	You
	might not see it from some translations, but because of the
	similarity of word-usage between passages, I wrote, “The
	shepherds” in my Bible in the margin of Isaiah 52:7.  Here's
	why:  “...who brings good news...who brings glad tidings of
	good things”; “...I
	bring you good tidings of great joy...”;
	“...who proclaims peace...”; “...and
	on earth peace, goodwill toward men!”;
	“...who proclaims salvation...”; “...For
	there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior...”;
	“...who says to Zion, 'Your God reigns!'”; “...Glory
	to God in the highest...”

	
	True,
	I've quoted the angels' words, not the shepherds'.  But what were
	the shepherds' words?  “Now when they had seen Him, they made
	widely known the saying which was told them concerning this Child”
	(Luke 2:17).  The shepherds' words were
	the angels' words.  All they did was pass on what they had heard and
	seen.

	
	What
	is the message the shepherds passed on in Luke 2?  What is the
	message the owner of the “beautiful feet” of Isaiah 52
	is to pass on?  It's the gospel — the good news.  The good
	news that there can be peace with God.  A Saviour has come.  The
	Shepherd has come looking for His sheep.  But on a very basic level,
	it's this: “Your God reigns!”  The sheep got themselves
	into their mess by turning their own way, by picking the wrong
	answer to the question, “Who is really God?”  They need
	to know who is really God and who God really is.

	
	I
	think I got onto the train of thought of the last half of today's
	lesson by noticing the mention of a particular location from Matthew
	18:12.  It put me in mind of Isaiah 52:7.  (Again, you might not see
	it from all translations, but if you can't see it from your
	translation, I'll give you the answer in a moment.)

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the location of the action of both Matthew 18:12 and Isaiah 52:7?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you think particular mention is made of “the mountains”
	from these passages?  What do “the mountains” represent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you've ever tried climbing one, you'll understand why Matthew 18:12
	and Isaiah 52:7 both speak about “the mountains.”  These
	passages are talking about going to difficult places.  The feet on
	the mountains of Isaiah 52:7 are beautiful feet because they worked
	hard to get to their location.  It may be easier to be heard from
	the top of a mountain than a valley, but it's much harder to get
	there.

	
	The
	Shepherd goes to “the mountains” in Matthew 18:12
	because seeking His sheep required hardship and sacrifice.  We know
	what “seeking” looked like for Him.  It looked like
	becoming a sheep and a sacrificial lamb.

	
	But
	the Shepherd's seeking also looks like calling His followers to
	follow in His footsteps.  He calls us to be shepherds and help us in
	His work of seeking lost sheep.  And He calls us to the hard places
	to do it.

	
	The
	story of the little, lost sheep that teaches us to know God's heart
	better teaches our hearts to follow after His.  I've seen it have
	that effect.

	
	I
	keep bringing up the child molester and the gang member who's
	committed senseless murder.  I keep bringing them up because child
	abuse and senseless murder are two of the most horrific effects I
	can imagine of “turning, every one to his own way.”  I
	have to tell you that the only people I personally know who are
	reaching out in compassion to child molesters and murderers are
	followers of the Good Shepherd.  There's no good, purely human
	explanation why the kind of “lost” that repel even the
	other “lost” should attract compassion from anyone.  I
	can think of one, good purely supernatural explanation: the story of
	the little, lost sheep.  It teaches us to recognize that we are or
	were all lost sheep.  The differences are not so very great.  It
	teaches us that the lost can be found.  It teaches us that the
	Shepherd went to great lengths to find His “found”
	sheep.  And it teaches those sheep to recognize God's heart for the
	lost.  And to emulate it.
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	Week 5, Day
	5

	
	The
	Story of the Little, Lost Sheep— Matthew 18:11-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 18:11-14; 25:31-46; Lev. 16:5-10, 21-22   
	

	
	

	

	
	There's
	one other feature about the little, lost sheep that I'd like to
	point out.  We've seen that the little, lost sheep was little. 
	(Whatever his age or size, he was “little” by virtue of
	his need.)  We've seen that he was lost (and taken a look at what
	“lost” looks like as well as what “sought”
	looks like).  All that's left to point out is that the little, lost
	sheep was a sheep.
	 That point undoubtedly looks as straightforward as the other two,
	but like the other two points, I think I'll find quite a lot more to
	say about it.

	
	Under
	today's heading — “The little, lost sheep was a sheep”
	— we'll be looking at the question, “What does 'found'
	look like?”  We can't ignore the end of the story from Matthew
	18:11-14 and Luke 15:4-10 where we learn that the little, lost sheep
	becomes a little, found
	sheep.  From Matthew 25:31-46, we learn that all little, lost sheep
	will, in the end, be found.
	 From Jesus' narrative regarding the sheep and the goats, we learn
	the same fact we learned from Matthew 13.  In God's eyes, there are
	two, basic categories of humans.  Also from Matthew 13, we
	discovered that God knows from the start which category every human
	will, in the end, fall into.  In fact, from the start He already
	views each person from the perspective of their eventual destiny. 
	Wheat is wheat right from the start (no matter how weedy-looking it
	appears for long years of its life).  And sheep are sheep.  Before
	they're found, they're lost sheep, but they're still sheep.  Those
	who are never found, Matthew 25 informs us, never were sheep.  In
	Matthew 25's terminology, they were always goats.

	
	There's
	a biblical word for the “sheep” that expresses the idea
	that God sees the end of a person from the beginning.  The “found”
	are called “the elect.”  Contained within that word is
	the unavoidable intimation of God's choosing in our salvation.  That
	choosing is a hard biblical teaching that I am at a loss to square
	with another clear biblical teaching that God so loves the whole
	world and is not willing (or has no wish) that any should perish.  I
	suppose the closest I can come to wrapping my head around both
	teachings is to believe that God's choosing does not override our
	choosing.  God factors our choosing into His choosing.

	
	It's
	a huge subject, and there's no time to explore it fully today.  I
	bring up God's “election” of the elect mostly to say
	this: I want to avoid any hint of the doctrine that God somehow
	loves the goats less than the sheep.  We don't get to see God's
	heart for the goats from Matthew 25, but we can see it clearly from
	the example of King David (that man after God's own heart) in 2
	Samuel 18:33 where David wails over a son who was lost to him
	forever, “O my son, Absalom — my son, my son Absalom —
	if only I had died in your place!”  
	

	
	God
	goes a step further.  He cries, “My son, My son, I died in
	your place.”  I want no part of the doctrine which teaches
	that Jesus died only for the elect.  But the fact remains, though
	God so loved the whole world and died for the whole world, the whole
	world will not be with Him in the end.  There are sheep, and there
	are goats.  And the goats will remain lost — forever separated
	from the Shepherd.

	
	I
	can't help wondering, when Jesus spoke the words of Matthew
	25:31-46, was Leviticus 16 in His mind?

	
	

	

	
	Name
	the two “lots” cast for the two goats in Leviticus 16:8.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	the two, different destinies of the two goats.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	a picture!  Either the Lord's chosen sacrifice bears the sins of the
	people or the “scapegoat” bears them.  The Hebrew word
	for the scapegoat is “azazel.”  As near as I've been
	able to learn, “azazel” carries the idea of removal. 
	The scapegoat, then, is the goat of removal.  It's easy to see the
	idea of removal from the passage.  Sin is removed either by the
	Lord's sacrifice which dies for the sin of the people or by “the
	goat of removal” which is removed entirely from God's
	presence.  It bears the sins on its own head and carries them far,
	far away to an uninhabited land, a wilderness, a place of isolation
	and desolation and intense aloneness.

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see the concept of the “goat of removal” from
	Matthew 25:31-46?  Pick out a verse or a statement spoken by Jesus
	that illustrates “the goat of removal.”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	verse 41, Jesus speaks these fatal words to the goats: “Depart
	from Me...”  There, I believe, is the essence of hell.  It is
	the essence of lost.  It is the complete and final separation of the
	goat from its Shepherd.  It is the state described in this passage
	as, “...the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his
	angels...” and as, “everlasting punishment.”   I'm
	not positive, but I believe the everlasting fire and the everlasting
	punishment lie in what we see from Leviticus 16 — a complete
	removal from the presence of the Source of all good and beauty. 
	Those whose sins are not borne by God's sacrifice must bear their
	sins on their own heads.  And the inevitable result is their removal
	and separation from the Shepherd.

	
	Leviticus
	16 gives us a picture of “lost and found” that we see
	from many other passages.  In the New Testament, “found”
	comes in to sharp focus.  We learn clearly that the way to be
	“found” is to place our sins on God's sacrifice by
	accepting, through faith, His death for them.  In the Old Testament,
	“found” also comes into sharp focus from passages like
	yesterday's Isaiah 53 and the sacrificial laws, such as Leviticus
	16.

	
	Matthew
	25:31-46, on the other hand, seems to blur that sharp focus.  Paul
	writes unequivocally in Ephesians 2:8-9 that we are not saved by
	anything we can do other than accepting God's grace through faith. 
	Matthew 25:31-46 seems to be saying that “sheep” and
	“goats” are saved or lost by what they do or don't do.

	
	Every
	verse of Scripture must be considered in light of every other verse.
	 If it's God's Word, it cannot contradict itself.   Instead, seeming
	contradictions can open up new meanings and give us new
	understanding.

	
	Here's
	how I view the seeming contradiction between passages such as
	Ephesians 2:8-9 and Leviticus 16 as compared with Matthew 25:31-46:
	I believe the Bible teaches that nothing I can do (other than simply
	believing, accepting God's gift of salvation) can save me.  But once
	I have been saved, certain results will inevitably (if not quite
	automatically) follow salvation (eventually).  One of those results
	is the one we see demonstrated in Matthew 25 — caring for the
	needs of the needy.  Matthew 25 is not the only passage to point us
	in this direction.  1 John 4:7-8 say, “Beloved, let us love
	one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of
	God and knows God.  He who does not love does not know God, for God
	is love.”  1 John 3:17 further goes on to define at least the
	ground-floor level of love by saying, “But whoever has this
	world's goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart
	from him, how does the love of God abide in him?”  (There is
	another “room” on this ground floor of love that
	Scripture teaches quite clearly.  But that other “room”
	is the subject of next week's parable and will have to wait till
	then.)

	
	It
	looks pretty clear to me.  All of God's “sheep” will
	eventually find the fruit of love growing on their branches (if
	you'll excuse the mix of metaphors).  At the most basic level, the
	fruit of love is demonstrated by meeting some needs of some of the
	needy.  Those who manage to live entirely selfishly all their lives
	never were sheep in the first place.  They've never had the Spirit
	of God living inside of them, nudging them persistently until they
	can't take the pressure.

	
	I
	mentioned that internal nudging earlier this week.  I was convicted
	through the story of the little, lost sheep to see my treatment of
	some of the “least of these” in the proper light.  It's
	how God does His fruit-bearing work in us — through His Spirit
	and His internal nudgings.  Any of His true sheep will not be able
	to resist forever those internal nudgings toward obedience.

	
	Matthew
	25:31-46 brings us back full-circle to where we started this week —
	greatness in the kingdom of heaven and how it is to be attained. 
	Notice where the sheep are placed in Matthew 25:33.

	
	

	

	
	Look
	up Mark 14:62 and comment on the biblical meaning of the phrase, “at
	the right hand.”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	“The
	right hand” was the hand of power in the Bible.  To be “at
	the right hand” of a ruler was to be in a position of
	greatness.  Notice that all the sheep are “on the right hand”
	of the Son of Man in His glory.  While there will be differences in
	heaven it seems, in some sense, all His sheep will be in a position
	of greatness.  Why?  Because of their treatment of “the least
	of these.”

	
	We
	could discuss the meaning of “My brethren” in “the
	least of these My brethren,” but no time for that discussion
	today.  Enough to notice that all of God's sheep will, in some way,
	care for “the least of these.”

	
	

	

	
	Translate
	the phrase “the least of these” literally.  From this
	week's lessons, who are “the least of these?”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Interesting,
	is it not?  The “least of these” are the little. 
	Greatness in God's kingdom depends on our own “littleness”
	and on our treatment of “the little” (see also Mark
	10:35-45).

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 25:31-46, describe the various conditions of “the
	least of these.”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Again,
	I can't help seeing the connection between “the little”
	and the needs they have.  “The little” are the needy. 
	And again, I can't help seeing God's heart for the needy.  It was
	His heart for His little, lost sheep that drove Him to become a
	sheep Himself.  In Matthew 25:31-46, His identification with the
	little and the lost is so complete that He tells us our treatment of
	the needy is the same as our treatment of Him.
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	Week 5
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— What was it about the lost sheep that gave it extra value in
	the shepherd's eyes?

	
	2
	— What characteristic of the lost sheep is emphasized by the
	other two parables of Luke 15?

	
	3
	— Which way has the lost sheep turned according to Isaiah
	53:6?

	
	4
	— Note the parallelism of Isaiah 53:6 and Isaiah 53:7.  Please
	comment.

	
	5
	— From
	Matthew 25:31-46, describe the various conditions of “the
	least of these.”

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	From
	this week's story — the little, lost sheep — Day 1
	emphasized the sheep's “littleness.”  Days 2, 3, and 4
	emphasized the sheep's “lostness.”  Day 3 asked the
	question, “What does 'lost' look like?”  Day 4 answered
	that question, “To be lost is to be sought,” and
	addressed the question, “What does 'seeking' look like?”
	 Day 5 emphasized the fact that the sheep is a sheep and asked,
	“What does 'found' look like?”  From every day this
	week, I was reminded anew of the special place in God's heart for
	the needy (and that we're all needy).  
	

	
	I
	seem to be given to “issues of the week.”  This week's
	issue has been thinking about the depression I described to you last
	week.  Ever since I wrote out for you the list of benefits of my
	depression on Week 4, Day 3, I've been looking at it in a new way. 
	On Week 4, Day 3, I told you that I was rarely tempted to rely on my
	own strength for the battle.  From Day 1 of this week, I was taught
	what an enormous benefit it is to be constantly and consistently
	reminded of my need for God and my dependence on Him.  When I
	remember God's heart for the needy and His eventual blessings on
	those who never forget their need of Him, I can see the blessing of
	obvious need.

	
	The
	downside of depression (besides the depression itself, of course) is
	that it tends to warp a person's view of God (or perhaps a warped
	view of God results in depression?).  When the focus is constantly
	on the dark and bleak and ugly in the world, it's easy to lose sight
	of who God really is — the God of light and hope and beauty. 
	It was refreshing to see the heart of God over and over again this
	week.

	
	Yes,
	we live in a lost world.  And “lost” isn't pretty. 
	Romans 1-3 and the evening news (and our own hearts) show us how
	un-pretty lost is.  But as I saw from Week 2 and 2 Peter 3, God
	waits to overthrow evil because of His patient longsuffering which
	desires everyone to come to repentance.  Because of His seeking
	heart for the lost, He allows evil to flourish for now.  How many
	lost sheep are driven back to the Shepherd by their disgust at their
	own condition?  
	

	
	This
	week's lessons gave me new confidence that God is in control in our
	lost world, that He is always seeking the lost, and that He'll use
	me somehow in that endeavour.  It also brought me to my knees in awe
	time and again this week to see the loveliness of the Shepherd's
	heart that madly loves even the unlovely.
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	Week 6, Day
	1

	
	The
	Story of the Unforgiving Servant— Matt. 18:21-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:14-35, John 20:19-23,

	
	1
	Corinthians 5, 2 Corinthians 2:1-11   
	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	been asking myself, “What is the connection, if any, between
	the two parables of Matthew 18?”  After a great deal of
	thought, I've come to the conclusion that they are connected and
	that the connection is to be found in what I see to be the main
	point of the story of the little, lost sheep.  I believe that main
	point is the Shepherd's seeking heart.  From Matthew 18, I see Jesus
	making the same point Peter made when he wrote in 2 Peter 3:9, “The
	Lord is...not willing that any should perish but that all should
	come to repentance.”

	
	From
	Matthew 18:1-14, I see the first half of Peter's statement —
	God is not willing that any should perish.  A nearly-identical idea
	is expressed in verse fourteen of Matthew 18.  “Even so it is
	not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one of these
	little ones should perish.”

	
	The
	sad truth that some will perish can be seen from many other
	passages.  How can it be possible for any to perish if God is not
	willing for any to perish?  How can anything happen that God does
	not will to happen?  
	

	
	We
	could get into a discussion that could last the rest of this study
	(or the rest of our lives) on what it means for God to will or not
	to will any particular thing.  For a quick summation of the
	life-long discussion, I would say that there are different levels of
	God's will.  On one level, He has no desire for any to perish.  But
	on a different level, He has willed that we must be willing not to
	perish.  And that willingness involves the last half of Peter's
	statement.  In order not to perish, we must come to repentance.

	
	It's
	the coming-to-repentance part of 2 Peter 3:9 that I see from the
	last half of Matthew 18.  It's God's seeking heart — seeking
	not only that none should perish but that all should come to
	repentance — that I see beginning in verse fifteen of Matthew
	18.  “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell
	him his fault between you and him alone.  If he hears you, you have
	gained your brother.”

	
	Repentance,
	then, will be the key word of the week.  On Day 5 of last week, we
	explored the question, “What does 'found' look like?”
	and we saw at least one answer.  To be 'found' must include, at some
	point, a little, basic caring for the needs of the needy.  Not in
	order
	to be “found” but as
	a result
	of having been “found.”  This week's lessons will be
	exploring the same question, “What does 'found' look like?”
	 To be “found” is to come to repentance.  And from this
	week's story, we'll see another aspect of what repentance includes.

	
	We
	won't be tackling that story today, however.  Today, we'll look
	mainly at the context that gave rise to it.

	
	

	

	
	In
	a sentence, how would you summarize the subject of Matthew 18:15-20?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	can see how the story of the unforgiving servant grew naturally out
	of the subject of church discipline with Peter's curiosity on the
	number of times he needed to forgive his brother.  But the subject
	change from the story of the lost sheep to church discipline appears
	to be pure digression.  However, I can see a train of thought when I
	remember the purpose of church discipline.

	
	

	

	
	Compare
	today's Corinthian passages.  What do you believe are the purposes
	of church discipline?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Church
	discipline is not a subject with which most of us are comfortable. 
	It may seem harsh and unloving.  But back of it is the Father's
	seeking heart.  The point of church discipline can be seen from 1
	Corinthians 5 and 2 Corinthians 2.  It's reasons are two-fold, I
	believe.  Church discipline is commanded for the sake of the church
	as a whole but also for the sake of those being disciplined.  Church
	discipline is designed to stop sin's destructive spread in the body
	but also to call those already engaging in the sin back to
	repentance.

	
	The
	goal is always, as Jesus said, to gain back a brother.  Reading
	between the lines of 2 Corinthians 2:1-11, it seems that the church
	in Corinth had followed Paul's instructions in 1 Corinthians 5, and
	the goal had been attained.  2 Corinthians 2 describes the success
	of some such situation involving church discipline.

	
	Although
	I approach the subject with great trepidation, I suppose we should
	talk briefly about what church discipline is,
	how it is to be carried out, and when it's warranted.   Maybe I'll
	have you search out the answers for yourself and get myself off the
	hook, seeing I feel very unsure of my own ability to answer those
	questions, even after searching Scripture in preparation to write
	this lesson.

	
	

	

	
	From
	1 Corinthians 5:11, list the types of sins that call for church
	discipline.  What is your understanding of each of these offenses?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 18:15-17, how is the process of church discipline to begin
	(and end, if successful — if met by repentance)?  What are the
	next two steps?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	serious sin is brought before the entire church body and not greeted
	by repentance on the part of the sinning body member, compare
	Matthew 18:17, John 20:23, and 1 Corinthians 5:2, 5, 11, and 13 to
	state your
	understanding
	of the next step.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It's
	that last step that produces the trepidation when I think about
	answering that question for the purposes of this study.  What does
	it mean to, “let him be to you like a heathen and a tax
	collector,” to, “...retain the sins of any...” and
	to, “...deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of the
	flesh, that his spirit may be saved...”?  
	

	
	As
	close as I can come to seeing an answer, I think it's to be found in
	Paul's words in 1 Corinthians 5:2, “...that he who has done
	this deed might be taken away from among you.”  It seems to me
	that the man or woman who claims to be a Christian but shows no
	leaning toward repentance over serious, destructive, infectious sin
	is to be considered not a member of the body at all.  He or she is
	to be considered as “a heathen and a tax collector.” 
	Now, we know how Jesus felt about the sinners and the tax
	collectors.  We have a set of parables from Luke 15 to tell us how
	God feels about the still-lost sheep.  Church discipline is not
	about shunning and despising.  It's an action taken with the same
	motivation by which the Shepherd seeks His sheep.  It's an action
	taken because God loves.
	 And seeks.
	 But He does require repentance.

	
	The
	rather terrifying, “deliver such a one to Satan for the
	destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved...”
	seems to me to be saying the same as Jesus' words on the heathen and
	tax collectors.  A person may be put outside the church (the
	collection of true believers) and recognized as still belonging to
	Satan's destructive kingdom, always with the hope that he or she
	will be persuaded to switch loyalties and join Christ's kingdom.

	
	Paul's
	instructions on not “keeping company” (or not
	associating) and not even eating with the unrepentant one “named
	a brother,” I believe are meant to be understood in the
	context of the local church body.  The not “keeping company”
	is putting a former member outside of the church.  The “eating”
	is likely referring to “the Lord's Supper.”   It is that
	communal meal, the remembrance of Jesus' death, for Christians only.

	
	If
	the disciplined and unrepentant body member is to be considered “a
	heathen and a tax collector,” we know that Jesus associated
	and ate with sinners and tax collectors.  He didn't, however, share
	His final supper before His death with them.  That meal (and its
	reenactment in our local fellowships) was and is only for His true
	followers who accepted His broken body and shed blood as the payment
	for their sin.

	
	Today's
	readings almost appear to teach that it is the church body's
	responsibility to determine (based on unrepentance for serious sin
	after numerous warnings to turn away from it) whether a person has
	ever been saved.  But that teaching raises huge questions in my
	mind.  All of us, even the truly saved, are capable of any number of
	gross sins.  Are today's Scripture readings telling us that all
	those who have been truly saved will always
	come to repentance in the end?  Is that what “found”
	looks like?  I don't know.  I wouldn't want to stand firm on such an
	interpretation.  But what do we do with Jesus' remarks in John 20:23
	about sin being forgiven or retained and in Matthew 18:18 about
	binding and loosing (which perhaps carries the same meaning)? 
	

	
	No
	human can judge any other human heart.  Only God knows the work He's
	done in any heart.  Yet John 20:23 looks an awful lot like Jesus
	giving His followers the authority of recognizing some sheep as
	found and some sheep (who claim to be found) as really still
	wandering.  Whether those decisions will be right every time will be
	for only God to say, but for the purposes of the local body, it must
	sometimes, for the sake of the body (and the sake of the
	still-wandering sheep), differentiate between the repentant and the
	non-repentant. 
	

	
	There
	seem to be irreconcilable differences between Jesus' instructions on
	church discipline in Matthew 18:15-20 and His answer to Peter in
	Matthew 18:22 followed by the story of the unforgiving servant.  I
	believe the seeming-contradiction is solved by noticing the
	difference between singular and plural.

	
	

	

	
	In
	John 20:19-23 and Matthew 18:18-20, to whom is Jesus speaking? 
	Whose authority is being granted?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There
	is a difference between dealing with sin as a body and dealing with
	sin as individuals.  Individually, our only responsibility is to
	correct and forgive.  Corporately, there is a different
	responsibility.  And authority.

	
	But
	there is also the assurance that if two or three agree on a request
	it will be given them.  This oft-quoted verse was spoken originally
	in the context of church discipline.  Is Jesus saying if we agree to
	ask for the repentance and salvation of the unrepentant, our prayers
	will be answered?  I believe maybe He was. 
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	Week 6, Day
	2

	
	The
	Story of the Unforgiving Servant— Matt. 18:21-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:21-35, 6:9-15, Luke 11:2-4 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:35-40  
	

	
	

	

	
	“What
	does 'found' look like?”  It looks like repentance.  But what
	does repentance look like?

	
	The
	first three of today's required reading passages teach us not only
	about forgiveness (vertical and horizontal — God's forgiveness
	extended to us and our forgiveness extended to each other), they
	have something to say to us on the subject of repentance.  Which
	they should.  Repentance is a requirement for vertical forgiveness,
	after all.

	
	I'd
	like to take this week's remaining lessons in a particular direction
	that was opened up for me when I noticed what seemed like deliberate
	word-choice from each of the three passages.  This week's themes are
	repentance and forgiveness, and the subjects of repentance and
	forgiveness unavoidably spring from the subject of sin.  
	

	
	Matthew
	18:21-35 uses three Greek words that each present a slightly
	different picture of sin.  The combination of both citings of the
	model prayer from Matthew 6 and Luke 11 also contain the same three
	Greek words.  For every one of the days left in this week, I'd like
	to take a closer look at each of these three words and see what can
	be learned from them, not only about sin, but also about repentance
	and forgiveness.

	
	The
	differences in the Greek may or may not be reflected in your English
	translation.  If they're not, I'll help you out.

	
	

	

	
	In
	your Bible, can you find three words for sin from Matthew 18:21-35,
	6:12-15, and Luke 11:4?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	the New King James that I habitually read, “sin/s” is
	found in Matthew 18:21 and Luke 11:4.  “Debt/s” or
	“indebted” is used in Matthew 18:30, 32, Matthew 6:12,
	and Luke 11:4.  “Trespasses” is used in Matthew 18:35
	and Matthew 6:14-15.  
	

	
	The
	word translated “sin” in the New King James is
	“hamartia” (or a form of it) in the Greek.  The word
	“debt” or “indebted” in Matthew 18:30, 32,
	6:12, and Luke 11:4 is “opheilo” (or a form of it) and
	“trespasses” in Matthew 18:35 and 6:14-15 is
	“paraptoma.”  I'd like to take each word in turn, so
	we'll start with the first one as the focus of today's lesson.  
	

	
	“Hamartia”
	speaks about missing a mark.  It was the word commonly used when an
	archer failed to hit his intended target.  It's the word used in
	Romans 3:23, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory
	of God.”  If the target is God's glory — God's
	perfection — to say we've all missed the mark is grand-scale
	understatement.

	
	In
	an earlier lesson, we saw that Jesus told a rich young man who came
	to Him seeking self-justification that keeping God's commandments
	would be hitting the mark.  Keeping all of God's commandments all of
	the time, never breaking even one, would earn us eternal life.

	
	From
	today's last “plus” passage, Jesus makes another
	profound statement about God's commandments.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the first and greatest commandment from Matthew 22:37.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the second which is like it?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	statement does Jesus make regarding the two greatest commandments in
	Matthew 22:40?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	any of God's other commandments and describe the relationship
	between loving God or loving our neighbour and the commandment you
	chose.

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	There's
	a reason the two greatest commandments are the two greatest
	commandments.  They are the “greatest” in the literal
	sense of the word.  They are the biggest
	of the commandments.  They are so large they contain all the rest of
	God's commandments.  Every other command God gave is encompassed by
	these two.  If a person could perfectly love God (so perfectly as to
	love God more
	than he loves himself) and love every other person as
	he loves himself, the other commandments would automatically be
	kept.  If we want to know what such a life would look like, we can
	look to the One who spoke the words we're looking at today about the
	two greatest commandments.  As God on earth, His was the glory we've
	all fallen short of.

	
	The
	two greatest commandments, then, are the mark that we've all missed.
	 To sin is to fail to love God with everything in us or to fail to
	love our neighbour as we love ourselves.

	
	To
	get back to our themes for the week, let's talk again about
	repentance.

	
	

	

	
	State
	your understanding of repentance.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Repentance
	speaks of a change of mind.  It describes a turning away — a
	turning away from the turning away we've all committed.  “All
	we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, every one, to his
	own way...” (Isa. 53:6a.).  Repentance then is a turning away
	from turning our own way.

	
	Let
	me quote the “first and greatest commandment” to you in
	its original form from Deuteronomy 6:4-5.  “Hear, O Israel:
	The LORD our God, the LORD is one!  You shall love the LORD your God
	with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your
	strength.”  
	

	
	The
	declaration that the Lord our God is ONE was also included in Mark
	12:29 as part of the quote Jesus used when answering the question
	about the first commandment.  That declaration, I  believe, is
	synonymous with the first commandment of the ten:  “You shall
	have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3).  In other words,
	there is only ONE God!  There can only be one God for all those who
	make Him their God.

	
	If
	you've heard it once from me, you've heard it, oh, say, at least
	about five times.  To be saved I must know who is really God and who
	God really is.  The first step (that includes all the rest) in
	joining Christ's kingdom — in becoming His follower — is
	deciding that I can no longer be the god of myself.  God must be my
	only God.  (And I must know at least some of the basic facts about
	who that God really is as revealed by Himself.)

	
	And
	that decision is what I see as the heart of repentance.  I turn away
	from turning my own way — being my own boss, being my own god
	— to admitting I cannot be in charge of my own life any
	longer.

	
	There
	is a one-time, ultimate repentance necessary for salvation (being
	“found”) when a person must acknowledge who is really
	God and who God really is.  But the truth is, even after that
	initial repentance for salvation, we will all miss the mark
	repeatedly (probably every day of our lives).  We miss the mark of
	having no other gods before the One True God.  We will all
	repeatedly replace the One True God with various other gods (all
	driven by the desire to run our own lives) even if only temporarily.
	 We will all repeatedly fall short of loving God more than we love
	ourselves.  And as a result, we will fall short of loving our
	neighbours as we love ourselves.

	
	God's
	sacrifice that we looked at in Week 5 is sufficient to cover all of
	our fallings-short.  He requires only that initial repentance and
	the recognition of our guilt to be covered by His sacrifice to do
	the work of cleansing us from all our failures to hit His target. 
	That cleansing work will inevitably affect us in the area of the two
	greatest commandments.  Though we will never, on this earth, attain
	the perfection of keeping either of the greatest commandments
	completely, there will and must be steps taken in that direction. 
	First, in order to be “found” at all, we must decide
	that the Lord our God is ONE.  There is no other god.  We must at
	least know that truth as a truth.  Then, our lives will be vitally
	affected as regards the second commandment.

	
	What
	does “found” look like?  From Week 5, Day 5 last week,
	we saw that “found” will eventually result in caring for
	the needs of the needy.    
	

	
	 
	

	
	From
	this week's parable, what else will true repentance eventually
	include?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	can't get around (as much as I would like to at times) the
	plain-and-simple fact about true repentance that Jesus taught in the
	story of the unforgiving servant.  True repentance must, at some
	point, include recognizing that, as I have been forgiven, I cannot
	hold onto unforgiveness for any offenses committed against me.  That
	plain-and-simple fact is the second aspect of that “ground-floor
	level” of the love for our neighbours that God's Spirit will
	produce in us (as mentioned in Week 5, Day 5).

	
	The
	first three of today's required readings teach us not only about sin
	by giving us different words to picture it, they teach us about
	repentance and forgiveness.  They teach us that God's forgiveness
	depends on our repentance.  And they teach us plainly and simply
	that our repentance will result in our extending forgiveness to all
	those who have fallen short of the mark by sinning against us.  True
	repentance will eventually affect our keeping of the second greatest
	commandment to at least that degree.  That fact is made so plain and
	simple in today's require reading passages that I think I have
	nothing left to add to them.
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	Week 6, Day
	3

	
	The
	Story of the Unforgiving Servant— Matt. 18:21-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:21-35, Isaiah 64:6,

	
	1 Peter
	1:18-19, 2:19-25

	
	

	

	
	“Hamartia”
	(translated “sin/s” in Matthew 18:21) speaks about
	missing a mark, a picture lost in translation.  “Opheilo”
	(in Matthew 18:30, 32), on the other hand, translates very literally
	to “debt.”  “Opheilo” reminds us that sin
	costs.  When we miss the mark of God's glory, we create debt.  There
	is a price to be paid.  Always.

	
	When
	the first humans sinned, the immediate costs of choosing their own
	way were separation and pain and suffering.  In the day they sinned,
	they died the spiritual death of separation from God.  I hope you
	can see why sin creates separation between ourselves and God.  How
	could a perfect God have perfect fellowship with that which is
	imperfect?  Eventually, the cost of their sin (or its wages —
	Rom. 6:23) was also physical death, a different kind of separation. 
	That physical death was a merciful solution to the problem of sin. 
	Who could live forever with sin and with the pain, suffering, and
	separation it causes?  The ending of life on this earth gives us a
	chance for a new beginning in a perfect place.  
	

	
	We
	may be able to see why separation (aka: death — both physical
	and spiritual) is the natural result of sin.  What may not be as
	readily obvious is the reason sin causes pain and suffering.  Why
	would God design things to work in such a way that sin would
	immediately cause suffering?  We could say, of course, that
	separation from the Source of all good would inevitably cause pain. 
	But it's possible to imagine a theoretical world where we could sin
	and not realize what we were doing because no suffering resulted
	from our sin.  And therein, perhaps, lies the answer to the question
	of why sin must produce pain and suffering.  God had to give us a
	way of knowing what we're doing when we choose to go our own way. 
	Sin brought about physical death.  God instituted physical pain to
	let us know when we're doing the things that may lead to physical
	death.  Sin also brought about spiritual death.  God instituted
	spiritual pain (suffering) to let us know when we're doing the
	things that lead to spiritual death.  And so, the price of sin is
	death but also pain and suffering.

	
	Remembering
	the cost of sin is pain and suffering, the story of the unforgiving
	servant lets us into a little glimpse of how sin looks from God's
	viewpoint.  Every sin we commit is ultimately against Him.  Every
	sin affects Him intimately more than we can imagine.  Sin costs us
	pain and suffering because it costs Him pain and suffering.  In some
	form, pain and suffering is His right and natural response to our
	sin.  Because we were created in His image, He had to give us pain
	mechanisms (both physical and emotional) to help us understand what
	our sin means to Him.  If it costs us pain and suffering, how much
	more does He experience that cost?  If my sin against some other
	human (or his or her sin against me) costs “a hundred
	denarii's” worth of suffering, all the collective weight of my
	sins against God have caused Him ten thousand talents' worth.

	
	Whatever
	else may or may not be clear about this week's story, the comparison
	between our sins against God and others' sins against us is
	perfectly clear.  We don't need to do an in-depth word study to
	grasp the fact that one hundred denarii is paltry in comparison to
	the unimaginably enormous sum of ten thousand talents.

	
	But
	what do we do with this truth when the rubber meets the road?  How
	could some man's apparently-petty sins against God — say,
	small moments of pride or stubbornness — add up to ten
	thousand talents while some other man's sins against another human —
	say, rape or murder — total only one hundred denarii?  
	

	
	I
	don't want to downplay truly horrific sin by claiming that all sin
	is equal in God's sight.  Although such is the common teaching, I'm
	not sure it's a biblical one.  What I will claim is that I'm
	incapable of knowing exactly how sin looks in God's sight.  I
	believe this week's parable is teaching us that as enormous the cost
	of pain and suffering I may bear due to someone's truly horrific sin
	against me, that cost is paltry compared to the enormous, enormous
	weight of pain and suffering borne by the only perfect One.  I
	believe we can learn from the story of the unforgiving servant that
	we cannot begin to imagine how much all sin hurts God.  It's that
	lesson and only that lesson that can enable me to forgive the debt
	of horrific sin against me.  
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	promise did the deeply-in-debt servant make to his master in Matthew
	18:26?  Could he keep it?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	expect there was a collective chuckle among His original listening
	audience when Jesus told this part of the story.  The folly of
	anyone promising to pay back ten thousand talents would have been
	obvious to those who were familiar with talents.  Yet at the end of
	the story, the master takes the servant up on his promise.  The
	servant is thrown into prison or “delivered...to the
	torturers” until he can pay back all that he owes.  The point
	is obvious.  He can never pay back what he owes.  He'll rot in
	prison (or in the torture chamber) forever.

	
	Jesus'
	point that the servant could never repay his debt would have been
	obvious to His listening audience.  The point that we can never pay
	back what we owe should also be obvious to us.  Today's first “plus”
	passage states that not only are we deficient in amount, we don't
	even possess the right kind of currency for payment.

	
	

	

	
	To
	what does Isaiah 64:6 compare all our righteousnesses?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Explain
	your understanding of this verse.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 For
	years, this verse didn't sit well with me.  Can it be true there's
	no value in digging wells and building medical clinics for the
	impoverished?  What could it mean that all our righteousness is just
	filthy rags?

	
	I
	don't think I properly understood this verse until I came to the
	lesson on Cain and Abel in the Sunday School class I teach.  I based
	my lesson out of Hebrews 11:4a., “By
	faith
	Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain...”
	(emphasis added).  Whatever other differences there were between
	their two offerings, the fundamental difference was that Abel
	offered his offering by
	faith
	and Cain didn't.  Faith is the opposite of the condition I keep
	referring to — the condition of turning every one his own way.
	 Faith is simply believing the truth, and it is, first and foremost,
	admitting who is really God.  It is giving Him charge of me and my
	life.

	
	There
	was certainly nothing wrong with Cain wanting to give an offering to
	God.  The problem with his “act of righteousness” was
	the basis for it.  It was his
	own
	act of righteousness, not one based on faith — the decision
	that God must be in charge.  And God knew Cain's heart, so his
	offering was rejected.

	
	I
	believe the key word in Isaiah 64:6 is, “our.”
	 “...all our
	 righteousnesses are like filthy rags...” (emphasis added). 
	Righteousness that comes from faith (which is really God working out
	His righteousness through us) is not filthy rags.  But the
	“righteousness” that comes from the decision which says,
	“I must be the god of me,” can be nothing other than
	filthy rags.  How could it be otherwise?  It was that decision —
	that turning every one to his own way — that got the whole
	mess started in the first place.  Any act that grows from the root
	of that decision can produce nothing other than noxious, poison
	fruit.  Look at the fruit Cain grew from his root!

	
	For
	my Sunday School kids, I used the illustration of the deadly
	nightshade that grows every year in my garden.  When it first comes
	up, I don't pull it because it closely resembles a potato.  After
	I've left it alone too long, it will begin to flower, and the
	flowers are delicate and beautiful.  If I'm being very lazy, the
	deadly nightshade will even reach the ripe-fruit stage, and the
	fruit also looks beautiful.  It looks like something I should pick
	and put in a tasty, berry pie.  Eating that pie would be the death
	of me, however.

	
	When
	our
	“acts of righteousness” first begin to grow, they can
	look pretty good.  They may look like digging wells or starting
	medical clinics.  A person may feed the hungry or care for the sick
	out of the decision, “I must be the god of me,”  and
	those happen to be the acts that his own way turns toward.  Those
	“righteousnesses” may even look pretty at the flowering
	and the fruiting stage, but if they grow from the root of, “I
	must be the god of me,” the fruit can only be poisonous.

	
	When
	a person first begins to understand that his sin costs God, the
	typical, initial reaction is to hope in his own “acts of
	righteousness.”  This is the person who says, “Well, I
	know I'm not perfect, but God should accept me because the good I've
	done in my life must outweigh the bad.”  The picture that
	comes to mind is of the indebted servant coming to the Master with
	his hands full of dirty rags, hoping to pay back the ten thousand
	talents he owes with such a currency.  Before we can get anywhere
	with God (or before He can get anywhere with us), we have to
	understand the deep, deep debt we owe and our absolute inability to
	repay it.         
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	1 Peter 1:18-19, what was the payment for the debt we couldn't pay
	for our redemption?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see that the cost of our sin that we all rightfully bear —
	pain and suffering and death — was borne by the One who had
	never sinned?  And there is the definition of forgiveness in a
	nutshell: paying a debt one doesn't owe.  When the Master of Matthew
	18 decided to wipe out the debt of the ten thousand talents, we have
	to realize that He absorbed that cost Himself.  He took the loss. 
	He paid the debt that wasn't His.

	
	When
	we are called to forgiveness, we are called to the same act the
	Master undertook.  Sin always costs.  When someone sins against me,
	there will unavoidably be a cost of pain and suffering I bear from
	that sin.  Forgiveness is absorbing that cost myself without seeking
	to require any of it back from the one who caused it.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	does 1 Peter 2:19-25 tell us we must not seek revenge from those who
	wrong us?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It's
	all because of the enormous debt we can never repay that God calls
	us to forgive.  We must follow His example “...who Himself
	bore our sins in His own body...”  If we have been forgiven,
	we must forgive.
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	Week 6, Day
	4

	
	The
	Story of the Unforgiving Servant— Matt. 18:21-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:21-35, Psalm 139, 
	

	
	Acts
	17:16-34, Isaiah 59:1-2

	
	

	

	
	In
	the New King James, Matthew 18:35 reads, “So My heavenly
	Father also will do to you if each of you, from his heart, does not
	forgive his brother his trespasses.”  The word “trespasses”
	here (as well as in Matthew 6:14-15, “For if you forgive men
	their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But
	if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father
	forgive your trespasses.”) is the Greek word “paraptoma.”
	 “Paraptoma” can be broken down into two chunks —
	the “para” and the “ptoma.”  “Para”
	carries the meaning “beside” or “alongside.”
	 “Ptoma” is a falling down or falling away.  Taken
	together, the idea of “paraptoma” is a falling away from
	being alongside.  Hmmm!  Anyone else see a little Isaiah 53:6 in
	“paraptoma”?

	
	As
	with the English “trespass,” the Greek “paraptoma”
	expresses the concept of going where we ought not to go —
	where we have no right to be.  “Paraptoma” adds to that
	understanding by showing us that anywhere away from the One we are
	meant to be with is where we ought not to go.  We trespass when we
	turn “...every one, to his own way...” which is always
	away from the Shepherd.

	
	I'd
	like to spend today and tomorrow exploring “paraptoma.” 
	We won't get to see today how this exploring ties into the story of
	the unforgiving servant.  Hopefully, it will come clearer tomorrow. 
	For today, realize that “paraptoma” (trespassing) does
	pertain to this week's parable because of Jesus' statement at the
	very end of it.

	
	I've
	been pondering a series of questions relating to trespassing that
	were sparked by today's “plus” passages.  I'd like to
	ask you some leading questions to lead you to the same questions
	I've been pondering.

	
	

	

	
	What
	do Psalm 139:7-12 and Acts 17:28 teach us about God's presence with
	us?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	do these passages relate to the idea of “paraptoma” and
	the sheep who have turned their own way?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see the paradox?  If “paraptoma” is falling away
	from being alongside the presence of the Shepherd — putting
	distance between ourselves and God — how is it possible to
	create a separation between ourselves and the everywhere-present
	One?  There's the first in my series of questions.

	
	Follow
	me here for a moment on what may appear to be a rabbit trail.  (It
	may be, in fact, a rabbit trail, but please follow me, anyway.)  In
	everything I've been reading in the Bible lately, the mention of
	God's “hand” or “arm” keeps cropping up.  I
	have a strong suspicion there's something I'm meant to learn about
	God's “hand.”

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Psalm 139 do you find God's hand?  What is that “hand”
	doing?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	contrast, what are men's hands doing in Acts 17:24-25 and 29?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	general, what do hands do?  What do you see as the biblical meaning
	of God's “hand” or “arm”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	struck me as I began to write this lesson that when the Bible refers
	to God's “hand” or “arm,” it's speaking
	poetically about God's acts — His works.  What do hands do?
	 They do!
	 That's what hands do.  And they hold.

	
	I
	was interested to note from Psalm 139 that God's “hands”
	act in different capacities toward the Psalmist, David.  Although
	God's hands are not mentioned directly in verses thirteen to
	sixteen, by implication they can be seen in their act of forming
	David in his mother's womb.  Then, in verses five and ten, God's
	hand is “laid upon” David, it leads him, and it holds
	him.  To sum up, that “hand” sets boundaries for David. 
	He can't escape God's hand.  “You have hedged
	me behind and before,
	and laid
	Your hand upon me,”
	(Ps. 139:5, emphasis added).  God's sovereign actions, His works,
	hold or set limits for David.  Funny thing is, David sees God's
	holding him as an act of mercy.  “Such knowledge is too
	wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain it” (v. 6).

	
	From
	Acts 17:29, though “hands” are not mentioned directly,
	again by implication we see that men were creating their own gods
	with their own hands.  It was the fact which so exasperated Paul
	about the city of Athens in Acts 17:16.  It was the first correction
	he attempted to make in the Athenians' understanding of the unknown
	God.  God is the Creator.  Not the created.  His hands formed us. 
	Not vice versa.  How true it was that the One True God was unknown
	to the Athenians if they imagined their hands could fashion Him.

	
	Then,
	notice from Acts 17:24 that men's hands set the limits for their
	gods, another fact about the One True God Paul needed to address. 
	God does not dwell in the little boxes we make for Him.  He cannot
	be limited.  And from Acts 17:25, our works, our hands, do not
	provide for Him.  Rather, His hands provide for us.

	
	Do
	you see from the contrast of the two passages the works of man being
	put into the position of God's works?  Creating, providing,
	limiting.  The last one is vitally important to those who create
	their own gods.  All attempts to create one's own gods are attempts
	at self-sovereignty.  After all, if I am my god's creator, what does
	that make me?  The thinking (false thinking, I must add) is that it
	will make me the god of myself.  And if I am to be the god of
	myself, I must set some stern limits for the gods I create.  They
	must not overstep and begin to rule me.
	 The reality about self-sovereignty is quite different from what we
	expect as we'll see tomorrow.

	
	My
	rabbit trail on God's “hands” comes back to “paraptoma”
	with the limits God's sets for us through His acts.  All trespassing
	is the result of our desire to free ourselves from all restraints. 
	All trespass grows from the yearning for self-sovereignty or
	complete freedom.  However, self-sovereignty is not possible for us.

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	out a verse from Acts 17:16-34 that turns the tables on those who
	wanted to set boundaries for their gods by demonstrating the
	boundaries God sovereignly sets for us.  What is the stated purpose
	of those limits?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If,
	as I did, you chose verse twenty-six, you'll notice that the stated
	purpose of those boundaries in verse twenty-seven is the hope that
	men would seek the Lord because
	of the limits He sets on them.  These two verses give rise to the
	other two questions I've been pondering, but we won't look at them
	just yet.  We haven't finished with God's “hands,” nor
	have we come close to answering my first question.

	
	In
	a study I did on the book of Revelation, I couldn't help noticing
	that the New Jerusalem (the kingdom of God in its complete
	fulfillment) is a walled
	city (Rev. 21:12).  But what about freedom?  I told you in an
	earlier lesson that God believes in freedom.  Shouldn't there be
	perfect freedom in the kingdom of God?  
	

	
	Will
	there ever be any chance of getting away from the restraints God has
	placed upon us?  No.  And yes.  We all know that simply being human
	places limitations on us.  God set things up so that we are
	dependent creatures.  None of us can escape that dependence.  If
	freedom is doing what I want or what I choose to do, none of us can
	be perfectly free all on our own.  None of us can do anything and
	everything we choose to do.  I may decide to jump off a cliff and
	escape the limitations of gravity by performing the first, unaided
	human flight.  But like all other unaided human flights, mine would
	end abruptly with a messy SPLAT.

	
	But
	there are other kinds of restraints — other kinds of
	dependencies — that God has given us the ability to escape. 
	These kind must be kept voluntarily or not at all.  These, I
	believe, are the kind of restraints that the walls around the New
	Jerusalem represent.  These are the kind on which we've all missed
	the mark — the kind of restraints that result from following
	the two greatest commandments.  These restraints are kept by being
	dependent on God and are broken by choosing independence from Him.

	
	

	

	
	Read
	Isaiah 59:1-2, and comment on how these verses help to answer the
	question, “How is it possible to create separation between
	ourselves and the omnipresent One?”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	picture I'm given through Psalm 139, Acts 17, and Isaiah 59:1-2 is
	one where God builds walls around us.  He hedges us in behind and
	before.  That hedge is His presence and His “hand” —
	His sovereign working in our lives.  In one sense, there is no
	escaping Him.  In another sense, within His great walls, we can keep
	His hand, His saving arm, from reaching us because we, too, are
	capable of building walls — little walls of attempted
	self-sovereignty around ourselves.  Our “hands,” our
	works (namely, creating our own gods), build walls that separate us
	from Him.  Though He is omnipresent (all-present) and omnipotent
	(all-powerful), He has sovereignly chosen to give us the freedom to
	separate ourselves from Him if we choose.

	
	Interestingly,
	in Psalm 139:5-6, David rejoices in the fact that God has hedged him
	in, and in Revelation 21:25 and 3:7, 8 and 12 we learn that,
	although the gates of the New Jerusalem will never be closed, those
	who inhabit the city never wish to leave its walls.  It is possible
	(by God's grace) to repent of trespassing.  Though self-sovereignty
	is not possible for us, perfect freedom is.  More on that subject in
	a moment.

	
	Now,
	to my second question of the day.

	
	

	

	
	How
	could the cause of Acts 17:26 result in the effect of Acts 17:27?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is a question I've been puzzling over ever since I first really took
	note of these verses, and I'm afraid I still don't have a clear
	answer.  How could the limits God sets for us have the effect of
	causing us to seek Him?  I can see Acts 17:26 saying much the same
	as Psalm 139 — that God made me, that He sovereignly decided
	when and where I would be born, that He has all my days and all
	their events already plotted into the epic story He's writing.  And
	Paul goes on in Acts 17:27 to say that God has acted in this way so
	that I would seek Him, groping for Him like a child playing blind
	man's bluff.  Yet the limitations God places on us seem only to
	chafe most of us.  In what way do the boundaries of my life cause me
	to seek after God?

	
	Perhaps
	the child playing blind man's bluff is an appropriate illustration. 
	Because of spiritual blindness, God places each of us in a small
	space and then shows up in that small space so we can hardly miss
	finding Him.  In fact, He was always there, occupying all of our
	small times and spaces.

	
	I
	can see Paul saying in Acts 17:27-28 much the same thing David says
	in Psalm 139.  God made each one of us, then encompassed each one of
	us around with His omnipresent Spirit in order that there could be
	no  easy escape from Him.  The limits, the walls, He places around
	us are His encircling arms of love.  We can escape Him only by
	building a few walls of our own.

	
	I'm
	coming to see that all the different kinds of walls or boundaries
	we've looked at today may be the means of bringing us to a place of
	seeking after God.  There are His walls that none of us can escape
	on our own — the limitations involved in just, plain being
	human.  In our frustration over our own natural limitations, we may
	be drawn to the One who has no limitations.  We may come to realize
	that freely serving the omnipotent One is the only means to
	overcoming the barriers that frustrate us about our own humanness. 
	Here's where the perfect freedom I told you about earlier comes in:
	if I choose to do what God wants me to do, all those limitations of
	being human are removed because God's “hands” have no
	limitations.  Anything is possible — even “unaided”
	human flight if God aids it.

	
	His
	restraints that must be kept voluntarily (His moral laws that grow
	out of the two greatest commandments) can cause me to seek Him
	either by seeing how good and right His restraints are or by seeing
	how bad and wrong and painful it is to separate myself from Him by
	doing a little wall-building of my own.

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you have your own example of how the boundaries of your life drew
	you toward God?  Explain.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Now,
	for my third question for pondering.

	
	

	

	
	Compare
	Acts 17:27 and Hebrews 11:6 with Romans 3:11.  State the paradox.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	My
	third question is, of course, how can we seek God if none of us seek
	God?  The short answer is that we seek after God only because He's
	already seeking us.  Left to our own devices, none of us would seek
	Him.  Seeking after Him, groping toward Him, is an indication that
	His Spirit is already doing His work in us.

	
	In
	Acts 17:32-34, we see the the examples of those who stay hidden
	behind the walls of their own building and those who are willing to
	reach across those walls to encounter God's outstretched, saving
	arm.  The separation between ourselves and God can only be breached
	by Him.  But He's in the breaching business.
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	Week 6, Day
	5

	
	The
	Story of the Unforgiving Servant— Matt. 18:21-35

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 18:21-35, Ecclesiastes 10:8,

	
	Lamentations
	3:1-27, Hosea 2

	
	

	

	
	Yesterday,
	we saw the somewhat mysterious Scriptural principle that God sets
	limits on us so that we'll seek after Him.  That principle is echoed
	in today's readings, but today's Scriptures elaborate on that
	principle to show the reason God's limits on us can have the effect
	of causing us to seek Him.

	
	You
	may have noticed that all of today's readings mention walls or
	hedges (either in noun or verb form).    I'd like you to notice the
	different viewpoint each of the passages takes toward those walls or
	hedges that God puts around us.  You may remember that the Psalmist
	David gloried in the knowledge of God's hedging work.  That's one
	viewpoint.  Although it's not the viewpoint stated overtly in
	Ecclesiastes 10:8, the reason behind David's gratitude for those
	hedges is hinted toward.

	
	

	

	
	What
	will happen to the one who breaks through a wall or a hedge
	according to Ecclesiastes 10:8?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the Ecclesiastes 10:8 viewpoint of “walls”  or “hedges”
	into a single word.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	you choose the word “protection”?  Although we often
	speak metaphorically about “walls” as bad things, when
	it comes to the literal walls we live inside, we readily recognize
	this feature of walls.  They are intended for protection —
	either against the elements or against harm-causers (like poisonous
	snakes).  I don't know exactly what the author of Ecclesiastes had
	in mind when he wrote the words of Ecclesiastes 10:8, but I see a
	couple of profound truths in his enigmatic, little statement. 
	First, walls are for our protection (specifically against the
	serpent.
	 Hmmm!  Check out Genesis 3 again if you have no idea what I'm
	getting at!)  And second, we are the makers of our own demise.  The
	pits we fall into are those we dig for ourselves.  We break through
	walls and so put ourselves at the mercy of the serpent (and that
	serpent has no mercy).

	
	“Protection”
	is not the word the writer of Lamentations (Jeremiah) would have
	chosen to describe the walls he believed God put around him,
	however.  Jeremiah lived at a time when the protective walls of his
	home, Jerusalem, were demolished under the conquest of
	Nebuchadnezzar, and the Jews went into exile in Babylon.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the Lamentations 3:7-9 viewpoint of “walls” or “hedges”
	into a single word.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	you choose “prison”?  Amazing how one sees walls as a
	protection and another sees them as a prison!  
	

	
	You
	know what I love about the Bible (among a multitude of things)?  I
	love to see God enshrining for all time and eternity in the Book
	that bears His byline His servants giving Him a solid ticking-off
	for some perceived injustice.  I love to see how God values honesty
	— even the honest expression of our honest feelings.  In
	Lamentations 3, Jeremiah is expressing his honest feelings, but his
	feelings are not being honest with him (as feelings frequently are
	not).  In reality, it wasn't God who had created the prison that was
	the exile of the Jewish people in Babylon.  It was the trespasses of
	His people.  They had put themselves out from under God's protection
	by breaking through His walls.  They had missed the mark of the
	first and greatest commandment.  They had thrown God over as their
	God.  God, in return, turned them over to the gods they had chosen. 
	Result?  The same as it always is.  Captivity.  Slavery.

	
	There's
	an interesting commentary on “hedges” or “walls”
	from the book of Job that I'd like to show you where we see those
	hedges from both the perceptions of protection and prison.  In Job
	1:10, Satan says to God (regarding Job), “Have You not made a
	hedge around him...?”  Satan's commentary on hedges is from
	the point of view of protection.  When a measure of that protection
	is removed, Job complains in Job 3:23, “Why is light given to
	a man whose way is hidden, and whom God has hedged in?”  Job's
	commentary on hedges is from the point of view of a prison.  The
	truth of the situation, however, was that God, at that point, did
	not have Job hedged in.  God had removed a portion of the hedge
	around Job and allowed Satan access.

	
	Today's
	Hosea passage gives us the view of God's hedging work from both
	perspectives simultaneously.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the Hosea 2:6-7 viewpoint of “walls” or “hedges”
	into two words.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	you choose “protection” and “prison”?  You
	can imagine that the “woman” of Hosea 2 sees God's hedge
	around her as a prison.  In a sense, it is.  This time it is very
	definitely God (the speaker of Hosea 2) who is creating the hedge
	around the “woman” (the nations of Israel and Judah). 
	He is restricting the freedoms of His wayward people.  In that
	sense, His walls could be seen as prison walls.  But He forcibly
	restricts the nations' freedoms only in order to protect.  Notice
	how well the story turns out for His people because of His hedge.

	
	

	

	
	Have
	you experienced any such restriction of your freedom that, in
	retrospect, you see as protection?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Remember
	the Scriptural principle that God sets limits on us so that we'll
	seek after Him?  Hosea 2 exemplifies His protection that we at first
	think is a prison that, in the end, brings us back to seeking Him.  
	

	
	Sometimes
	He allows us to break through His protective walls and experience a
	little snakebite so that we'll come to value the walls of His
	commands.  This was exactly the result the Babylonian captivity had
	on His people.  Captivity can bring about repentance.

	
	At
	other times, He forcibly stops us from breaking through His walls
	and doesn't allow us to follow every temptation wherever it might
	lead.  He sets whatever limits He knows will do the most good.

	
	We
	see from the story of Job (and our own experience) that all
	suffering does not result directly from putting ourselves out from
	under God's protection by disobedience.  But all of God's
	commandments are designed for our protection, and all trespassing on
	them can only destroy and enslave.

	
	I'd
	like to spend a little more time with the principle that breaking
	out of God's walls always results in our captivity because, though
	true, it runs contrary to our natural way of thinking.  Yesterday,
	we talked about trespassing happening in pursuit of freedom.  No one
	breaks God's commandments because he's hoping to end up a prisoner. 
	We break God's commandments because we think we'll attain greater
	freedom.  At some point, all of us believe the serpent when he feeds
	us his line about the possibility of self-sovereignty and when he
	equates perfect freedom with self-sovereignty.  The truth about
	self-sovereignty is that it is impossible for us and any attempts in
	that direction lead only to captivity and slavery.  If God is not
	our Master, we have put ourselves out from under His protection and
	have inadvertently made Satan master.  I've said it before: God, as
	a Master, believes in freedom.  His enemy seeks only to enslave.

	
	Look
	back quickly over the last two of today's “plus”
	passages and notice the drastic contrast in both of them.  It's a
	drastic contrast made possible by repentance.  Jeremiah goes from
	despairing to praising.  Why?  “It is good for a man to bear
	the yoke in his youth,” he says in Lamentations 3:27.  Yokes
	speak of servanthood.  Jeremiah stops listening to the lies his
	feelings are telling him and recognizes that it's good
	to be God's servant, even if that yoke sometimes includes rather
	large amounts of suffering.  It's how the story ends that counts.

	
	The
	“woman” of Hosea 2 goes from pursuing empty, enslaving,
	adulterous relationships with false gods to repentance and returning
	to her Master.  And the result?  “ 'And it shall be, in that
	day,' says the LORD, 'That you will call Me “My Husband,”
	and no longer call Me “My Master,” ' ” (Hos.
	2:16).  Our Master believes in His servants' freedom.  Such freedom
	that the relationship is compared to the most intimate, earthly one
	we know.

	
	Now,
	the time has finally come to see how “trespassing” comes
	into the story of the unforgiving servant.
	 My first point is contained right within the title of the story.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 18:23, who is the king or master settling his accounts with?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 18:25, what does the master say must be done with the
	servant who could not pay his debt?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Matthew
	18:25 gives us one viewpoint on this transaction.  Isaiah 50:1 gives
	us a different viewpoint.  “...Or which of My creditors is it
	to whom I have sold you?  For your iniquities you have sold
	yourselves...”  And again in Isaiah 52:3, “For thus says
	the LORD: 'You have sold yourselves for nothing, and you shall be
	redeemed without money.' ”  The sin-debt we create when we
	trespass God's commandments in seeking complete freedom by choosing
	not to serve Him puts us out from under His protection and makes
	Satan our rightful master.  Matthew 18:25 makes it seem that God is
	responsible for selling us into slavery, but correctly reading the
	situation shows us that the servant sold himself by the debt he
	amassed.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 18:26-27, what did the master require in order to cancel the
	servant's debt?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	God
	does require repentance, but the repentance God requires is no more
	than admitting the debt, asking to be taken back as His servant, and
	casting ourselves on His mercy.  That mercy is so readily available
	and abundant, He will pay the debt Himself just for the asking.   “
	'...you shall be redeemed without money,' ” God promises in
	Isaiah 52:3, and 1 Peter 1:18-19 tells us it is the precious blood
	of Christ that redeems us “...who Himself bore our sins in His
	own body on the tree...” (1 Pet. 2:24).  He took on the cost
	of all the pain and suffering our sin laid on Him.  That's what His
	seeking of those who do not, by nature, seek Him looks like.  The
	only price we pay in our buying-back is repentance.

	
	Notice,
	though, that the unforgiving servant has no true understanding of
	repentance.  He admits the debt, he doesn't want to be sold into
	slavery, but he still thinks he can be a servant on his own terms. 
	He thinks there is something he can do to repay the debt. 
	Nevertheless, the master has compassion on him and is willing to
	cancel the debt.  In the end, however, the debt is not cancelled.  I
	believe the master requires repentance before a debt can be
	cancelled and the servant's debt is not cancelled because he has not
	grasped what repentance is.  
	

	
	Is
	the first servant's reaction to his fellow servant who owes him a
	small sum due to his misunderstanding of repentance?  Makes sense,
	doesn't it?  If the unforgiving servant refuses to accept the
	cancellation of his debt and continues to carry around the idea that
	he is going to be able to pay back the master in some way — to
	redeem himself — won't he demand repayment of any amount,
	however small, that someone else owes him?  
	

	
	The
	illustration carries over too well into real life.  The person who
	persists in believing God will have to accept him because his good
	deeds outweigh his bad will have no forgiveness for another's sins
	against him.  After all, he's misguidedly looking for “justice”
	from God.  He's not interested in mercy.  And on such a basis will
	he approach his fellow humans.  “So-and-so hurt me, and he
	should pay!”  True repentance will recognize the depth of the
	debt owed and the depth of the mercy extended.  And true repentance
	will extend that same mercy to others.

	
	Now,
	back to “trespassing” or breaking through the walls of
	God's commands.  Today's lesson focused on the inevitable result of
	such an action: captivity, enslavement.  God gives us His commands
	for our protection, but we see them as prison walls.  Yet the moment
	we step outside of them is the moment we become prisoners.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was the final result of the unforgiving servant's unforgiveness in
	Matthew 18:34?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	unforgiving servant's unforgiveness imprisoned not only the man he
	refused to forgive, but in the end, it imprisoned him.  We trespass
	and break out of the protective walls of God's commands because
	we're looking for greater freedom.  We think the command He gives us
	to forgive all
	wrongs done us is too hard to be accomplished.  We think we'll
	somehow be more free if we can hang on to unforgiveness.  But the
	truth is, forgiveness frees.  Unforgiveness imprisons.  When we
	disobey the second greatest commandment by hanging onto
	unforgiveness, we'll find that God's walls are our protection and
	outside those walls is the real prison.
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	Week 6
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— In a sentence, how would you summarize the subject of
	Matthew 18:15-20?

	
	2
	— What statement does Jesus make regarding the two greatest
	commandments in Matthew 22:40?

	
	3
	— Why does 1 Peter 2:19-25 tell us we must not seek revenge
	from those who wrong us?

	
	4
	— Read Isaiah 59:1-2, and comment on how these verses help to
	answer the question, “How is it possible to create separation
	between ourselves and the omnipresent One?”

	
	5
	— What was the final result of the unforgiving servant's
	unforgiveness in Matthew 18:34?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	From
	the story of the unforgiving servant in Matthew 18:21-35 and its
	surrounding context in Matthew 18:14-20, I chose true repentance for
	the theme of the week.  On Day 1, I looked largely at Matthew
	18:14-20 and Jesus' instructions on church discipline.  The goal of
	church discipline is to bring about repentance.

	
	On
	Days 2, 3, 4, and 5, exploring the subject of true repentance, I
	examined the three different Greek words for sin, debts, and
	trespasses used in Matthew 18:21-35.  Each word yielded different
	insights into the nature of sin, repentance, and forgiveness. 
	Repenting of “missing the mark” of loving God and our
	neighbours will have some ground-level results in our lives.  We'll
	acknowledge God as the One True God, we'll care for the needy, and
	we'll forgive wrongs done to us.  Recognizing the terrible cost of
	our sin-debt that Jesus paid (the cost of pain and suffering), we'll
	be empowered to bear the cost of forgiveness.  When others hurt us,
	we'll follow Jesus' example and refuse to return hurt for hurt. 
	Repenting of our trespasses means we'll get rid of the walls that
	separate us from God and come to see the walls of God's commands to
	us as walls of protection, rather than prison walls.  One of those
	commands is to forgive as Christ forgave us.  Forgiveness frees and
	unforgiveness imprisons.

	
	True
	repentance necessitates forgiving others.  If a person is unwilling
	to show mercy, the root cause could be a misunderstanding of
	repentance and a clinging to the idea that he or she can somehow be
	good enough for God without throwing him or herself wholly on His
	mercy.

	
	What
	meant the most personally to me from this week's lessons?  I was
	thrilled to see God's work in my life bringing me to repentance for
	my harshness toward a fellow sinner.  This week saw a real
	breakthrough in loving a person I have previously not loved.  Maybe
	a fresh look at God's mercy extended toward me helped me extend
	mercy toward another in need of mercy.  My point is, the work was
	His.  I mostly sat and watched Him at work.   The Holy Spirit takes
	up residence inside all those who have come to true repentance.  He
	will
	do His work in us, and that work will
	have a few, basic effects on our lives.
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	Week 7, Day
	1

	
	The
	Story of the Generous Boss — Matthew 20:1-16

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 19:16-30, 20:1-16, Luke 14:25-33,

	
	Exodus
	21:1-6

	
	

	

	
	I
	used to see no more meaning in this week's parable than the one
	which says this parable teaches that eternal life is the reward of
	all Jesus' servants — both those who served Him for many years
	and those (like the thief on the cross) who acknowledged Him as
	their King in their final moments.  It's true doctrine and a very
	proper application of the parable.  But the context of the parable
	(both before and after) has opened up to me more meanings than just
	the one.  Broader applications of the parable would be learning to
	know a little more what it means to serve God and also to know a
	little more of Whom it is we serve.

	
	Learning
	to know God better through this week's parable will mean looking at
	His idea of justice (the only true idea).  God's idea of justice vs.
	our idea of justice is at the heart of the parable.  Maybe at this
	point I'd better say a few words about my
	idea of justice, so you'll know what I mean when I use the word.  As
	far as I can tell, justice is all about balance.  It's about
	equation: “If this, then that.”  It's the characteristic
	of God that makes math and science work — that makes anything
	work.  Now, let's start looking at God's justice by taking a look at
	what it means to serve God — the theme where you'll find me
	camping out this week.

	
	

	

	
	What
	phrase does the Boss use regarding the wages of the second group of
	workers when hiring them?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you agree or disagree that the Boss paid “whatever was right”
	to all the latter groups of workers?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I,
	like the grumbling workers, find myself wondering about the Generous
	Boss's idea of “whatever is right.”  I can see the
	Boss's point.  His money was His to do with as He wished.  If He
	chose to be generous and splash it about on those who hadn't earned
	it, He could.  He wasn't cheating the first group who were paid as
	promised.  But is it true that He paid “whatever was right”
	to all the rest?  Doesn't strict justice cancel out generosity?

	
	Before
	we tackle the big question of justice cancelling out generosity,
	there's a more obvious aspect of “whatever is right” I'd
	like to start with.  Here's today's point in a nutshell:  God
	believes in paying His servants.

	
	A
	few years back, I grew interested in God's view of slavery as seen
	in the Bible (specifically the Old Testament Law).  I won't take you
	to all the passages I studied on the subject.  I'll just summarize
	my findings by reporting that God does not believe in slavery.  It's
	not His way.  He didn't ban it outright in His Law (just as He
	didn't see fit to fix every other deeply-entrenched cultural evil
	overnight), but through His Law, He began reforming His people's
	views on slavery.  He began drilling into His people's heads the
	equation, “If work, then pay.”  Honest labour deserves
	honest pay.  Let's go behind the scenes of Exodus 21:1-6 to see that
	principle.

	
	First,
	you need to understand that there were only one or two ways (as far
	as I've discovered) that a Hebrew  could become a slave.  (I won't
	approach the subject today of the enslavement of other
	nationalities.  Too much for this lesson.)  If a Hebrew man or woman
	sold him or herself because of poverty (Lev. 25:39-41) or contracted
	more debt than he or she could possibly pay (including through
	stealing) (2 Kings 4:1, Ex. 22:3), he or she could be sold as a
	slave.  It was a justice issue, again.  Debts must be paid.  (As we
	saw with the story of the unforgiving servant, someone always pays a
	debt.  Either the debtor or the debtee.  But someone must always
	pay.)  If a person couldn't pay his debt with cold, hard cash, he
	was given the opportunity of working it off, but there was a time
	limit.  No Hebrew was to be “enslaved” longer than six
	years.  In God's justice system of checks and balances, this time
	limit would discourage large loans that would require longer than
	six years to repay.  The lender would think twice before lending if
	there was the possibility of his never being repaid.  
	

	
	Essentially,
	that was Hebrew-on-Hebrew “slavery.”  It was not working
	for zero pay.  It was working for room and board (in the case of
	those who sold themselves because of extreme poverty) or working off
	debt.  “If work, then pay,” was (and is) God's equation
	of justice.  (See also Lev. 19:13, Deut. 24:14-15, James 5:4.)

	
	All
	good things are good things because they flow from God's character. 
	All right principles are right principles because they come from the
	same place.  It's interesting to note from this week's parable that,
	“If work, then pay,” is a justice equation because it
	flows from God's character.  He
	believes in paying His
	workers.

	
	I
	believe I may have mentioned several times this study that God
	believes in freedom.  He does not force anyone to be His servant. 
	He accepts only the willing.  There are two principles flowing from
	God's character, then, that stand opposed to slavery:  God believes
	in paying His workers, and God believes in freedom.

	
	It's
	the latter principle that I'd like to point out from Exodus 21:1-6.

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	the situation of Exodus 21:1-6.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	seen it more times than I can count.  It's God's enemy who believes
	in enslaving.  God, on the other hand, believes in freeing.  Oh yes,
	He is looking for servants.  He works (John 5:17), and work, as
	something that flows from His character, is a good thing.  He is
	always hiring, early and late, looking for those who are willing to
	come and work in His vineyard.  But there's choice involved in being
	His servant.  It's that choice that we see from Exodus 21:1-6.  We
	serve Him only because we want
	to serve Him.  It may not be an outward, visible pierced ear, but
	every Christian has a pierced ear — the mark of a bondservant
	by choice.

	
	Think
	about this: God is my (and hopefully your) rightful owner three
	times over.  Number one, He made me — knitting me together
	“fearfully and wonderfully” in my mother's wombs.  The
	creator of any piece of art is its rightful owner until the piece is
	sold.  Now, God never sells His creations.  We saw it last week.  We
	sell ourselves.  In a false bid for freedom, we sell ourselves to a
	ruthless master.  But God gave me the freedom to sell myself.  He
	believes in freedom.  He wasn't willing, however, that I should
	remain in my enslaved state.  So, number two, God paid an enormous
	price to buy me back (the meaning of redemption).  Again, we saw it
	last week.  “knowing that you were not redeemed with
	corruptible things, like silver or gold...but with the precious
	blood of Christ...” (1 Pet. 1:18-19).  Number three, I chose
	to make Him my Master.  I asked Him to pierce my ear and take me on
	as His bondservant for life.  Three times over, He owns me.  By
	rights, He wouldn't have to pay me a dime for working for Him.  But
	by His ideas of justice, He believes in pay given for work received.
	
	

	
	Now,
	I want to point out another interesting feature of Exodus 21:1-6,
	and it relates to the context of the story of the Generous Boss that
	is one of today's plus passages.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Exodus 21:1-6, if a master gives a slave his wife, to whom do the
	wife and children ultimately belong?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see another justice principle at work here?  Whatever the owner
	gave to the one owned during his term of service was considered the
	rightful property of the owner.  Makes sense, doesn't it?  After
	all, if I am the rightful property of a rightful owner, then
	everything I own would also be the owner's rightful property.  
	

	
	Of
	course, it raises our hackles to hear one human described as the
	“rightful property” of any other human, and well it
	should.  Although the Old Testament laws regarding slavery didn't
	break the common cultural curse of slavery then and there, we have
	to realize that they were working towards breaking that curse.  We
	wince to hear a human referred to as “rightful property”
	because we should.  Except in one particular instance.  Remember
	that I (and, I hope, you) are three-timed owned by our Rightful
	Owner.  Because I've chosen Him as my Master, everything I “own”
	is God's.  He gave it to me, after all.  What do I have that didn't
	come from Him in the first place?  If He owns me, lock, stock, and
	barrel, He also owns all that is “mine.” 
	

	
	And
	here we come to the opening context of this week's parable (already
	examined in Week 4, Day 2).

	
	

	

	
	In
	Jesus'  list of commandments for the rich young man (Matt.
	19:18-19), which vital one is omitted?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Copy
	out that commandment from Exodus 20:3 along with its preamble in
	Exodus 20:2.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you think God may have wanted to remind His people how He had
	freed them from their slavery in Egypt before giving them the first
	commandment?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	Redeemer God reminded His people that He had bought
	them back
	from their slavery.  He had the right to ask His people to have no
	other Masters.  He made them; He redeemed them.  But still, He gave
	choices.

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Exodus 20:2-3 and 21:1-6, was it Jesus' right to ask the young
	man to give away everything?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Exodus 20:2-3 and 21:1-6, does He have the right to ask us the
	same thing (Luke 14:25-33)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	would say, “He certainly does.”  It's only justice.  He
	made me, He bought me, and then I willingly chose Him as my Master. 
	He three-time owns me.  He gave me everything I own.  Therefore,
	everything I call mine, He ultimately owns.  He has the right to do
	whatever He wishes with all that is His own.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Paraphrase
	Luke 14:33 in your own words in light of today's discussion.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	As
	I was preparing to write this lesson, the key word “has”
	jumped out at me from Luke 14:33.  What are Jesus' followers to
	forsake?  All we have.
	 All I once thought I had, I no longer have.  Forsaking all I have
	(including my
	own
	life — Luke 14:26) is a requirement for becoming a follower of
	Jesus.  What is He asking?  A relinquishment of ownership.  A
	recognition that it's all under new ownership (or an acknowledgement
	of the reality that it always was under His ownership).

	
	Some
	(like the rich young man of Matthew 19) He calls very literally to
	leave behind all they once thought they owned.  It's His right.  But
	(here's the part I love, and here's the part of Matthew 19 that grew
	the story of the Generous Boss) if it's only justice that causes us
	to recognize everything we own as His, it's also His idea of justice
	that causes Him to pay His workers.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the dialogue between Peter and Jesus in Matthew 19:27-29.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	God of justice is also the Generous Boss.  Justice causes Him to pay
	His workers.  Grace causes Him to repay them a hundredfold.  Why? 
	Because justice is only justice when tempered with mercy.

	
	If
	justice is all about balance and equation, it's mercy that balances
	justice and keeps it as God's idea of justice (the only true idea,
	remember).  Micah 6:8 (“He has shown you, O man, what is good;
	and what the does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to love
	mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”) is to be our model
	because it's the model that flows out of God's character.  He must
	do
	justly.  But He loves
	mercy.  In Him we find the perfect balance of justice and mercy that
	is perfect justice and perfect mercy.  “Justice” without
	mercy is a terrible thing to behold.  It very soon ceases to be
	justice in any kind of true sense.  “Mercy” without
	justice becomes just as destructive and ceases to be mercy at all.

	
	Where
	do we find the meeting between absolute justice and absolute mercy? 
	At the cross.  Because of His justice, our sin-debt had to be paid. 
	Because of His mercy, God paid it Himself.  That's our Generous
	Boss!

	
	I
	asked the question earlier, doesn't strict justice cancel out the
	possibility of generosity?  Isn't grace (gift-giving) the opposite
	of justice (wage-paying)?  I would say that grace balances justice
	and vice versa.  The Generous Boss was not being unfair to His first
	group of workers as He told them in Matthew 20:13.  He was simply
	being gracious to the other workers.

	
	Stepping
	out of the parable and into our reality, the Generous Boss is
	nothing but generous in what He pays His servants.  It's an act of
	sheer grace to accept us back as His servants after we've all
	decided to serve His enemy.  His payment for our redemption and
	eternal life was an act of sheer grace.  The “hundredfold”
	we'll receive back for any services rendered or any losses incurred
	in His service is sheer grace when He already owns us and all we
	own.  Strict justice would require no repayment for what is already
	His.  But in His gracious justice, He calls the massive overpayment
	He'll one day make to His servants “whatever is right.”
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	Week 7, Day
	2

	
	The
	Story of the Generous Boss — Matthew 20:1-16

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 20:1-16, Luke 12:37, 17:7-10, 
	

	
	John
	13:12-17, 15:12-15

	
	

	

	
	For
	years, I had a negative reaction to the word “justice.” 
	I liked to think about God's love and mercy.  I didn't like to think
	about His justice.  “Justice” brought the image to my
	mind of a stern-faced judge in a black robe with a gavel in one hand
	and a list of sins in the other.  I've come to have a different view
	of God's justice, however.  I've come to be enormously grateful for
	it.  When I remember what injustice
	looks like (tomorrow we'll see a little more of the contrast between
	justice — God's style — and injustice), I'm enormously
	grateful to serve a God who can never be bought or bribed, who can
	never even turn a blind eye.

	
	There's
	only one reason I can be grateful for God's justice, and that is
	because of His mercy.  It's only because of the cross I can be
	thankful for justice.  If I had to balance my own equation and pay
	my own sin-debt, I would be unable to appreciate God's justice.  But
	God's justice is the kind of justice that I called yesterday
	“gracious justice.”  Because He's perfectly merciful, He
	can be perfectly just (and vice versa).

	
	If
	justice keeps things in balance, then I want us to look at two sides
	of an “equation” (so to speak) that keep each other in
	balance.  This “equation” is a relationship.  There are
	two sides to the relationship — two right and proper
	viewpoints on this relationship — and they balance each other.
	 The first is found in Luke 17:7-10.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 17:10, who are instructed to say they are “unprofitable
	servants”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  This
	is our side of the relationship.  This is how we are to view
	ourselves and our obedience to the Master.    “It's only to be
	expected,” we are to tell ourselves.  Obedience is just my
	simple duty.  No merit in it for me.  I am thrice-owned by my
	Master.  I'm His slave.
	 He owes
	me nothing for my obedience and service.

	
	This
	was Paul's viewpoint when, in Romans 1:1, he called himself, “Paul,
	a bondservant of Jesus Christ...”  Paul was proclaiming His
	choice of Exodus 21:5, “I love my master...I will not go out
	free.”  The rather astonishing (to me, at least) level of
	obedience he attained grew out of his view of his position as
	Christ's slave.

	
	This
	is the right and proper view that we should take of ourselves as the
	servants of God.  We looked at it yesterday.  He owns me; He owns
	everything I own; there's nothing He doesn't have the right to ask
	of me.  And   if He never paid me any wages for simply doing as He
	commands me, there would be no wages owing to me.

	
	But
	the right and proper view we should take of ourselves, is that the
	right and proper view God takes of us?  We need to be Luke 17:7-10
	kind of servants.  But do we serve a Luke 17:7-10 kind of Master?

	
	

	

	
	Compare
	or contrast the master of Luke 17:7-10 with the Master of Luke 12:37
	and John 13:12-17.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	we served a master who said to us (after we'd put in a long, hard
	day in the fields), “Prepare something for my supper, and gird
	yourself and serve me till I have eaten and drunk, and afterward you
	will eat and drink,” and never once thanked us, we may still
	say (rightly and properly), “We are unprofitable servants.  We
	have done what was our duty to do.”  But how many of us would
	have managed to work up the enthusiasm in the first place to say to
	such a master, “I love my master...I will not go out free”?

	
	But
	instead, we serve a Master who does indeed say to us (after we come
	in from His vineyard, working for and alongside
	Him), “Come at once and sit down to eat” and serves us
	(Luke
	12:37).  Rather, we serve a Master who is far more revolutionary. 
	He takes out the foot basin, undoes our sandal straps, and washes
	and dries our dirty, ugly, warty feet (nothing pretty about feet —
	my feet, at least) before He serves us the meal.  Washing feet was a
	job for the lowliest of the lowly (not surprisingly).  It was a job
	ranking well below serving a meal.

	
	We
	serve a Master who said these words, “Yet it shall not be so
	among you; but whoever desires to become great among you, let him be
	your servant.  And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be
	your slave — just
	as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to
	give His life a ransom for many”
	(Matt. 20:26-28, emphasis added).

	
	Because
	He's that
	kind of Master, I've said to Him, “I love my master...I will
	not go out free.”

	
	It's
	right and proper for me to serve Him and to say to Him, “I am
	an unprofitable servant.  I have done what it is my duty to do.”
	 But He considers that it was right and proper to come to serve,
	not to be
	served.

	
	Why
	do I say that it was “right and proper” (from His
	viewpoint, that is) for God to come to earth to serve us?  Doesn't
	that statement sound rather blasphemous?  I say it because God can
	only do as He sees right and proper.  His character is righteous. 
	He can only do what's right.  He can only do
	justly.  But He loves mercy.  Loving mercy is part (a huge part) of
	doing what's right.

	
	So
	we are to view ourselves as “unprofitable servants,”
	just doing as we're told, rather than patting ourselves on the back
	every time we do as our Master commands.  Does He view us as
	unprofitable servants?

	
	

	

	
	What
	does Jesus call His disciples in John 15:12-15?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Who
	are His friends according to John 15:14?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Those
	who obey Jesus' commands are His servants.  But in John 15:14, he
	says those who obey His commands are His friends.  In other words,
	His friends are His servants, and His servants are His friends.

	
	

	

	
	What
	word does the Generous Boss use to address even His grumbling
	servant in Matthew 20:13?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	parable of the prodigal son and the loving Father goes even further
	in the terms it uses (see the two, balancing viewpoints of our
	relationship with God from Luke 15:19 and 24).

	
	I'd
	like to quote a couple other relevant verses to you on the subject
	of our servanthood to God from His viewpoint and from our viewpoint.
	 1 Corinthians 7:21-23 says, “Were you called while a slave? 
	Do not be concerned about it; but if you can be made free, rather
	use it.  For he who is called in the Lord while a slave is the
	Lord's freedman.  Likewise he who is called while free is Christ's
	slave.  You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men.”
	 Paul is advising the slaves in the Corinthian church to see
	themselves as free spirits even if their bodies are enslaved to an
	earthly master.  They're free because they're slaves of Christ.  He
	bought us to free us, and we, in turn, use our freedom to say to
	Him, “I love my master...I will not go out free.” 
	

	
	 1
	Peter 2:16 says, “as free, yet not using liberty as a cloak
	for vice, but as bondservants of God.”  There are the two
	sides of our equation again.  God sees me as free because He freed
	me.  I see me as His slave because He made me and bought me and
	because I chose to serve Him out of love for the kind of Master He
	is.  
	

	
	 I
	opened today by talking again about justice — God's kind. 
	Because God must do
	justly, He must see it as fair
	to be the kind of Master He is — the kind of Master who is
	unfair only to Himself in His incredibly gracious treatment of His
	servants.  In this week's parable, the only one we could look at as
	being treated unfairly is the Generous Boss Himself.  He pays
	exorbitant wages that come out of His own pocket.  
	

	
	I
	said earlier that I've come to be grateful for God's justice because
	of the cross.  But in what way is the cross an example of justice? 
	Can it really be called justice when someone pays a sin-debt He
	doesn't owe?  
	

	
	I'm
	not sure that we can ever grasp justice from God's point of view,
	but I can see that the opposite — justice without mercy —
	quickly becomes injustice.  It may be straight-up justice that
	causes us to repeat the statement, “We are unprofitable
	servants.  We have done what was our duty to do.”  But it
	looks to me very much like injustice when a master says to the slave
	who's already worked hard in the fields all day, “Prepare
	something for my supper, and gird yourself and serve me till I have
	eaten and drunk...”  I'm so grateful to serve a God whose idea
	of justice causes Him to say, rather, “...the Son of Man did
	not come to be served, but to serve, but to give His life a ransom
	for many.”

	
	Now,
	I want to tread briefly into tomorrow's territory (which will be,
	again, God's idea of justice. Tomorrow, we'll look at how His
	justice relates to the work we're called to do as His servants). 
	God's idea of justice and the work we're called to as His servants
	was brought out so strongly in two of today's “plus”
	passages that I can't completely ignore the subject for today.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the work to which Jesus called His disciples in John 13:14-15?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the work to which Jesus called His disciples in John 15:12-13?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We're
	called to do the same work Jesus did.  “...the Son of Man did
	not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom
	for many.”  God's idea of justice required Him to set the
	example for us.  It is injustice to say, “Do as I say, not as
	I do.”  It is justice to be able to say, “Do as I say
	and
	as I do.”

	
	Interestingly,
	the Son of Man did not come to be served.  Yet we are
	called to serve Him.  How?  By serving His servants.  Serving Him is
	all wrapped up in how we treat others.
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	Week 7, Day
	3

	
	The
	Story of the Generous Boss — Matthew 20:1-16

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 20:1-16, Isaiah 58, 59, 61

	
	

	

	
	“Serving
	Him is all wrapped up in how we treat others.”  If there was
	ever a block of Scripture that confirms that statement, today's
	“plus” reading is that block.

	
	

	

	
	Count
	the number of times and record the verse numbers where the words
	“justice” or “just,” “righteousness”
	or “righteous” are used in Isaiah 58, 59, and 61.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	we're taking a look at God's idea of justice (closely linked to
	“rightness” in the Bible), you can understand why there
	was no ignoring these three chapters of Isaiah — perhaps the
	key passage in all of Scripture for showing us true justice.  Can
	you see why I've come to be grateful for God's idea of justice?

	
	

	

	
	Make
	a brief outline of Isaiah 58, 59, and 61, and contrast justice with
	injustice in these chapters.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Here's
	my outline:  58:1-5 — our idea of justice (which is really
	injustice); 58:6-14 — God's idea of justice (On a side note,
	observe that God's idea of justice includes Sabbath-keeping (vv.
	13-14).  Again, justice is all about balance.  Work is good, but
	overwork is not good.  When God rested on the seventh day, He set
	the example for us that work and rest need to be in balance.);
	59:1-15 — injustice and its consequences; 59:16-21 — God
	going to war against injustice;  61:1-3 — God going to war
	against injustice by sending His Messiah; 61:4-11 — the
	rewards of those who join Him in practising justice.

	
	Wow!
	 There's a lot in these chapters.  Where to start?  Let's start by
	backing up to Isaiah 57:21.

	
	

	

	
	Copy
	out Isaiah 57:21 and comment on it in relation to Isaiah 58, 59, and
	61.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't remember the train of thought I was riding when I underlined
	this verse and scribbled some words in the margin beside it, but as
	I read through today's “plus” passages in preparation
	for writing this lesson, the words I'd scribbled jumped out at me. 
	I'd written, “No true peace without justice.”

	
	Hasn't
	history shown us the truth of those words?  A country trying to keep
	peace inside (or outside) its borders while ignoring justice is
	heading toward a whole bunch of un-peace.  Notice Isaiah 59:8, “The
	way of peace they have not known, and there is no justice in their
	ways; they have made themselves crooked paths; whoever takes that
	way shall not know peace.”

	
	In
	another Bible study I wrote, I introduced God in the study as “the
	Mighty Warrior.”  Notice that Persona appearing in Isaiah
	59:16-21.  He cannot live with injustice and evil.  He has to deal
	with it.  He is not a judge who can turn a blind eye.  He must do
	justly.

	
	But
	He loves mercy.  Notice how He went to war against evil and
	injustice.  He sent a Messiah (Isa. 59:20, 61:1-3).  That Messiah
	demonstrated in living colour God's idea of justice.  It's true His
	life and His words were not all soft soap and sentiment.  He was
	still the Mighty Warrior.  Jesus spoke these words of Himself, “Do
	not think that I came to bring peace on earth.  I did not come to
	bring peace but a sword” (Matt. 10:34).  He is the Prince of
	Peace (Isa. 9:6), but there is no true peace without justice. 
	Still, He spent His ministry (a word that means “servanthood,”
	by the way) doing all the things Isaiah 58:6-14 tells us to do.  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	your own knowledge of Jesus' life, list examples of how He fulfilled
	Isaiah 58:6-14 and 61:1-3.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	He
	didn't simply tell people what He wanted them to do, He showed the
	way.  But He did more than that.

	
	“...the
	Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His
	life a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28).  In the Bible study I
	referred to a moment ago, I expressed it this way: “the Mighty
	Warrior turned His weapons against Himself.”  In a fantastic
	plot-twist, He destroyed the power of evil by submitting to all it
	could do to Him.  And through that action, He ransomed many.  He
	bought them back from their slavery.

	
	We
	were enslaved.  And it's no good telling a shackled man to get up
	and start serving a new Master.  It's no good even demonstrating for
	him how he can do that.  He has to be unshackled before all the
	instruction and demonstration can do him any good.  There was a
	reason the people of Isaiah 58 and 59 kept on in their old ways,
	committing the same old injustices over and over.  They were
	enslaved.  God didn't merely tell us how to practise justice; He
	didn't only come to us to demonstrate it; He sent His Messiah to
	break our chains.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Isaiah 58, 59, and 61, take note every time justice is equated with
	freeing the enslaved or imprisoned.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see that God's idea of justice (which loves mercy) caused Him to
	come to earth to free us?  But He asks that we do as He did.  We're
	asked to join Him in His justice work.  We're asked to feed the
	hungry, clothe the naked, rescue the oppressed, and yes, join Him in
	His work of fighting evil by informing slaves of sin there is peace
	and freedom to be found through Christ's ransoming work on the
	cross.  There is no dichotomy between caring for physical needs and
	spiritual needs.  They are all part and parcel of God's idea of
	justice.

	
	It's
	probably a good idea for me to bring Matthew 20:1-16 into today's
	lesson in some way, so here it is:

	
	

	

	
	If
	you have already been hired by the Generous Boss to go and work in
	His vineyard, what does that mean to you?  What kind of jobs do you
	think He's asking you specifically to do for Him?

	
	

	

	
	   
	

	
	Now,
	I want to shift directions slightly (though this next point comes
	directly from the last).  I'd like you to notice that, as part of
	opposing slavery, God's idea of justice includes honest work
	receiving an honest wage.

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	the situation of Isaiah 58:3-4 and the connection it makes between
	injustice and un-peace.
	
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	an accurate depiction of much of the history of the last century and
	the previous one!  It seems to me that God, in Isaiah 58:3-4, is
	commentating on a real-life situation that was occurring in the
	nation of Isaiah's day.  Workers were being exploited (or treated
	unfairly — likely in the matter of an honest wage for honest
	work), and the result?  Violence.  When workers are exploited, the
	exploitation escalates into violence in order to keep the exploited
	under control.  Does this ring any historical bells?  How about the
	communistic revolts and the Marxism that took over a large part of
	our world or, closer to home for some of us, the rise of unions and
	the often-accompanying violence that occurred in the last century? 
	Being that we are all enslaved (unless we've been freed), the
	pendulum swings toward the exploited becoming, in turn, the violent
	exploiters.

	
	There
	is no true peace without justice.  And the Prince of Peace does not
	believe in exploiting His workers.  From Day 1 of this week, we saw
	that (from our perspective) He has the right to demand.  He has the
	right to ask us to give up everything we “own” with no
	promise of reward.  He owns us and everything we own.  
	

	
	In
	Luke 14:25-33 (where Jesus is apparently warning off merely wannabe
	followers), there is no promise of reward for “hating”
	father, mother, brothers, sisters, wife, children, and one's own
	life.  There is no promise of reward for forsaking everything one
	owns.  It's only in passages like Matthew 19:29-20:1-16 where we
	learn that the Generous Boss considers a “hundredfold”
	heavenly wage “whatever is right” for anything given up
	for His sake on earth.  From the story of the rich young ruler on
	Day 1 of this week, Jesus had the right to ask the young man to
	abandon all his riches to the poor with no promise of reward.  But
	instead, He promised the young man that he would have “treasure
	in heaven” if he was obedient.

	
	From
	our perspective, He has the right to demand with no reward owing. 
	From His perspective, the “right” to demand without
	paying back is simply not right!  It does not conform to His idea of
	justice.

	
	And
	that brings us to the last part of the outline of Isaiah 58, 59, and
	61 — His rewards to His workers who join Him in the cause of
	justice.  I want us to look at what I think is the theme verse for
	this section.

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	Isaiah 61:8 from your translation.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  I'd
	like you to see this verse from a version I enjoy using on occasion
	— the Hebrew-English
	Tanakh (by the Jewish Publication Society).  “For I the LORD
	love
	justice,
	I hate robbery with a burnt offering.  I
	will pay them their wages faithfully,
	and make a covenant with them for all time” (emphasis added). 
	God's idea of justice (and His opposition of slavery) necessitates
	Him paying His workers what He considers a fair wage.

	
	I
	asked the question on Day 1 if strict justice shouldn't cancel out
	generosity.  When I read Isaiah 58-61, I begin to see that God's
	justice is fulfilled by generosity.  It's grace and sacrifice.  It's
	God paying our sin-debt at His own cost.  Our idea of justice may
	say, “Why should I feed the hungry?  Why should I free the
	oppressed?  What have they ever done for me?”  God sees our
	“justice” as injustice.  And He calls us to His
	kind of justice.
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	Week 7, Day
	4

	
	The
	Story of the Generous Boss — Matthew 20:1-16

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 20:1-28, Mark 9:31-35, 10:28-45

	
	

	

	
	We
	opened the week by looking at the context which opened the story of
	the Generous Boss — the rich young ruler and then Peter's
	question about rewards in the kingdom.  The context which wraps up
	this week's story is closely related to Peter's question.  That
	wrap-up context is greatness in the kingdom.

	
	I
	said on Day 1 that, through this parable and its surrounding
	contexts, I've been learning a little more what it is to serve God
	and to know a little more of the One I serve.  Quite rightly, I
	reversed that order in the lessons this week.  The lessons so far
	have been largely about the One we serve and seeing a little more of
	His character.  But now, it's time to do some heavy thinking about
	what it means to serve Him.

	
	Let's
	start by talking about servanthood.  It describes two different
	(though related) concepts — one is relationship and the other
	is action.  The second springs out of the first.  It's not possible
	to have the second without the first.  But it is possible to have
	the first without the second (though, I would argue, not entirely
	and forever).  It sounds as though I'm speaking in riddles, but what
	I'm talking about is quite simple.  We use the term “serving
	God” to mean two things.  Primarily, “serving God”
	is talking about our relationship to Him.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the Master-servant relationship we are in with God, and how did
	we enter into it?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	all comes back to that first and greatest commandment, however we
	want to phrase it — “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God,
	the LORD is one!” — acknowledging that there is only One
	True God (and it's not me!), no other gods before Him, loving Him
	first before anything else, recognizing who is really God and who
	God really is.  It seems to come up every week, but that's okay. 
	It's a relationship foundational to everything else.  
	

	
	So
	we are saved only when we repent of the decision we've all made
	where we tell God (with crossed arms and stamped foot), “You're
	not the Boss of me!”  The first step in salvation is saying,
	“I was wrong!  You are
	the Boss of me!”  In other words, every saved person is God's
	servant, and God is Master in the relationship.

	
	Now,
	when we speak of “serving God,” we're also speaking of
	action.  That action is obedience.  The action follows logically out
	of the Boss-worker relationship.  And the action is contingent on
	the relationship.  “Righteousness” without the
	relationship is self-righteousness; the filthy rags of Isaiah 64:6;
	me, still running my own life, trying to be good on my own.  But
	conversely, a servant can
	be a servant without the action of obedience.  It makes a servant a
	bad employee (and in the end, usually an ex-employee), but servants
	do not necessarily obey the Boss.  I would argue, however, that a
	“servant” who is never bothered with any amount of
	obedience is probably no true servant at all.  His service was never
	anything more than lip-service.  And we do not enter into the
	Master-servant relationship by giving lip-not-heart service to God's
	mastership (Matt. 7:21).

	
	When
	we looked at Matthew 25:31-46 (the account of the sheep and the
	goats) and the story of the unforgiving servant, I told you that it
	looks to me as though at least some ground-floor-level obedience
	will and must take place in our lives if we're truly servants of God
	— if we're saved.  And that ground-floor obedience all comes
	back to those first two, greatest commandments — to love God
	and to love others.

	
	This
	week we've looked at His call to obedience in the area of justice. 
	Like the sheep of Matthew 25, we're called to care for the needs of
	the needy — their spiritual and physical needs.  This, I
	believe, is the “serving” that we are to imitate from a
	verse that's rapidly becoming this week's theme verse, “...the
	Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His
	life a ransom for many.”  As you'll notice, though, Matthew
	20:28 goes a step or two beyond serving by meeting physical needs. 
	The Son of Man gave His life.

	
	On
	Day 2 of this week, I pointed out two passages where we're told that
	obedience means following our Master's example in two different
	ways.  I'll repeat the questions I asked you on that day.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the work to which Jesus called His disciples in John 13:14-15?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the work to which Jesus called His disciples in John 15:12-13?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We
	are called to the same two purposes for which the Son of Man says in
	Matthew 20:28 that He came to earth.  We're called to serve and to
	lay down our lives.  I want to spend the remainder of today's lesson
	and tomorrow's looking at those two purposes and how they relate to
	greatness in the kingdom.  Today, I hope to address those two
	purposes and their connection to this week's parable and to show how
	the two purposes (in our case) are generally synonymous.  Tomorrow,
	I'd like to talk about personal lessons learned on the subject.

	
	From
	today's “plus” passages in Mark, notice the similarity
	between the circumstances.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the similarity between Mark 9:31-35 and Mark 10:28-45?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Mark
	10:28-45 is, of course, a retelling of the contexts of this week's
	parable (Matt. 19:27-20:1-28).  Matthew and Mark tell the same story
	except Mark 10:28-45 leaves out the parable that is the focus of
	this week.  Mark 9:31-35, then, is a different incident but a
	similar one.  The similarity that strikes me between the two
	incidents is Jesus' disciples' seeming-preference for the occasions
	where Jesus prophesied His own coming death as their opportunity to
	argue over their greatness in His coming kingdom.  Funny thing! 
	After Jesus' death, there is never another hint that any of His
	disciples (not from the book of Acts, not from their own writings in
	the rest of the New Testament) wasted another thought on how they
	would rank when Jesus' kingdom came in its fullness.  Maybe they'd
	finally learned the lesson Jesus attempted to bring home to them in
	today's “plus” passages.  That lesson is summed up in,
	what I see as, the thesis statement of this week's parable.  I
	believe it must be the thesis statement because it's the statement
	that opens the parable, it's the statement that closes the parable,
	and it's repeated in another form during Jesus' discourse on
	greatness in His kingdom (Matt. 20:27).  It makes an appearance in
	both of today's Mark passages.  It seems to be one of Jesus'
	favourite sayings from the number of time it's recorded among His
	teachings (see also Luke 13:30).  Well, you tell me.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the thesis statement of the story of the Generous Boss?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	And
	it is that thesis statement that draws the connection between the
	two purposes for which the Son of Man came to earth — to which
	His followers are also called — and the parable of the
	Generous Boss.

	
	

	

	
	How
	does the thesis statement about the first being last and the last
	being first sum up Matt. 20:1-16?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	you have trouble with that question?  I did.  Every time I read
	through the parable, I couldn't quite see what Jesus meant by
	following it with, “So the last will be first, and the first
	last.  For many are called, but few chosen.”  I can see how
	that thesis statement relates to greatness in the kingdom.  Jesus
	was very clear on that subject.  Whoever puts himself first on this
	earth will be last in the kingdom and whoever puts himself last will
	be first.  But doesn't the parable of the Generous Boss teach almost
	the opposite?  Doesn't it seem to teach, rather, that we'll all be
	made equal in the heavenly kingdom?  That there will be no firsts
	and lasts there?  
	

	
	Because
	of the context that follows the parable and because of its thesis
	statement, I don't believe perfect equality in His kingdom was the
	lesson Jesus was teaching through the parable of the Generous Boss. 
	Maybe we can understand a little better what Jesus was teaching and
	how it relates to greatness in His kingdom if we look at the
	reactions of the Generous Boss's servants in the story.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Why
	did some of His servants complain against the Landowner?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you think it would have taken to make the first group of servants
	happy with their earnings?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	first servants hired would have had no word of complaint to make if
	they had been put above all the other servants hired.  If they had
	received more than a denarius or if the other servants had received
	less than a denarius, no one would have fussed about their wages. 
	The fuss was due entirely to some's expectations, and those
	expectations were due entirely to the comparison the servants made
	of each other amongst themselves.  Hmmm!  I might be coming to
	understand why Jesus told this parable to those He did when He did.

	
	Don't
	you see typical, childish rivalry breaking out among the disciples? 
	“Daddy loves me best.  I'm gooder than you are!”  The
	truth?  Daddy loves all His children best.  He loves us uniquely but
	equally.  What makes a child feel
	“first” or “last” is expectation.  If the
	child expects to be put first and isn't, he thinks he's being put
	last.  If both slices of cake are equal, but one child expected to
	get a bigger piece, then in his mind, his piece is much smaller. 
	The only thing that made one group of servants “last” in
	this week's parable was false expectation.

	
	I
	have no idea what greatness in heaven could mean.  I have no idea
	what heavenly rewards look like.  I do see Scripture teaching that
	not all will be equal or that all rewards will be equal.  Yet I have
	no idea what difference that will make to us in heaven.  After all,
	won't we be incapable of pettiness and pouting, jealousy and
	jockeying?  I believe we will.  It's that fact that makes me think
	perhaps Jesus told this parable about the here and the now for the
	sake of His disciples in the here and now.  It was in the here and
	now they needed to know Daddy loved them all equally.  It's in the
	here and now we need to let go of false expectations and comparisons
	of who's “gooder” or “badder.”  The kingdom
	is, as we speak, here and now among and inside us.

	
	It
	astonishes me that we have no record of Jesus scolding His disciples
	for their bickering over position while He steeled Himself for His
	coming crucifixion.  We have no record of Him doing anything other
	than gently trying to adjust their viewpoint by revealing truth to
	them.  Yes, there will be greatness in His kingdom, but that
	greatness is directly linked to the kind of death Jesus kept telling
	them He was about to face.

	
	

	

	
	What
	question did Jesus ask James and John when they asked Him for
	greatness in His kingdom?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	“You
	will indeed drink the cup that I drink...” Jesus then informs
	them.  In fact, all His disciples are to drink from their Master's
	cup — to follow His example by serving and laying down our
	lives.  Notice that the extent of obedience in these callings
	determines the extent of greatness in the kingdom (Matt. 20:26-28).

	
	Now,
	I hope to show you how these two callings (for the majority of us)
	boil down to the same thing.  It's true that James and John and the
	other twelve very literally drank from their Master's cup of
	suffering.  Most of them faced torturous deaths.  For most of us,
	however, the obedience of the death we're called to can be summed up
	under one word, the same word I'd use to sum up the servanthood
	we're called to: humility.

	
	I
	don't know what your definition of humility is but mine is quite
	simple.  Humility is the lack of pride.  And for my definition of
	pride, I would say, “the exaltation of self.” 
	Exaltation is a raising.  Humility, then, is a lowering.  A lowering
	of self.  I can find no better definition of humility than
	Philippians 2:3-9.

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Philippians 2:3, what is humility?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I've
	come to a broader understanding of humility in recent years.  I used
	to equate pride with selfishness (I still do).  I also used to
	equate humility with selflessness.  If humility is the opposite of
	pride, isn't selflessness the opposite of selfishness?  I don't
	believe so.  I believe the opposite of selfishness
	is other-ness.
	 
	

	
	I've
	spoken often this study about the cross to which each of us is
	called.  I defined that death as the humility of taking self off the
	throne and putting God in its place.  But humility is not a lowering
	of self just for the sake of debasing self.  It's lowering self by
	raising someone else.  That's the Philippians 2:3 kind of humility.

	
	Going
	back to John 15:12-13 and the laying down of our lives that we're
	instructed to imitate, here's an interesting tidbit for you: the
	Greek word for the “life” that is to be laid down in
	John 15:13 is “psuche.”  Does the word look familiar? 
	It's the Greek word that gives us our English word “psyche.”
	 The “psuche” kind of life is the inner life, the mind,
	the life that we call “the self.”  Serving others and
	laying down my life for them, then, is the laying down of self.  The
	obedience to which I'm called is to let go of my expectations that I
	should come first, to acknowledge myself as last.  Not for the sake
	of being last but for the sake of someone else being first.
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	Week 7, Day
	5

	
	The
	Story of the Generous Boss — Matthew 20:1-16

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 20:1-28, 11:28-30, 
	

	
	Luke
	9:22-25, 23:26, John 19:16-17

	
	

	

	
	Today,
	I hope to tie together all the loose ends of the threads of thought
	from this week.  First, I think there's still more to be said on
	God's idea of justice and the true peace it engenders.

	
	By
	way of contrast to that way of peace, let's look again at this
	week's parable.

	
	

	

	
	Whose
	ideas of justice disturbed the peace in Matthew 20:1-16?  Whose
	ideas would have led to peace?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	After
	writing Day 3's lesson on the peace that follows God's idea of
	justice, my eyes were opened to see the lack of peace of the
	servants in this week's story as the direct result of their
	preference for their idea of justice over the Generous Boss's.  The
	peace was disturbed on three levels.  The complaining servants were
	not at peace with their Boss, they were not at peace with their
	fellow workers, and they were not at peace within themselves.  And
	all because their own idea of justice was at variance with their
	Generous Boss's.

	
	Remember
	that justice is a balancing of equations.  Though God's gracious
	justice may look out of balance on the side of generosity, when
	looking at the overall picture, I'm beginning to see the balance in
	it.  It's the God-kind-of-justice that caused Him to come to earth
	to serve and to lay down His life.  It's His kind of justice that
	calls us to the same behaviour.  “So the last will be first,
	and the first last,” is a justice statement.  Our idea of
	justice asks, “Why should I put myself last and So-and-so
	first?  Am I not just as important as So-and-so?”  Yet I can
	see how quickly equilibrium is disturbed by deciding to put myself
	first.  Imagine the balance that could be achieved if everyone in
	the world was intent on putting himself lower and the other guy
	higher in a kind of relational teeter-totter!  What a planet this
	could be!  But that kind of balance can never be achieved by our
	“justice” which says, “Okay, when So-and-so starts
	putting me first, I'll try putting him first, too.”  Or,
	“Well, I tried putting So-and-so first, and he didn't return
	the favour, so I'm done with it!” (like jumping off the
	teeter-totter when it's at the bottom).  No, true justice says
	rather, “It doesn't matter what So-and-so does to me.  He's
	above me, anyway.”  Anything else is no real attempt to put
	So-and-so first.  It's still self-first thinking.

	
	Now,
	think about the relationship equation between God and man where the
	man says, “I am an unprofitable servant.  I have done what was
	my duty to do,” and God says, “...the Son of Man did not
	come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for
	many.”  Again, balance.  It works.  And the result?  Peace.

	
	When
	I recognize God as my Owner and everything of mine as His, though I
	may grieve any personal loss, there will still be the peace of
	saying to Him (like Job), “The LORD gave, and the LORD has
	taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21). 
	Rebellion and fury toward God can find no long-term foothold in the
	life of the servant who sees everything of his as God's to do with
	as He sees fit for His own good purposes because He is a good and
	loving Master.  It was coming into the balance of the Master-servant
	relationship with God that put us in a position of ultimate peace
	with God, and it's the daily living-out of that Master-servant
	relationship that brings us daily, situational peace — with
	Him, with others, and within ourselves.

	
	I've
	seen it from this week's parable.  It's how I view myself in
	relation to God and others and my expectations based on that view
	that disturb my peace.  That view and those expectations reward or
	punish.

	
	Have
	I mentioned to you that I am not a peaceful person?  I am a fearful
	person.  I'd like to share with you an insight (again, in the form
	of an “if, then” equation) that God shared with me
	regarding the source of my enslavement to fear.  The equation goes
	something like this, “If pride, then fear.  If faith, then
	peace.”

	
	I
	used to imagine that faith and fear were opposites.  I believed my
	fear was simply a lack of faith.  God took me back a step to show me
	that pride and faith are opposites.  Faith and humility, then, are
	equated.  Pride is the exaltation of self.  It's also dependence on
	self.  Faith is simply believing the truth.  And the truth is that
	God is God.  Faith is also dependence on God (which is also the
	lowering of self or humility).  It was eye-opening (and humbling) to
	see that my lack of faith (which resulted in fear) was really pride.

	
	Although
	in the ultimate sense I am God's servant and I have said to Him,
	“You are
	the
	Boss of me,” the daily working-out of that relationship is
	where I fall down.  Giving Him daily control of my life is the
	struggle.  After all, His way often looks so hard.  And I like to
	avoid hard.  The result?  Fear.

	
	You
	may not see how the result of fear inevitably grows out of the lack
	of faith which is pride, but it's come to make a lot of sense to me.
	 After all, if I go on believing that I've
	got to be in control of my life, it doesn't take long before I
	realize that there are about a million and one things that are out
	of my control every day.  And then I become afraid of everything I
	can't control.  I resist turning the controls over to God every day
	out of fear initially, and I soon discover that giving in to that
	initial fear quickly results in complete bondage to fear.

	
	Now,
	it's time to get into today's “plus” passages that may
	have had you wondering where they were leading.  Or you may have
	noticed that every one of them led to a cross.

	
	Every
	one of them?  Surely not Matthew 11:28-30, that beautiful,
	comforting passage about Jesus' yoke being light and easy which
	offers rest to the weary and the heavily-burdened?  Oh yes, that
	one, too.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	did Jesus tell His followers following His example would lead them?
	(Luke 9:22-23).

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Jesus
	was heading for a cross.  Following Him meant His followers were
	also heading for a cross.  Notice that He specifies from this
	passage that the crucifixion His followers are heading toward is a
	daily one.  (You won't see it in the English, but the “life”
	of verse twenty-four that we save by losing is the “psuche”
	kind.)

	
	When
	Jesus speaks about a “yoke” in Matthew 11:28-30, He's
	speaking about servanthood.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 20:28, what is Jesus' servanthood linked to?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	occurred to me one day, mulling over the easy yoke Jesus calls His —
	His yoke is
	a cross.

	
	But
	how could Jesus possibly call a cross a light burden and an easy
	yoke?  There's only one reason.  It's His
	yoke.  And it's a double-team yoke.  (More on the double-team yoke
	in a moment.)

	
	

	

	
	What
	character traits does Jesus say are His in Matthew 11:29?  In what
	way are we to imitate Him?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	the light dawned and I began to see what Jesus was really saying in
	this passage, I was blown away by it.  He calls Himself gentle and
	lowly.
	 He's speaking of humility.  His yoke that we are to wear in order
	to learn of Him — to learn to be like Him — is humility.
	 Is it astonishing to you that God-made-flesh could refer to Himself
	as humble?  But remember my definition of humility (and Philippians
	2:3's definition).  Humility is lowering oneself in order to raise
	up some other self.  The cross was the ultimate act of humility, and
	it is an act in which we are called to participate by dying to
	ourselves in order to raise up someone else.

	
	

	

	
	What
	will we find if we take on Jesus' yoke (Matt. 11:29)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you tell of an experience where you found rest through wearing the
	yoke of self-forgetfulness?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	wish I could tell you from personal experience that
	self-forgetfulness is the most peaceful place to be.  I can,
	however, tell you from personal experience that self-focus is the
	most miserable, fearful, unpeaceful, unrestful place to be.  The
	cross on which Jesus died to satisfy God's justice gave us ultimate
	peace.  Our own daily crosses will eventually bring us daily peace.

	
	But
	they're not just “our own” daily crosses, are they?  And
	this is a vitally important point.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 23:26
	and John 19:16-17, who carried the cross to Calvary?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	most of the movies on the crucifixion I've seen, this scene is
	depicted by Jesus stumbling under the load of the cross, weak from
	agony and loss of blood, and Simon of Cyrene being conscripted for
	the job after Jesus falls.  Very likely, this is a true depiction. 
	Thinking about the cross as Jesus' double-team yoke, however, my
	imagination depicts the scene in a different way: Jesus on one side,
	Simon on the other, bearing the cross together up the hill to
	Golgotha.  It doesn't matter exactly how it looked.  The fact
	remains that both
	Jesus and Simon carried the cross.  However it looked, this scene
	was a perfect illustration of Jesus' double yoke.

	
	After
	the idea occurred to me, I said to myself, “It's not a perfect
	illustration, though.  Simon of Cyrene helped Jesus carry Jesus'
	cross.  Jesus helps us carry our own crosses.”  And then I saw
	the truth like a flash of lightning.  No, Jesus helped Simon carry
	Simon's
	cross.  And mine.  And yours.  Jesus' cross was really ours.

	
	When
	it comes to cross-carrying or yoke-wearing, this is the vitally
	important truth we have to remember:   it's a double yoke.  He
	carries our
	crosses with us.  His yoke is only easy if we're depending on His
	strength as we daily carry our crosses.  Any self-reliant service or
	“humility” will emphatically not be light and easy.

	
	I
	have to tell you that I have had a few words with Jesus on the
	subject of Matthew 11:28-30.  This is one of those promises I have
	not exactly witnessed coming true from my own experience.

	
	As
	I've told you, I wrestle with depression.  Related to my fear-ridden
	personality, the depression likely started with habitual dependence
	on myself — the choice of pride over faith.  When I enumerated
	the benefits of depression on Week 4, Day 3, I mentioned that I'm
	seldom tempted to rely on my own strength for the fight anymore. 
	I've come to see my depression in a different light as a result of
	writing that lesson.  Interesting that the cure for the sin is found
	in its consequences (and interesting that the same could be said for
	the sin of putting Jesus on the cross).  That is how God works.  He
	can bring about good through the results of our sin.

	
	I've
	confessed that I have sometimes taken my Master to task for His
	promise that His yoke is easy.  Why haven't I experienced the truth
	of the Matthew 11:28-30 promise?  It is a conditional promise.  We
	first have to come to Him for rest.  Have I come to Him?  Yes, I
	have.  Have I come to Him seeking rest?  Yes, that, too.  Do I
	labour?  Do I carry a heavy load?  Yes.  Have I taken on His yoke,
	His cross?  Yes, I've made a conscious choice to accept whatever He
	has for me. 
	

	
	This
	week, I've focused largely on our service to God as our service to
	others — working toward God's idea of justice by putting
	others and their needs ahead of ourselves.  There is another, more
	general sense to the action of service to God, however.  That more
	general sense is to do whatever
	He calls me to.  There's a line I love from John Milton's poem, “On
	his Blindness.”  “...They also serve who only stand and
	wait.”

	
	I've
	come to see that depression (for now) is the cross I'm called to
	carry.  Do I rely on Him to carry it for and with me?  Oh, yeah! 
	That has possibly been the main good lesson God has taught me
	through depression.

	
	Then,
	it's a promise.  If I come to Him weary and heavy-laden for rest; if
	I'm serving Him, wearing whatever yoke He has for me; if I'm
	learning humility from Him (learning to lower self by raising Him
	up), if I rely on His strength to carry the cross-yoke with me, then
	I will
	find rest for my soul.  His yoke will
	be easy.

	
	I
	believe the promise primarily refers to freeing us from the hard,
	heavy yoke of self-focus to carry His light, easy yoke of
	self-forgetfulness.  I believe self-forgetfulness will be an easy
	yoke.  If I ever get to that place.

	
	Notice
	there's no time frame mentioned in Matthew 11:28-30.  When I came to
	understand that Jesus' easy yoke is a cross, I knew that the rest He
	promised would not happen all in an instant.  Cross-carrying tends
	to be a long, drawn-out process, made do-able only because (whether
	we realize it or not) we're yoked side-by-side with the Master and
	He carries the lion's share of the weight.

	
	I've
	come to see that if depression is part of the cross-carrying service
	God has asked of me then depression is not a hindrance to the
	abundant, fruit-bearing, peaceful, restful life I'm pursuing.  It is
	the road to it.

	
	To
	wrap up this week lesson's, I want to take one more look at the
	story of the Generous Boss.  I don't know what greatness in the
	kingdom looks like.  I don't know what rewards in heaven are.  But
	I've come to see that this week's parable has major implications on
	my life here and now.  I started Day 1 by telling you that God's
	idea of justice causes Him to pay His servants.  Richly.  It's true
	He promises to provide our physical needs, but monetary rewards
	aren't the kind I'm looking for.  Whatever rewards in heaven are, I
	can't imagine any better than the love, joy, and peace that come
	from experiencing His presence fully.  But He begins to pay us those
	wages here and now.  I'm looking for a peace that comes from
	practising His idea of justice.  His idea of justice is a cross —
	the service of losing my “psuche” in order to find it. 
	I'm convinced that when He finally brings me to that place of
	self-forgetfulness in service to Him, the rewards of love, joy,
	peace, and rest
	will be great.
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	Week 7
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— Summarize the dialogue between Peter and Jesus in Matthew
	19:27-29.

	
	2
	— Compare or contrast the master of Luke 17:7-10 with the
	Master of Luke 12:37 and John 13:12-17.

	
	3
	— Make a brief outline of Isaiah 58, 59, and 61, and contrast
	justice with injustice in these chapters.

	
	4
	— How does the thesis statement about the first being last and
	the last being first sum up Matt. 20:1-16?

	
	5
	— What
	character traits does Jesus say are His in Matthew 11:29?  In what
	way are we to imitate Him?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	The
	story of the Generous Boss has taken on very personal meaning for me
	this week.  On Day 5, I told you some of the lessons I've been
	learning relating to service to God and the rewards of the abundant
	life available in Him.  I believe the abundant life is a life filled
	with love, joy, peace and a life of which I know little.

	
	I
	was saved when I was very young.  For me, there was no noticeable
	contrast between my old life and my new life (not that I can
	remember, but I was very
	young.)  Lately, I've found myself frequently envying those whose
	stories I hear so often — those whose salvation made a
	night-and-day difference.  I hear “testimonies” about
	the emptiness of life before knowing Jesus — how something was
	always missing — and the joy and peace when the light switched
	on and the person came to understand and receive Jesus' forgiveness.

	
	I
	know I have experienced that same forgiveness.  But I've never
	experienced the contrast.  And so, it seems, I haven't experienced
	quite the same degree of joy and peace in my salvation.  In fact,
	when I hear the testimonies, with the spiritual wilderness I've
	found myself in for the past year or so (and to some extent, all my
	life), I find myself wondering why I identify more closely with the
	emptiness and dissatisfaction of the old life than with the joy and
	peace of the new.  I have known something of the joy of God's
	presence with me, but maybe I've forgotten what it was like.  At any
	rate, I do find myself envying some people's “testimonies.”

	
	It
	occurred to me this week that I am in nearly the exact position of
	the first servants in the parable.  Here I am, a servant of God for
	going on forty years.  Yet there are those who've served God for two
	minutes who know more about the rewards of the abundant life than
	I've discovered in my forty years.  And I look enviously at the
	rewards of the two-minute servants, wondering why mine seem
	comparatively less.

	
	The
	secret is undoubtedly in the “comparatively less.”  It's
	a matter of perspective.  Because I don't have the contrast of
	really knowing the emptiness of the old life, I fail to understand
	the fullness of the life in Christ I already have.  What I learned
	from the story of the Generous Boss is that it was the expectations
	of the first servants and then their resulting misunderstanding of
	their Master's character and their disappointment in Him that made
	their wages seem smaller to them than they really were.

	
	I
	don't lead the abundant life.  Yet I know it's only some quirk in my
	own mind and personality that keeps the life I have from being the
	abundant life.  Could part of that quirk be the expectations I have?
	 If I could let go of my expectations and be grateful for the
	measure of satisfaction I already find in God, would I find my
	expectations suddenly a whole lot closer to meeting my reality? 
	I'll keep you posted.
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	Week 8, Day
	1

	
	The
	Story of the Two Sons — Matthew 21:28-32

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 21:1-32, Psalm 8, 118:25-26

	
	

	

	
	As
	usual, I want to open the week by looking at the context of the
	parable we'll be studying.

	
	

	

	
	Choose
	a word to describe the context of the story of the two sons in
	Matthew 21:1-27.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	For
	my word, I would choose “authority.”
	 And if I were allowed more than one word, I would say that the
	context of the story is this: the Father's authority and Jesus'
	authority are one and the same.  From Matthew 21, I see Jesus
	stating loudly and clearly that He and the Father are one —
	that He is God.

	
	Is
	it a legitimate to draw from the story of the two sons the point
	that Jesus is God?  From Jesus' words before and after the parable,
	it seems to relate more directly to John the Baptist than it does to
	Jesus.  Does the parable overtly teach anything at all about Jesus? 
	Where in the story do I find the doctrine that Jesus is God?

	
	I
	find the doctrine written all over the surrounding context of the
	parable.  And it's hard to understand any passage properly without
	closely examining its context.  So if the context of this week's
	parable tells us that Jesus is God, that context will, in some way,
	serve to better inform our understanding of the parable.

	
	But
	does the context of Matthew 21 tell us that Jesus is God?  I would
	say yes.  There can be little debate that in Matthew 21 Jesus
	declared the authority of His kingship plainly to His people.  The
	incident with the donkey, fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9,
	was an open claim to His kingship over Israel.  But reading between
	the lines and looking back at the Old Testament quotes in Matthew
	21, I can't help but see that Jesus also equated the authority of
	His kingship with God's authority.  In other words, He claimed to be
	God.

	
	

	

	
	What
	purpose did the Jewish religious leaders have for asking Jesus their
	questions in Matthew 21:23?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	religious leaders, hoping to trap Jesus in Matthew 21:23, understood
	Jesus' claims as I do.  What they were looking for from Jesus was
	not truth but cause to charge Him with blasphemy (for the sake of
	their own law) and treason (for the sake of Roman law) and so
	condemn Him to death.  To their way of thinking, if they could get
	Jesus to state plainly, “Yes, I really am God,” they
	would have Him on both counts.  A claim to be God (from anyone other
	than God) is blasphemy.  A claim to be greater than Caesar (and the
	almighty Creator of the universe just might be considered greater
	than Caesar) would be treason in Roman eyes.

	
	When
	the chief priests and elders asked Jesus, “By what authority
	are You doing these things?  And who gave You this authority?”
	(v. 23), they believed they had Jesus in a classic catch-22.  In an
	earlier encounter (that we'll look at in a moment), they understood
	that Jesus had tacitly claimed deity and that He was acting on His
	own authority.  If Jesus (quite rightly) answered them, “I'm
	doing these things by God's authority,” the Jewish leaders
	could have countered with, “But you were acting on your own
	authority.  Are you claiming that Your authority is God's
	authority?”  A “yes” answer would have had Him up
	on the charge of blasphemy.  Or if Jesus (quite rightly) answered,
	“I'm doing these things by My own authority,” the
	religious leaders could have followed up with, “And why should
	You have any authority?”  In their view,  Jesus would have
	either denied that He should have any authority greater than anyone
	else (and so, have lost His following), or Jesus would have said,
	“My authority is God's authority.”  And the Jewish
	leaders would have had Him up on a charge of blasphemy.  In a
	nutshell, the leaders believed the answer to their question would
	eventually come around to Jesus admitting that He was no one special
	(in which case He would be admitting that His earlier behaviour was
	completely out of line) or Jesus admitting that He was God (and so
	committing blasphemy).  In fact, Jesus could have admitted He acted
	both on His own authority and on God's authority because the two are
	the same.  But instead, He chose to sidestep the trap and not lay
	His cards on the table just then.

	
	Let's
	go back to the reason I've said the religious leaders understood
	Jesus to be claiming deity and to be acting on His own authority. 
	In order to see it, we'll need to look at the cries of the crowd and
	the children.

	
	

	

	
	From
	today's “plus” passages, can you find the Old Testament
	quote the crowd was shouting to Jesus?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 It's
	not immediately visible to the naked eye.  However, “Hosanna”
	is a word that combines the Hebrew words “save” and
	“pray.”  When the crowd shouted, “Hosanna to the
	Son of David!  Blessed is He who comes in the name of the LORD!”
	(Matt. 21:9), they were referencing the first lines of Psalm 118:25
	and 26, “Save now, I pray, O LORD...Blessed is he who comes in
	the name of the LORD!”  When you know the source of the quote
	(as the Jewish leaders undoubtedly did), you can see that the
	original “Hosanna” was spoken to the LORD.  (The
	all-capital letters in the New King James I've quoted to you tell us
	that the original text uses God's personal name that we have
	anglicized as “Jehovah.”)  This is the reason for the
	exchange that happened between Jesus and the chief priests and
	scribes in the temple where the children were calling “Hosanna”
	to Jesus.

	
	

	

	
	Explain
	why the chief priests and scribes took issue with the children
	quoting Psalm 118:25 to Jesus.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Not
	only were the crowd and the children calling out, “Save, we
	pray,” they were calling “Save, we pray, Son of David.”
	 In Psalm 118:25, the “Save now, I pray,” was addressed
	to Jehovah God.  The crowd and children were praying for salvation
	(or deliverance) to the Son of David, the common title for the
	Messiah.  In other words, they were (perhaps ignorantly) equating
	the Messiah with GOD!  The crowd and the children may not have
	realized exactly what they were saying, but the religious leaders
	obviously did.  And so did Jesus.

	
	It
	was the reason the priests and scribes indignantly demanded that
	Jesus curb the children's enthusiasm.  Jesus responded with another
	quote from the psalms that only added fuel to the religious leaders'
	fire.

	
	

	

	
	What
	verse from Psalm 8 did Jesus use to respond to the religious
	leaders' scolding?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Considering
	Psalm 8:2 in its original context, what message was Jesus sending
	the religious leaders?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Jesus
	left off the last half of the verse, “Because of Your enemies,
	that You may silence the enemy and the avenger,” but it would
	have been plain to the religious leaders what Jesus was telling
	them.  
	

	
	

	

	
	To
	whom is Psalm 8 addressed?  Who is being praised in verse two? 
	Whose enemies are mentioned?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Verse
	one is clear.  The Psalm is addressed to God.  The Psalm praises
	God.  It's God using the mouths of children to praise Himself.  It's
	God's enemies who are silenced by the praises of the children. 
	Jesus threw down the gauntlet for the Jewish clergy of His day by
	hinting (with a sledgehammer) that the children praising Him were,
	indirectly, praising God!  And in so doing, the children were
	silencing God's enemies.  But who was silenced by the praises of the
	children (in combination with Psalm 8)?  The same clergymen.  Jesus'
	enemies.  In other words, by making themselves His enemies, the
	religious leaders had made themselves enemies of GOD.  Can you
	imagine the fury Jesus' home truths would have lit in the hearts of
	the chief priests and scribes?

	
	The
	Jewish leaders recognized that Jesus not only said things which were
	just a hair shy of coming right out and stating, “I AM GOD!”
	but that His behaviour expressed the same concept.  It was the
	reason they approached Him on the topic of where He derived the
	authority behind His doings.

	
	Psalm
	8 is an interesting one.  It begins by describing the greatness and
	majesty of God.  It goes on to describe the lowly state of humanity
	in comparison.  But then it marvels at the exaltation God has placed
	on lowly humanity by giving man dominion over the whole earth (Gen.
	1:28).

	
	

	

	
	Where
	do you see Jesus' absolute power over nature in Matthew 21?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 21, I see not only Jesus' absolute power over nature but His
	casual appropriation of others' belongings as though He also has
	authority to use anything He chooses to use.  I have to chuckle to
	see Jesus making very free with other people's donkeys and fig trees
	and mountains and temples as though He rightfully owns them all. 
	There's only one reason He could treat all these things as His own
	personal property.  “For every beast of the forest is Mine,
	and the cattle on a thousand hills” (Ps. 50:10) and, “The
	earth is the LORD's, and all its fullness...” (Ps. 24:1a.). 
	It may be true that God gave mankind dominion over the earth, but
	there's only one Man who perfectly fulfilled, “You have put
	all things under his feet” (Ps. 8:6).  Hebrews 2:6-9 clues us
	in to the fact that Jesus, the God-Man, is the one under whose feet
	everything on earth was put. 
	

	
	God
	lowered Himself to take on the position of man.  It's that exalted
	man and humble God combined in the Person of Jesus that makes sense
	of His behaviour and statements in Matthew 21.

	
	But
	what does the context of the Divine Man have to do with this week's
	parable?  We'll see tomorrow.
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	Week 8, Day
	2

	
	The
	Story of the Two Sons — Matthew 21:28-32

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 21:23-32, 3:1-12, Isaiah 40:1-11

	
	

	

	
	If
	the key word for the context of this week's parable is “authority,”
	the key word for the parable itself would have to be “repentance.”
	 The two key words are connected in that the repentant son, in the
	end, recognized the Father's authority that he had previously
	ignored.

	
	By
	Jesus' words before and after the story, we learn that He was
	thinking about a particular messenger that the Father used to send
	His messages to His sons.  That messenger acted only under the
	Father's authority.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	was the Father's messenger in Matthew 21:25 and 32?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	“Repentance”
	is the key word for this week's parable, and three of the Gospel
	writers use the words "repent" or "repentance" 
	in describing the message and mission of John the Baptist (Matt.
	3:2, Mark 1:4, Luke 3:3).  But all four Gospels quote all or part of
	Isaiah 40:3-4 to explain John's own understanding of his message and
	mission (Matt. 3:3, Mark 1:3, Luke 3:4-6, John 1:23).  John must
	have
	used this quote so often of himself that the writers of the Gospels
	all associated the passage inseparably with him.  Its appearance in
	all the Gospels makes me suspect it's a passage necessary for any
	understanding of John the Baptist's identity and mission.
	
	

	
	Because
	all the Gospel writers state Isaiah 40:3-4 was fulfilled by John and
	most of them state that His message was one of repentance, in some
	way, crying out, “Prepare the way of the LORD; Make straight
	in the desert a highway for our God,” must be another way of
	saying, "Repent!"  But it's not instantly obvious that the
	two messages are the same.  How is repentance identical to preparing
	the way for the Lord, making a highway in the desert for God,
	raising up valleys, bringing down mountains, and making His paths
	straight?

	
	

	

	
	How
	do you see repentance as making a straight path for God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There's
	a verb Jesus used when telling one story we've already looked at
	briefly (and will look at later again this week) from Luke 15.  "And
	he arose and came to his father.  But when he was still a great way
	off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran
	and fell on his neck and kissed him" (Luke 15:20, emphasis
	added).  Isaiah 40:3-4, John the Baptist's job description, tells us
	that God is looking to find the shortest distance between two points
	– Himself and ourselves.  Even a great way off, when He sees
	us turning back in His direction, get the obstacles out of His way. 
	He's going to come a runnin'.

	
	There
	is only one obstacle that keeps God from running to us.  That
	obstacle is an unwillingness to turn back in His direction, and
	repentance is the removal of that obstacle.  He believes in giving
	us freedom.  If we prefer the pigsty to our Father's arms, we are
	free to choose.  He will call us to, but will not force, repentance.

	
	We
	talked about it earlier.  Repentance is a change of mind.  It's a
	turning in the opposite direction.  Instead of turning away from
	God, it's a turning to Him.  That was the message the Father sent
	through His messenger.

	
	That
	picture of repentance is not all I see through John the Baptist's
	message the Father sent him to declare.  Through
	the words of John the Baptist quoting Isaiah 40, I see his clear
	understanding of who Jesus was.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Isaiah 40:1-11 are hints that the One for whom John would prepare
	the way would be God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	These
	are more than hints, aren't they?  By John the Baptist applying
	Isaiah 40:3-4 to himself as the forerunner of the Messiah, He
	indicated His knowledge that the Messiah would be GOD!  He knew he
	was sent to prepare the way of “the
	LORD”
	(Jehovah);
	 to make a straight highway for God.
	
	

	
	The
	end of our Isaiah reading is plain:  “Say
	to the cities of Judah, 'Behold
	your God!'
	 Behold,
	the Lord GOD shall come
	with
	a strong hand, and His arm shall rule for Him; behold, His reward is
	with Him, and His work before Him.  He
	will feed His flock like a shepherd; He will gather the lambs with
	His arm, and carry them in His bosom, and gently lead those who are
	with young”
	(Isa. 40:9b.-11, emphasis added).

	
	"Behold
	your God!"
	is made less understandable with the aged "behold," but
	"behold" is just an old word for "see."  The
	voice crying in the wilderness proclaims that God has been made
	visible (see also Isaiah 40:5).

	
	

	

	
	How
	does Isaiah 40 open?  Where do you find comfort in Isaiah 40:1-11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Especially
	when the final words of the quote are considered, I find enormous
	comfort in Isaiah 40:1-11.  What is God like?  What will be seen of
	Him when He makes Himself visible?  A Shepherd — the kind of
	Shepherd who tenderly cares for the little ones and the ones who
	need extra care.  That's what He's like.

	
	“The
	LORD is my shepherd...”
	David said in Psalm 23.  The LORD (Jehovah) is the Shepherd.  Yet
	Jesus is also the Shepherd.  “I
	am the good shepherd...”
	He said in John 10:11 and 14.

	
	But
	there is a contrast in Isaiah 40:1-11's picture of
	God-come-to-earth.  His coming is comfort.  No more war.  Peace with
	God has been made possible.  Yet we are grass, withering when the
	breath of the Lord blows.

	
	God
	is a gentle Shepherd but One with a strong hand and a ruling arm. 
	He's gentle but no pushover.

	
	This
	same kind of contrast shows up in John the Baptist's words in
	Matthew 3:1-12.

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you hear echoes of Isaiah 40:6-7 in Matthew 3:1-12?  If so, in what
	verses?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	hear those echoes in Matthew 3:10-12.  All flesh is like grass.  So
	when the winnowing fan of the Lord blows (when He breathes on us
	grass-beings), we'd better be wheat.  Not chaff.  There's a contrast
	there.

	
	Is,
	“...He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor...”
	another example of the Divine sense of humour (or at least, an
	example of a Divine pun)?  1 Chronicles 21:28-22:1 informs us that
	Solomon's temple was built on, what was originally, a threshing
	floor.  We saw Jesus cleaning His threshing floor yesterday when we
	considered the fuller context of this week's parable.  Jesus ousted
	from the temple the cheaters and the liars and the greedy.  The
	needy — the victims of the cheating and the greed — must
	have jumped for joy to see it.  The “Comfort,
	yes, comfort My people,”
	in that event was for the needy, not the greedy.

	
	There
	again is the contrast of Isaiah 40:1-11.  The Messiah will rule with
	a strong arm.  He'll have no tolerance for evil.  Yet He'll be
	patient with the poor and needy.  Both of these sides of the
	Messiah's character are part of the comfort of Isaiah 40:1 when seen
	properly.

	
	The
	contrast exists because there is a contrast in God's response to
	humanity based on our responses to Him — based on repentance
	and non-repentance, the contrast between the two sons in our story. 
	For the non-repentant, the coming of the Messiah was small comfort. 
	But for the repentant, what a comfort!

	
	Remember
	that the only obstacle that keeps Him from running to us is our
	refusal to turn back to Him.  That's the Father's heart that was
	revealed to us when He came running to us more than two millennia
	ago.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Jesus' own words in Matthew 21:32, what did the “tax
	collectors and harlots” do that the religious leaders refused
	to do?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	were the two pieces to John's message discussed today that the “tax
	collectors and harlots” believed?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you're tracking with me, you'll know that those two pieces to the
	message (which ended up being the same message) were, “Repent!”
	and, “Make straight paths for our God.”  In other words,
	“Get the obstacles out of God's way by turning back to Him.”
	 Believing in God-made-visible, God-the-Messiah, was all part and
	parcel of believing John's message.  The religious leaders (as we
	saw yesterday) were emphatically not interested in having anything
	to do with Jesus' veiled message to them that He was GOD!  But the
	tax collectors and harlots accepted it.  For them, that message was
	nearly unbelievable comfort.  God wanted to be with to them?  God
	only required that they turn in His direction before comin' a
	runnin' to them?  The news may seem too good to be true, but
	accepting news that seems too good to be true is necessary in
	repentance.

	
	

	

	
	What
	way does Jesus say, in Matthew 21:32, that John came in (or to
	show)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	To
	whom did John the Baptist point continually (Matt. 3:11, John
	1:6-8)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Pointing
	out the way of righteousness, then, meant pointing the way to Jesus.
	 Jesus informed the religious leaders (the unrepentant sons) that
	they had disobeyed the Father by disbelieving His messenger.  And
	that messenger's message was all about the Father, coming to us in
	the Person of His Son, wanting us to turn to Him.
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	Week 8, Day
	3

	
	The
	Story of the Two Sons — Matthew 21:28-32

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:23-32, Matt. 11, Luke 16:13-16,

	
	Malachi
	3:1-7, 4:5-6

	
	

	

	
	I'd
	like us to look today at the two opposing reactions to Jesus when He
	came to earth and perhaps some of the reasons for those two opposing
	reactions.  Those two reactions are the main point of this week's
	story.

	
	There's
	no guesswork needed to see the main meaning and purpose of the
	story.  Jesus explains it Himself.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Jesus' words in Matthew 21:32, who represented the first son in the
	story?  Who was the second?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	Yesterday,
	I wrote that the religious leaders were emphatically not interested
	in having anything to do with Jesus' message to them that He was
	God.  But the tax collectors and harlots accepted it.  For them,
	that message was a comfort.  I want to carry on with that thought as
	seen through today's “plus” passages.

	
	Yesterday,
	Matthew 3 showed John the Baptist as the forerunner to the Messiah
	as seen through the lenses of Isaiah 40.  Today, Matthew 11 shows a
	different side of John the Baptist.  Matthew 11 also shows John as
	the forerunner of the Messiah but this time through the lenses of
	Malachi 3 and 4.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Matthew 11 does Jesus quote from today's Malachi readings to
	identify John the Baptist?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Although
	John himself laid no claims to being Malachi's “Elijah”
	(John 1:21), Matthew 11:14 is not the only passage informing us that
	John was the fulfillment (one
	fulfillment, that is) of Malachi 4:5-6.  After John's death, Jesus
	hinted to His disciples that John was “Elijah” (Matt.
	17:10-13), and the angel Gabriel, before John's birth, announced to
	John's father (regarding John), “He will also go before Him in
	the spirit and power of Elijah, 'to
	turn the hearts of the fathers to the children'...”
	(Luke 1:17a.).  Recognize the quote?  You should.

	
	

	

	
	Remembering
	Isaiah 40:3-4, what do you think may be the meaning of Malachi 4:6?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Malachi 3:1-7 and 4:5-6 do you see the same contrast seen
	yesterday through Isaiah 40:1-11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	see it all through the passage.  God-the-Messiah's coming (and
	notice, the Speaker in Malachi 3:1 is certainly God.  It is the Lord
	coming to His temple — see John 2:18-21) will be a comfort to
	the repentant.  To the needy (3:5) — the exploited workers,
	widows, orphans, and foreigners — God-the-Messiah's coming
	will be enormous comfort because He will deal swiftly with those who
	hurt and cheat them.  This is not a comfort for the “sorcerers,
	adulterers, perjurers” and exploiters.  The King comes to
	establish His
	justice, and that is bad news for the unjust.  But for those willing
	to return to God (3:7), there is great comfort.

	
	Like
	John's description of the Messiah in Matthew 3:11, Malachi 3:2-4
	gives us a picture of a Messiah who will baptize with fire —
	the chaff will be burned up but the gold and silver of repentant
	hearts will be refined.

	
	The
	coming of the Messiah in Malachi 4:5 is, “...the great and
	dreadful day of the LORD...” (Don't forget, there are two
	comings!)  But Malachi 4:6 says that “Elijah” precedes
	the Messiah in order to turn the children back to the Father and, in
	so doing, to turn the Father to His children (as He comes running to
	them) so that the Messiah's coming won't
	be a curse.  To the unrepentant, that coming is a curse.  Not to the
	repentant.

	
	Are
	you seeing today's main point yet?  It is this: it's the
	individual's response to the coming of God-the-Messiah that
	determines whether that coming is good news or bad news for the
	individual.

	
	There
	are really only two responses (as we see from this week's parable). 
	There is repentance and there is non-repentance.  Let's turn to
	Matthew 11 and Luke 16:13-16 to examine the reasons behind the
	responses.

	
	From
	these passages, I've come to see that repentance requires a certain
	amount of courage.  And in these passages, I see two, particular
	types of cowardice that can keep a person from repentance. 
	

	
	I've
	been beating my brains for days against a few verses from these
	passages.  I don't know that I've come to any great understanding of
	them, but we'll start with them.

	
	

	

	
	What
	do you think Jesus is saying in Matthew 11:12-13 and Luke 16:16? 
	(Your guess is as good as mine.)  
	

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Depending
	on translation, you may take away several very different
	interpretations of Matthew 11:12-13, and depending on translation,
	you may or may not recognize Luke 16:16 as essentially saying the
	same thing.

	
	In
	my habitual New King James, Matthew 11:12-13 reads, “And from
	the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers
	violence, and the violent take it by force.  For all the prophets
	and the law prophesied until John.”  From that wording, I've
	typically interpreted these verses to be referring to John being
	taken forcibly to prison by violent men (Matt. 11:2) and later
	beheaded (Matt. 14:1-10).  Many of the other prophets referred to in
	verse thirteen suffered similar fates (next week's subject).  It
	seems it was John's imprisonment that had momentarily shaken His
	rock-solid faith, left him disappointed and questioning, and
	revealed his humanness to us through Matthew 11:2-3.  Elijah and
	John the Baptist were prophets of amazing faith and courage, but
	Elijah (like John the Baptist) “... was a man with a nature
	like ours...” (James 5:17a.).

	
	In
	the New International Version, however, Matthew 11:12-13 reads,
	“From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of
	heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of
	it.  For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John.” 
	It's Luke 16:16 that leads me to believe the New International
	Version may have a better slant on Matthew 11:12 -13.  Because of
	the similarities of the two passages, I tend to think of Luke 16:16
	as a repetition of Matthew 11:12-13.  Luke 16:16 (“The law and
	the prophets were until John.  Since that time the kingdom of God
	has been preached, and everyone is pressing into it” —
	NKJV) uses the same Greek word for “pressing” that
	Matthew 11:12 uses for “suffers violence” or “is
	forcefully advancing.”  The Greek word in question expresses
	the idea of using force.  One translation (NKJV) translated the term
	passively in Matthew 11:12 to mean that the kingdom of heaven is
	being forced (“suffers  violence”).  The other (NIV)
	translated the word actively to mean the kingdom of heaven is using
	force (“is forcefully advancing”).  Both might be
	correct.  In Luke 16:16, the kingdom of God exerts a great power,
	but it is also “being forced.”  The power the kingdom of
	God exerts lies in the word, “preached.”  The word in
	the Greek is “euanggelizo,” and you may recognize our
	English word “evangelize” in it.  To evangelize, very
	literally, is to be a messenger for good news (“eu”—
	good; “anggelos”— a messenger.  Phew!  This is a
	lot of technicality, but remember that sometimes a little sweat is
	needed to come to an understanding of God's Word.)  The preaching of
	the good news of the kingdom is a powerful force.  Paul wrote in 1
	Corinthians 2:4, “And my speech and my preaching were not with
	persuasive words of human wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit
	and of power.”

	
	But
	why would God's kingdom use force or advance forcefully?  Doesn't
	God believe in freedom?

	
	Although
	I believe He does not force
	— in
	that, He works within humans wills, not overriding them — I
	wouldn't say that He doesn't use
	force (power) in advancing His kingdom.  We saw it in Week 3.  The
	kingdom looks fragile but is powerful.  The preaching of the good
	news is powerful.  Anyone who has ever experienced the Holy Spirit's
	conviction of sin (that's all of us) can testify to the intense,
	internal pressure of God's work.

	
	More
	mysterious still, what could it mean that the forceful are forcing
	their way into the kingdom or seizing it by force?  On Week 3, Day
	5, I told you that the gates of hell could not stand against the
	Keeper of the keys.  The gates to the kingdom are wide open.  Why
	would anyone have to force their way in?

	
	I
	don't know exactly what Jesus meant in Matthew 11:12 and Luke 16:16,
	but I'm seeing that everyone
	must force his or her way into the kingdom.  What do I mean by that?
	 In answer, let's go back to Matthew 11.

	
	

	

	
	John
	the Baptist is contrasted with two types of people in Matthew
	11:7-9.  Describe those two types in your own words.  Do you see
	yourself in either of the types?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Now
	describe John the Baptist from what you know of him.  Include
	Matthew 11's description.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  Jesus
	contrasts John the Baptist with the timid Timmys and the sleek,
	soft, spoiled Sammys of the world.  John (like Elijah) was a
	hair-shirt-wearing, strange-food-eating, desert-dwelling,
	name-calling (Matt. 3:7), wild-eyed radical.  A fanatic.  A Jesus
	freak.  It was the reason some were calling him demon-possessed
	(Matt. 11:18).  I think, perhaps, the reason Jesus interjects, “And
	from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven
	suffers violence, and the violent take it by force,” into a
	monologue on the character and person of John the Baptist is because
	Jesus is using John as an example of the forceful men who take the
	kingdom by force.  John was the culmination and the greatest of the
	prophets.  And like John, many of those prophets were radicals and
	fanatics, going to extremes of obedience in their roles as
	messengers of God.    
	

	
	No,
	John was no reed shivering in the wind, and he was no luxury-loving
	palace-hanger-on.  He was a forceful, radical, courageous prophet. 
	Me, on the other hand, I'm the reed shaken in the wind.  And I like
	my luxury, as well.  I like the easy life.  But only the courageous
	can force their way into the kingdom.  How did I manage to get into
	the kingdom?  Because of His
	power, I did indeed find the courage to force my way in.

	
	I
	believe that the “forcing” we need to do in order to
	enter the kingdom is not forcing God
	to let us in.  On the one hand, it's forcing our way past the guards
	at the gate.  Those guards are on the outside, attempting to keep
	all from entering through the open gate.  Those guards are the
	enemy's forces.  While God believes in freedom and keeps the gates
	to His kingdom open, the enemy believes in slavery and does
	everything he can to keep his slaves from walking through those open
	gates into the freedom of God's kingdom.

	
	On
	the other hand, the “forcing” we need to do in order to
	enter God's kingdom is forcing Self down off the throne in the act
	of repentance.  The two “forcings” are one and the same,
	of course.  As long as Satan can convince us to keep Self on our own
	individual thrones, we're really in subjection to him.  We're still
	living outside the open gates of God's kingdom and in the thrall of
	the enemy.

	
	Whatever
	Jesus meant by Matthew 11:12, I'm reminded by Matthew 11 that it
	takes courage to get into the kingdom of God.  His prophets were
	courageous, forceful men (and women).  They had to be.  Like John,
	many ended up imprisoned or martyred.  It takes courage not to be
	“offended” at God in those times (Matt. 11:6).  
	

	
	I
	included the whole chapter of Matthew 11 in today's reading because
	verses twenty to thirty have a great deal to say on the subject of
	the two reactions to Jesus: repentance and non-repentance.  And
	again, I see the contrast of Isaiah 40.  With the humble, Jesus
	shows Himself gentle and lowly.  With the proud, He will show
	Himself forceful.  “God resists the proud, but gives grace to
	the humble” (James 4:6b.).  Perhaps it's the reason this
	“shaken reed” found herself in the kingdom.  He is
	tender with the timid, fearful, and hurting — all who are
	needy and willing to recognize their need.  Matthew 12:20 informs
	us, “A bruised reed He will not break...”

	
	Speaking
	of humility/pride (and reeds), though the reed shaken by the wind
	and the man in soft clothing don't seem much alike, they both
	represent different kinds of cowardice (and pride).  The “reedy”
	kind may seem to be a humble kind of cowardice, but it, too, can be
	a form of pride that can keep a person from the kingdom.  The
	cowardice that seeks to avoid all pain can keep us depending on Self
	out of the fear that God will ask things of us that hurt if we take
	Self down off the throne.  And any dependence on Self is pride.

	
	The
	“soft-clothing” type of cowardice/pride keeps a person
	from repentance by the fear of what may have to be given up if Self
	is removed off the throne.  Let's go back to Luke 16 to see this
	kind of cowardice in action.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 16:13, 14, and 15 what things were keeping the Pharisees from
	serving God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Like
	the second son in the parable, the Jewish religious leaders were
	very good at lip-service, but serving God in reality would have
	meant giving up serving money and power through which they served
	Self.  Notice from Luke 16:15 and Matthew 21:26 how important
	prestige and the opinion of the public was to them.  In fact, from
	their own lips we hear the reason the Jewish leaders decided Jesus
	had to die.  “Then the chief priests  and the Pharisees
	gathered a council and said, 'What shall we do?  For this Man works
	many signs.  If we let Him alone like this, everyone will believe in
	Him, and the Romans will come and take away both our
	place
	and our nation” (John 11:47-48, emphasis added).  Because the
	Jewish leaders considered themselves the authorities in the nation
	Israel, they refused to recognize the authority of the real King
	when He showed up.  The coming of God-the-Messiah, the King, is only
	good news for the person who is willing to courageously force
	himself down off the throne.  The religious leaders of Matthew 21
	didn't have that kind of courage.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__235_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__297_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__164_574192277]
	Week 8, Day
	4

	
	The
	Story of the Two Sons — Matthew 21:28-32

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:28-32, 9:9-13, 10:3, Luke 15:11-32

	
	

	

	
	Yesterday,
	we looked at a couple of reasons a person may be kept from “forcing”
	his or her way into the kingdom.  The fear of hardship and the fear
	of giving up “easy-ship” are two forms of cowardice that
	may keep us from deciding God must be King in our lives.  And the
	coming of the real King is only good news for those who are willing
	to make that decision.

	
	We
	looked at some of the reasons for non-repentance.  What we never got
	around to yesterday was looking at the reason some are
	willing to repent.  Let's do that today.

	
	So
	far, we've spent a fair amount of time investigating the thinking of
	the “second son” of the parable.  I hope you remember
	who that second son represents.  If not, I'll ask you a
	previously-asked question.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Jesus' words in Matthew 21:32, who represented the first son in the
	story?  Who was the second?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Today,
	let's take a look at the thinking of the “first son.” 
	Let's take a look at the tax collectors and harlots.

	
	The
	story of the two sons is a parable that only Matthew records.  I
	believe there's a reason for it.  (There is, of course, some reason
	for it.  What I meant was that I was about to suggest a reason.) 
	The rest of the main events of the chapter of Matthew 21 are
	commonly reported among the other Gospels, but the story of the two
	sons seems to have stood out as significant in Matthew's
	recollection only.

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Matthew 10:3, what profession did the disciple whose name is worn
	by the book we're studying follow before becoming a disciple?

	
	

	

	
	  
	

	
	The
	expanded story of the simple statement, “Matthew the tax
	collector,” is told in today's first “plus”
	passage, Matthew 9:9-13.  Given that background, you can understand
	why this week's story might have stood out more for “Matthew
	the tax collector” than for the rest of the disciples or
	Gospel writers.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	might Matthew have remembered and recorded the story of the two sons
	while others did not?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That
	question may be relatively easy to answer.  The real question today,
	however, is why would the tax collectors and “sinners”
	(harlots, in Matthew 21:31-32) have been the repentant sons when
	others were not?  What was it about hearing the good news that the
	King had arrived that seemed to them to be good news while to others
	it was bad news?

	
	As
	we see from Matthew 21:32, it was the tax collectors and “sinners”
	who accepted John the Baptist's message of, “Repent!  Make
	straight paths for our God.”  Luke 7:18-35 (the retelling of
	yesterday's Matthew 11 reading) tells us in verses twenty-nine to
	thirty that the tax collectors and sinners welcomed Jesus because He
	was on the side of John the Baptist, and the religious leaders (at
	least partially) rejected Jesus because they had already rejected
	His messenger and his message.  “And when all the people heard
	Him [Jesus], even the tax collectors justified God, having been
	baptized with the baptism of John.  But the Pharisees and lawyers
	rejected the will of God for themselves, not having been baptized by
	him.”

	
	After
	having spent the past three days examining the inner-workings of the
	religious leaders' minds, it's fairly easy to see why they rejected
	the message of the coming of the Messiah.  If a person already sees
	himself as the highest authority, it's pretty hard to step down when
	a greater authority shows up.

	
	But
	doesn't the same apply to the tax collectors and sinners?  After
	all, didn't we all end up in the same, sinking boat by making the
	same, bad decision:  saying to God, “You're not the Boss of
	me!  Me, me, me!  I must be god of myself!”  Surely, the tax
	collectors ended up in their positions (generally known as positions
	of cheating and extortion) by choosing to follow their own ways, not
	God's.  Why would it have been any easier for them to turn back to
	the Father and, by so doing, make His paths straight?

	
	Let's
	go back to Matthew 9:9-13.  This account is told also in Mark
	2:14-17, but Mark adds this soundbite of emphasis in verse fifteen
	(speaking of the tax collectors and sinners), “...for there
	were many...”

	
	So
	we know from Matthew 9:9-13, the tax collectors/sinners flocking to
	Jesus were not just a few.  There was some kind of wholesale
	repentance happening among (what would have been considered by the
	Jewish leaders) the lowest caste, religiously-speaking, of Jewish
	society.  Why the widespread revival of the “sinners”?

	
	Do
	Jesus' words in Matthew 9:12 give us any clue?

	
	

	

	
	From
	the cast of characters in Matthew 9:9-13, assign the roles of
	“physician,” “the sick,” and “the
	well.”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Because
	the question was vaguely-worded, you may not have known how to
	answer.  You may have asked, “Assign the roles from whose
	perspective?”  After all, Jesus' perspective (the only true
	one) was  vastly different from the Pharisees' perspective which was
	likely different from the perspective of the tax collectors and
	sinners.  From Jesus' perspective, the roles would have been:
	“physician” — Himself, “the sick” —
	the tax collectors and sinners and the Pharisees.  But this is what
	I find interesting: Jesus speaks to the Pharisees from their
	perspective of, “the sick” — tax collectors and
	sinners; “the well” — the Pharisees.  We know,
	from our behind-the-scenes knowledge of the rest of the Gospel
	accounts, the Pharisees' perspective was not the true one.  But
	Jesus approaches the Pharisees from their own perspective,
	attempting to help them see their fellow sinners the way He did
	before He could attempt to help them see that they were also
	sinners.

	
	Now,
	the perspective we haven't considered yet is the perspective of the
	tax collectors and sinners.  And isn't the answer to our question,
	“Why did the tax collectors and sinners repent when the
	religious leaders didn't?” found in the difference of
	perspective between the two groups?  How would the tax collectors
	and sinners have assigned the different roles in Jesus' words of
	Matthew 9:12?  I don't know what role the tax collectors would have
	assigned to the Pharisees, but we can be sure they assigned Jesus
	the role of physician, and the role of “the sick,” they
	gave to themselves.  They needed the physician, and they knew it.  
	

	
	A
	seemingly-healthy man can be just as eaten up with cancer inside as
	the obviously dying, but until something clues the first man in to
	his dire situation, he doesn't go the doctor.  For some reason,
	cancer can produce very little pain when it works away inside some
	people.  I knew a man who started feeling a little off, went to the
	doctor the next week, and was dead of cancer two weeks after that. 
	It's only the pain of the sickness that teaches us to seek the
	physician.  Pain truly can be a gift when it keeps us from
	destruction.

	
	In
	Matthew 9:13, Jesus states that He did not come to call the
	righteous, but sinners, to repentance.  I believe He's speaking
	tongue-in-cheek but also strictly truthfully.  The righteous have no
	need of repentance.  The catch is, “There is none righteous,
	no, not one...” (Rom. 3:10b.).  But those who can't see the
	truth of Romans 3:10, those who feel no pain from their sin-cancer,
	can't repent because they don't see the need.

	
	When
	we looked at the parable of a prodigal son and a forgiving Father in
	Week 5, Day 2, I mentioned that Jesus, in that case, too, approached
	the religious leaders from their own perspective, attempting to help
	them see their fellow sinners the way He did before He could attempt
	to help them see themselves the way He did.  I also mentioned that
	there never has been an “older brother,” one who never
	left the Father's side.

	
	Luke
	15's parable could also be called, “The Story of the Two
	Sons,” but it's in Matthew 21's “Story of the Two Sons”
	that Jesus finally lays it on the line with the religious leaders to
	show them His perspective of the “older brother” the
	Pharisees thought they were.  “The older brother” was
	not a son who had always obeyed the Father's will.  He was the son
	who, through lip-service, had convinced himself he always obeyed the
	Father.

	
	But
	what about the first son in Matthew 21's parable or the younger son
	in Luke 15?  What was it about that son that convinced him to repent
	and obey or to repent and come back to the Father?

	
	

	

	
	What
	finally convinced the younger son of Luke 15 to return to his
	Father?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Wasn't
	it the same thing that finally drives the sick man to see a doctor? 
	Discomfort.  Dissatisfaction.  Despair.  Desperation.  In other
	words, pain!

	
	It
	does take a great deal of courage to force one's way into the
	kingdom.  Repentance takes courage.  But for those of us who find
	that courage, how often is that courage a courage born of
	desperation?  Of recognized need because the need has finally made
	itself so blatantly obvious?  It's the reason the Messiah's coming
	is good news for the obviously needy.  It's the obviously needy who
	very often are the repentant.

	
	Jesus
	only describes two sons in Matthew 21:28-32.  Just then, He was
	contrasting only two types of people: the repentant tax collectors
	and sinners and the unrepentant chief priests and elders.  There
	was, of course, a third group: the unrepentant tax collectors and
	sinners.  There are sons who say to the Father, “No, I won't
	bow to Your authority,” and carry on with their choice to the
	bitter end.  There are prodigals whose deathbed is the pigsty.  I
	believe, however, we can see from today's readings that this group
	is the smallest of the three.  There are few who live in obvious
	rebellion toward God that can tough out the pain of that state.  The
	vast majority of those who refuse to repent are the ones who
	(whether they acknowledge that there is a heavenly Father or not)
	see themselves as really pretty good people.  As we see from the
	story of the two sons, lip-service can be the main obstacle keeping
	a person from true service to God because lip-service makes
	recognizing the need for repentance so difficult.
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	Week 8, Day
	5

	
	The
	Story of the Two Sons — Matthew 21:28-32

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:18-19, 28-32, John 15:1-8

	
	

	

	
	So
	far this week, I haven't said anything about one piece of this
	week's parable.  We need to look closer at the obedience to which
	the Father called both of the two sons.  In a general sense, the
	disobedience from which the tax collectors and harlots had repented
	and the religious leaders had not was the disobedience of ignoring
	the Father's authority.  We learn from Jesus' post-parable
	commentary that the specific act of disobedience in which the
	religious leaders continued was in disbelieving the Father's
	messenger, John, when he told them that God-the-King was coming
	along right behind him (Matt. 3:2).  In other words, their rejection
	of Jesus as Messiah and GOD was the act by which the unrepentant
	sons persisted in ignoring the Father's authority.

	
	Then,
	we've examined some of the reasons one group was unwilling to repent
	while the other group was willing.  What we haven't looked at yet
	from this week's parable is a curious commonality between last
	week's parable, this week's parable, and next week's.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the commonality in the parables of Matthew 20:1-16, 21:28-32, and
	21:33-46?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Curious,
	isn't it?  Jesus seemed to have vineyards on the brain.  Maybe
	Matthew 21:18-19 can tell us why.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 21:18, what was Jesus thinking about as He approached
	Jerusalem?  Where did He look to satisfy this need?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	Jesus continually tell stories about vineyards because He was
	hungry?  Specifically, for fruit?  I think so.  But not just
	physical fruit.  It's true, He was physically hungry when he entered
	the city of Jerusalem, but  His cursing of the fig tree was no fit
	of temper.  I think He was making a deliberate point.

	
	

	

	
	Comparing
	Matthew 21:18-19 and John 15:1-8, what point did Jesus make by
	cursing the fig tree?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	believe He was making the point of Matthew 3:8-10 — oddly
	enough (or not oddly at all, perhaps) words spoken by John
	the Baptist
	to the Pharisees
	and Sadducees.
	 “Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and do not think
	to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.'  For I say to
	you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these
	stones.  And even now the ax is laid to the root of the trees. 
	Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and
	thrown into the fire.”

	
	

	

	
	Why
	would the tree of Matthew 3:10 not bear good fruit?  Why would the
	fig tree of Matthew 21:18-19 not bear fruit?  Why did the branch of
	John 15:6 not bear fruit?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Same
	answer to all three questions.  Because the non-fruit-bearing
	tree/branch is a dead
	one.  The branch of John 15:6 did not bear fruit because it was not
	attached to (abiding in) the vine.  What is a branch that is
	unattached to a vine or tree?  D-E-A-D!  Why does a fruit tree not
	bear fruit?  Either because it's too young, it's not the season for
	fruit (neither were the cases of Matthew 3:10 or 21:18-19), or it's
	D-E-A-D! 
	

	
	Fruit
	trees bear fruit.  That's just what they do.  If a fruit tree
	doesn't bear fruit when it's supposed to, it's for one reason.  It's
	sick or dying.  It's dead.  It may not look
	dead yet, but it's dead.  Kind of like the first man and woman on
	the day they sinned.  They were dead in their tracks.  They just
	didn't appear
	dead.

	
	When
	Jesus said to the fig tree, “Let no fruit grow on you ever
	again,” He, in a moment, exposed the true state of the tree. 
	No doubt, it was already in the process of dying.  Jesus simply made
	the inevitable, invisible reality of the tree visible.  I don't know
	if you can remember as far back as all that, but on Week 1, Day 5 my
	definition of “fruit” (in the Scriptural sense) was,
	“Fruit, biblically speaking, is any outward, visible reality
	that bears witness to the inward, invisible realities.”  No
	fruit bears witness to an inner reality of D-E-A-D.

	
	Interesting
	that shortly after Jesus cursed the fig tree (or simply visibly
	revealed its invisible, dead state), He came along and told a little
	story to some of the (spiritually dead) religious leaders about a
	Vineyard Owner, looking for His sons to help Him in a little
	fruit-production.  The inner reality the Father was hoping to see
	was repentance.  Submission to His authority.  The fruit would be
	the sons actually doing as they were told.

	
	Again,
	I can't help but see that true repentance bears a little outward
	fruit.  Today's John “plus” passage is so piercingly
	clear on the subject.  Any branch attached to (abiding in) the vine
	bears fruit.  Any branch that doesn't, at any time or any season,
	bear any fruit ever
	demonstrates that it was always separated from the vine.  And a
	branch separated from the vine is a dead branch.  Hence the reason
	for its destruction in John 15:6.

	
	So
	God, Father and Son, are hungry for fruit.  That hunger just may be
	the reason Jesus keeps inserting into His parables mention of a
	vineyard.  Next week, we'll take a closer look at the specifics of
	the vineyard Jesus taught about in the parable of Matthew 21:33-46,
	but in a general sense, let's see if we can answer the question,
	“What is the vineyard?  What does it represent?”  Does
	John 15:1-8 help us out with that question?

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 15:1-8, state your understanding of the vineyard from Matthew
	21:28-32?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Not
	too terribly complicated to answer, is it?  The vineyard, in a
	general sense, is the people of God.  Next week's parable gets a
	little more restrictive about one particular group of God's people
	being His vineyard, but for this week, “the vineyard=God's
	people” is a perfectly adequate answer.  The Father is the
	Vineyard Owner or Vinedresser.   Jesus (His Spirit, in the midst of,
	abiding with and in, His people) is the Vine.  We're the branches.

	
	There's
	a funny little switch-around that happens when today's readings are
	compared.  In the parable, the sons (at least the repentant son)
	represent God's people.  Yet the vineyard (where the sons are asked
	to work) also represents God's people.  If we are the branches, how
	can the branches obey the Vinedresser by going to work among the
	branches?  No analogy should be pushed past its breaking point, but,
	in a sense, though it sounds silly by carrying the analogy too far,
	the branches are asked to go and work among the other branches.

	
	A
	thought occurred to me today (it happens occasionally).  Just at the
	beginning of this lesson, after telling you that the disobedience in
	which the religious leaders persisted was the disobedience of
	rejecting Jesus as Messiah and God, the idea popped into my head
	that, in some way, there must be equivalence between the Father
	telling His sons to go and work in His vineyard and the Father
	telling His sons to believe in Jesus as God-the-Messiah.  But if the
	vineyard is the people of God, how does God telling His people to
	believe in Jesus as God-the-Messiah equate to God telling His people
	to go out and work among His other people?

	
	Maybe
	in this way: true repentance bears fruit.  Maybe the one obedience
	follows on the heels of the other.  Haven't we seen it already this
	study?  In Matthew 25:31-46, the sheep and the goats' eternal
	destinies are apparently decided by their treatment of the needy. 
	Yet from the rest of the New Testament, eternal destinies are
	decided by what a person believes or doesn't believe about Jesus. 
	In that case, what a person believes or doesn't believe about Jesus
	must have some effect on a person's treatment of the needy.

	
	In
	Matthew 18:21-35, the parable of the unforgiving servant, Jesus
	seems to teach that our eternal destinies hang on forgiving or not
	forgiving others' offenses against us.  Yet our eternal destinies
	hang on what we believe or don't believe about Jesus.  In that case,
	what we believe or don't believe about Jesus must have some effect
	on how we forgive those who've sinned against us.

	
	When
	we remember the fact I've driven home all study long, that salvation
	is knowing who is really God and who God really is — that
	believing the truth about Jesus involves a whole lot more than
	nodding mental assent to the Apostles' Creed — then the
	relationship between belief and obedience doesn't look to be any
	great paradox.  Repentance (that first step that includes all the
	others) is saying to God, “I was wrong.  You are God, not me. 
	You are the Boss of me.”  It's acknowledging (in truth
	— not in lip-service) God's kingship over me
	which causes me to be born into the kingdom of God (that realm over
	which God is King).

	
	With
	that understanding, I can see how the obedience of believing turns
	into the obedience of going to work in the Father's vineyard.  If
	He's the Boss, if He's the Father and I (truly) acknowledge His
	authority, I will be, at least somewhat, concerned about doing what
	He wants.  And He wants me to care about others.

	
	Now,
	John 15:1-8 tells us something of first importance about the fruit
	of obedience that this lesson would not be complete without
	observing.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the only means of true fruit-bearing according to John 15:5?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Abiding
	in the Vine is the only path to true obedience in our lives.  I gave
	you a definition of faith earlier that I'd like to return to now. 
	Faith is dependence on God.  Abiding is also dependence.  Then,
	faith is abiding.  It was through an initial act of faith and
	dependence that I entered into the Vine — I became attached to
	Him — and His life, through His Spirit, entered me.  As a
	result of that act of faith and abiding, there will eventually be
	fruit-bearing in my life.  But when it comes to daily acts of
	obedience, the only ones that are real fruit are the ones that grow
	from abiding — faith — dependence.  Self-reliance
	produces only self-righteousness.  Any “obedience” we
	produce all on our own is no obedience at all.  The foremost
	obedience is reliance on the Vine.
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	Week 8
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	— To whom is Psalm 8 addressed?  Who is being praised in verse
	two?  Whose enemies are mentioned?

	
	2
	— How do you see repentance as making a straight path for God?

	
	3
	— John the Baptist is contrasted with two types of people in
	Matthew 11:7-9.  Describe those two types in your own words.  Do you
	see yourself in either of the types?

	
	4
	— What finally convinced the younger son of Luke 15 to return
	to his Father?

	
	5
	— From John 15:1-8, state your understanding of the vineyard
	from Matthew 21:28-32?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	I'm
	looking back over the review questions I chose as representative of
	each day's point and trying to remember what each point was from
	those questions.  Maybe the questions weren't the perfect choices
	(or maybe the points weren't perfectly clear), but I'm struggling to
	remember each daily point.  Maybe I'll jumble them all together and
	say that this week's parable (and its context) reminded me that our
	first obedience to the Father's authority is in believing the truth
	about the One He sent (John 6:28-29), and the truth about that One
	is that He was and is GOD!  Repentance is turning back to Him by
	admitting that He is God and I'm not.  
	

	
	It
	sounds simple, but in reality, the decision of repentance is not
	easy.  It requires some courage.  God being in control of my life
	can be a scary position to be in.  It's only the courage born of
	desperation and recognized need that propels most people past their
	reservations and in through the open gate of the kingdom of God.

	
	Once
	through that gate, changes will begin to take place in the life of
	the citizen of the kingdom.  The obedience of caring for and about
	people will begin to grow.  But this obedience must still be the
	result of knowing who is really God and who God really is.  It must
	grow from a reliance on Him.

	
	There's
	my sticking point this week.  How do I know I'm acting in obedience
	from a dependence on God or  if my attempts at obedience are
	self-righteousness coming from self-reliance?  How on earth am I
	supposed to know the difference?  I'm no judge of motives.  When I
	try to judge even my own motives, I get hopelessly snarled up in a
	ball of morbid introspection.

	
	My
	conclusion: Don't worry about it!  Just do what I think He's telling
	me to as He tells me to and stop worrying about my motives.  Stop
	worrying about where I'm placing my dependence.  He can sort it all
	out.  He can even sort me out.  In short, my advice to myself is:
	stop worrying!  Trusting — resting — is
	abiding.

	
	What
	I need to focus on is getting to know Him better and better because
	in so doing I'll come to love Him more and more.  That's my
	responsibility in abiding — just getting to know and love Him.
	 Obedience to the second greatest commandment grows naturally out of
	the obedience to the first and greatest.
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	Week 9, Day
	1

	
	The
	Story of the Vineyard and the Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	21:33-46

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:1-9, 33-46; Gen. 49:1-2, 8-12, 14-15

	
	

	

	
	As
	promised, I want to look this week at a very specific group of
	people who are the vineyard of this week's parable.  Today, I also
	want to begin exploring the relationship of these people to the
	revelation of Himself Jesus gave them through the context of Matthew
	21.  Remember, the larger context of Matthew 21 is still authority.
	 Let's see that context as it's expressed through today's Genesis
	reading. 
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 49:1-2, to whom were the words of Genesis 49 spoken?  On
	what occasion (if you know)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	the world of the patriarchs (Jacob being a patriarch), a final
	blessing was given to the sons of the family as the father felt
	death approaching.  Judah and Issachar were two of Jacob's sons. 
	Today's “plus” readings in Genesis 49 were the words of
	blessing spoken over these two sons of “Israel” (Jacob's
	other name — Gen. 49:2).  I find it informative that the name
	of the father has come to be the name of the entire nation, and the
	names of the sons became the names of each individual tribe.  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Genesis 49:8-12, point out the signs of authority of “Judah.”

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Who
	will praise “Judah” and who will bow down before Him in
	Genesis 49:8?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	blessings Jacob gave his sons relied heavily on the puns that were
	his sons' names.  Judah means “praise,” (Gen. 29:35),
	and Issachar means “wages” (Gen. 30:18).

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Jacob's words to his sons can you see the connection between
	their names and his blessings?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know what Jacob (Israel) had in mind when he spoke these words
	of blessing over his sons.  Besides the meaning of their names, I
	suspect he spoke words that suited the personality or lifestyle of
	each son.  I picture Judah as the commanding, masterful type who
	ruled over his brothers.  Perhaps Issachar was the strong, silent
	type who cheerfully did whatever Judah, the leader, wanted him to
	do.  But bearing in mind that Jesus came from the tribe of Judah
	(Matt. 1:1-16, Luke 3:23-38), there is no doubt God knew exactly
	what He had in mind when He inspired Jacob to speak these words over
	his sons.

	
	

	

	
	Comment
	on the fulfillment of Jacob's prophecies regarding Judah's donkey?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There
	may have been a play on words happening here.  Likely, Judah rode a
	literal donkey (and certainly Jacob's words were fulfilled by a
	literal donkey and a literal son of Judah “in the last days,”
	days far removed from the days of Genesis).  Yet remember that
	Issachar was called “a strong donkey” and told that he
	would bear burdens and become a band of slaves (though don't forget
	that his name means “wages,” and we see that his
	servitude is a willing one and there is reward in it).  Then, in
	Genesis 49:11, a donkey is serving Judah.  Was Jacob prophesying
	that his son, Issachar, was meant to serve his son, Judah?  From
	Jacob's words to Judah, it seems that all his sons were meant to
	serve Judah.  (You can see where I'm going with this, can't you?)  
	

	
	Let's
	look again at the context of this week's parable by looking at the
	first of the events that opens the chapter of this week's study. 
	This event is commonly understood to be the first main event that
	opened the last week of Jesus' life before His crucifixion.  It's
	also the event where Jesus ups the ante.  Through an increased
	display of His authority, He begins forcing the hand of His enemies
	to do what they were already panting to do.

	
	As
	we saw last week, in some way every event in Matthew 21 was an open
	show of authority on Jesus' part and an open challenge to His
	enemies, the religious “authorities” of His nation who
	hated Him.

	
	Today's
	event for study — the Palm Sunday parade — was a big
	one.  It was, in fact, a blatant declaration of kingship.  His
	disciples may not have understood exactly what Jesus was intending
	when He told them to go and fetch Him a donkey and her colt.  John
	12:12-18 connects the adulation of the crowd as Jesus rode into
	Jerusalem with His raising of Lazarus (John 11).  But Jesus knew the
	prophecies which would reveal Him as King to those who understood
	them, and He set out to fulfill them.  Notice, also, the unusual
	display of kingly authority from Matthew 21:3.  Jesus was revealing
	His hand plainly.  Yes, He was (is) King!

	
	

	

	
	Whose
	King was/is Jesus according to Matthew 21:5 (and Zechariah 9:9)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Who
	is the “daughter of Zion” (Zechariah 9:9 provides the
	hint)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see that Jesus declared Himself the King of Israel before
	announcing to the rest of us non-Jews that He also happens to be our
	King (Matt. 28:18)?  The sons of Jacob/Israel were indeed meant to
	serve “Judah” (and Judah's greatest son).

	
	Let's
	go back to Genesis 49 because there is a subject that keeps cropping
	up in Jacob's words to Judah that has direct bearing on this week's
	parable — the story of the vineyard and the wicked servants.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you imagine Jacob repeatedly mentions wine in Judah's blessing in
	Genesis 49:11-12?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Your
	imaginings are just as good as mine, but I can imagine two or three
	reasons.  Either Judah was notable among his family for his
	enjoyment of wine, or Jacob was prophesying prosperity over Jacob
	(wine and vineyards being a sign of good times and high living), or
	Judah was already involved in growing grapes and the making of wine
	in some way.  Perhaps the nomad had already begun to turn landowner
	and vintner.

	
	Wine
	does seem to have played a large part in Judah's life at the time of
	his father's blessing to him.  Jacob (using hyperbole) speaks of
	Judah as bathing in wine or washing his clothes in it.  (This would
	certainly be a sign of Judah's prosperity and easy living.)  And,
	“His eyes are darker than wine, and his teeth whiter than
	milk,” could also be translated, “His eyes are dark from
	wine and his teeth white from milk,” another indication of
	Judah's prosperity and enjoyment of physical pleasures.

	
	Again,
	whatever Jacob had in mind when he blessed Judah, I'm 99.9% positive
	that God had a much deeper meaning in mind for a different “Judah.”

	
	

	

	
	Comment
	on the meaning of Genesis 49:11 as seen against the events of the
	last week of Jesus' life.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Now.
	 Here we go today, finally diving (or at least, dipping a toe) into
	this week's parable.

	
	Although
	the connection was probably immediately obvious to you, I don't
	think it occurred to me that vineyards are inextricably linked to
	wine until I began delving into Genesis 49 for today's lesson.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in this week's parable is that inextricable link between vineyards
	and wine made apparent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	verse thirty-three there is explicit mention made of a winepress. 
	Clearly, the vineyard owner was not just growing table grapes.  His
	vineyard was a winery.  I don't think I'll make any further comment
	on wine today.  It comes up again on Day 4, and I want to have
	something left to say when I reach that lesson.

	
	Also,
	I don't want to steal tomorrow's thunder by exploring the topic of
	what the vineyard in Matthew 21:33-46 represents (in case it isn't
	obvious), but let's just notice for today that Genesis 49:8-12,
	spoken right near the very beginning of the nation Israel's history,
	connects two of the main ideas of this week's parable.

	
	

	

	
	What
	have I chosen as a title for the parable of Matthew 21:33-46?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you suppose I chose that title?  Is it a good one?  What title
	would you have chosen?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I'll
	tell you why I chose the title I did.  The vineyard and the servants
	stood out to me as the two most obvious points of the parable. 
	Without either vineyard or servants, it would be an entirely
	different story.  I couldn't leave either one out of the title
	because both are vital to the plot line.

	
	Interesting
	that today's “plus” passage reveals “Judah”
	as a winemaker and his “brothers” as his servants.
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	Week 9, Day
	2

	
	The
	Story of the Vineyard and the Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	21:33-46

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:33-46, Psalm 80, Isaiah 5:1-7

	
	

	

	
	Although
	there's no great mystery about it and my hints toward the answer
	have been very pointed, I'd like to spend today's lesson on the
	question, “What (or whom) does the vineyard in this week's
	parable represent?”

	
	Of
	course, today's “plus” readings will have already
	violently shaken the cat out of the bag (just in case it was still
	managing to hide in there).  But bear with me.  Let's work through
	today's readings to answer today's question.  And to notice some
	implications of the answer.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Psalm 80:1-2, what names are given?  Why do think these names are
	listed?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know why Asaph (the writer of Psalm 80) saw fit to mention
	four specific sons (or descendants) of Jacob (three of whom became
	names of tribes in Israel), but I would imagine he was poetically
	expressing to his listening/reading audience that he was writing a
	Psalm for and about Israel.  It's addressed to God, but it gives God
	the title, “O Shepherd of Israel.”  This, then, is a
	nationalistic Psalm.

	
	That
	nationalism becomes clear in verses eight to eleven.

	
	

	

	
	Whom
	did God bring out of Egypt?  Whom did He plant where He cast out
	other nations?  To whom did He give territory that spread from “the
	Sea” (the Mediterranean) to “the River”
	(Euphrates) (Gen. 15:18)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	apologize for asking you a complicated question with a simple (and
	obvious) answer, but I wanted you to see Asaph encapsulating the
	history of the nation Israel into a few brief lines.  As seen from
	ancient history and more recent history, the “Shepherd of
	Israel” has certainly performed wonderful feats of strength
	for His flock.

	
	Now,
	over to Isaiah 5.  We'll get back to Psalm 80, but let's see a
	parallel of Psalm 80:8-11 from Isaiah 5.

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the vineyard owner do for His vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-2?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	point is being emphasized by detailing all of the activity
	undertaken to grow good fruit?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Isaiah
	5:1-2 and Psalm 80:8-11 agree.  God took great care to establish His
	nation and bless them.  Isaiah 5 and Psalm 80 diverge abruptly after
	their moment of agreement, however.  The difference is in the
	viewpoint.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the tone of Psalm 80:12-13?  What is the Psalmist expressing?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	have to tell you that of all the Bible personalities I think I find
	my closest match in the psalmist Asaph.  He, too, has a strong
	streak of Eeyore in him.  More than once I've gleaned comfort from
	his psalms when no other passage could comfort.  It is sometimes
	such relief to hear someone express my own doubts, questions,
	confusions, even sometimes with a note of accusation in them, and
	discover that lightning didn't strike him dead for their
	expressions.  In fact, God carefully placed them in His own Book and
	stamped His authorship on them.  I've told you before, I love the
	way God loves honesty.  Asaph expressed his honest feelings in Psalm
	80.

	
	But
	as we've seen before, our honest feelings are not always honest with
	us.  They don't always (maybe even usually) tell us the truth.  In
	this case, however, Isaiah 5, spoken from God's point of view,
	confirms the truth of Asaph's question, “Why have You broken
	down her hedges...?”  Isaiah 5:5 informs us that it was indeed
	God who had broken down His vineyard's hedges.  From his viewpoint,
	Asaph can't understand why.

	
	If
	you'll think back to Week 6, Days 4 and 5 (and the hedges from those
	lessons), you can probably predict the reason I'm going to give for
	God breaking down His nations' hedges.

	
	God
	broke down the hedges of protection around His nation, letting enemy
	nations at them, because those hedges were not, at that point,
	surrounding His nation anymore, anyway.  That nation had already
	decided to romp away outside the protection of those hedges.  They
	had chosen to trespass outside His first and second greatest
	commandments.  They'd chosen other gods.  And so God turned them
	over to their masters of choice.

	
	Isaiah
	5:4-5 answers Asaph's honest (if misguided) question/accusation. 
	Why had God removed His protection from His vineyard?  Because He
	had done everything He could for it, hoping for good fruit.  And it
	produced inedible fruit.  It hadn't done what vineyards are supposed
	to do.

	
	Isaiah
	5:7 answers today's question directly and Asaph's question
	indirectly.  I know you already know the answer, but you might as
	well state it for the record.

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Isaiah 5:7, who is the vineyard of Matthew 21:33-46?  What was
	their bad fruit?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Comparing
	Matthew 21:33 to Isaiah 5:2, what messages did Jesus send right from
	the start of His story?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	would have been impossible for Jesus' original Jewish audience
	(particularly the religious leaders — the Old Testament
	experts) to misunderstand that Jesus was pointing them toward Isaiah
	5.  He was pointing out, I believe, the same three facts that Isaiah
	5 points out.  1 — The vineyard He was speaking of was His own
	nation — Israel (or Judah).  2 — God had done everything
	imaginable for His nation.  And 3 — That nation had, in the
	past, brought on its own destruction by disregarding God's first and
	second greatest commandments.  They hadn't worshipped God alone, and
	they had ignored His idea of justice toward others.

	
	Hmm!
	 Considering where Jesus was taking His story of the vineyard and
	the servants, can you begin to see why Jesus wanted to point His
	listeners (especially the religious leaders) toward Isaiah 5?

	
	I'm
	not completely finished with Psalm 80 for today.  I had a few more
	thoughts on Asaph and his questions that I wanted to discuss with
	you.  The thoughts are more speculations than solid thinking, I
	admit, but I'd like to discuss them, anyway.

	
	When
	I first began noticing that many of the Psalms that struck a chord
	with me in my gloomier moments were written by Asaph, I started
	wondering who this Asaph bloke was.  From psalms such as today's
	reading or the psalm just before (Psalm 79), I formed the idea that
	he must have lived after Nebuchadnezzar had burned Jerusalem, broken
	down its walls, and looted its temple.  It's the event that Psalm 79
	certainly seems to commemorate.  I discovered, however, that there
	was an Asaph who was commissioned under King David's reign (second
	king of Israel) as one of David's song leaders in the tabernacle (1
	Chron. 6:31, 39).  This Asaph (obviously a musician) seems to fit
	with the Asaph, the writer of psalms.

	
	But
	why such gloom from the man, in that case?  He was a contemporary,
	not of weeping Jeremiah (who had good reason to weep as Jerusalem
	was destroyed), but of David whose reign consisted of almost pure,
	undiluted triumph!  Where in Asaph's lifetime did he find
	inspiration for songs like Psalms 79 and 80?

	
	Psalm
	79 may be prophetic foresight, looking toward the destruction of
	Jerusalem under Nebuchadnezzar.  But doubtless, something sparked
	the idea and the emotion.  Psalm 80 certainly seems to have grown
	out of some kind of personal experience.

	
	Here
	comes the pure speculation, but I wonder if Asaph wrote some of his
	psalms before the reign of David under the reign of Israel's first
	king, Saul.  As a man who turned away from serving God and attempted
	repeatedly to kill David, Saul's reign was not one of pure,
	undiluted triumph.  His life ended in a lost battle.  In fact, Saul
	and his reign gave the enemies of Israel cause to crow over Israel. 
	God, by the end of Saul's reign, had removed the hedge of protection
	that surrounded Saul and the nation under him.

	
	

	

	
	What
	does Asaph pray in Psalm 80:17?  What is the promise of Psalm 80:18?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	occurred to me to wonder if Asaph's prayer in verse seventeen was
	answered first in the person of King David (the first king from the
	tribe of Judah).  His reign was a major turning point in the life of
	the nation.

	
	As
	with David, it was the leaders of the nation who sought the life of
	“the Son of David.”  In His case, they not only sought
	it, they took it.  God had very strong reasons for allowing what
	befell his “vineyard.”  But I'm reminded by Psalm
	80:17-18, God wasn't finished with His “vineyard” after
	Saul's  reign of rebellion.  He wasn't through with His nation after
	He broke down its hedges in Isaiah 5, allowing Nebuchadnezzar
	access.  It's important to remember the ending of Psalm 80 and God's
	never-to-be-thwarted plans for His vineyard as we go through this
	week and look at the historical event Jesus predicted through this
	week's parable.  When I see the care God took with His vineyard all
	throughout history, I rest assured in the fact that He wouldn't
	throw all that effort away on nothing.  He will always have plans
	for Israel.  They will always be His own.
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	Week 9, Day
	3

	
	The
	Story of the Vineyard and the Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	21:33-46

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 21:33-46; 11:9-14; Luke 9:18-20, 28-35

	
	

	

	
	We've
	seen so far that the vineyard of Matthew 21:33-46 is the nation
	Israel and the Vineyard Owner is God.  Let's start today by making
	sure we're on the same page as far as identifying the rest of the
	characters.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 21:33-46, who do the good servants, the wicked servants, and
	the Son represent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	hope we can agree that the good servants were God's prophets, the
	wicked vinedressers were the wicked leaders of the nation, and the
	Son is Jesus Christ.  Today's subject will be a comparison of the
	good servants and the Son.  Tomorrow, we'll begin looking at the
	wicked servants and their interactions with both of the above.

	
	 Last
	week, even after finishing the lesson that incorporated the passage,
	I found myself still continuously pondering Matthew 11 and Jesus'
	words regarding John the Baptist.  I knew I probably wasn't 
	finished with the passage.  There was one realization I made about
	the passage at the time of pondering that didn't seem to fit with
	last week's lesson, but it does seem to be an important one. 
	Perhaps even the main point of Jesus' discourse on John the Baptist.
	 That main point is the dividing line between the old order and the
	new order or the dividing line between the promises of the coming of
	the Kingdom of God and its arrival on earth.  I see that dividing
	line cutting between verses nine and ten and right through the
	middle of verses eleven, thirteen, and fourteen.  The odd thing is,
	it seems that the dividing line cuts right through John the Baptist.
	 I mean that John the Baptist seems to be on both sides of the line
	— the last and greatest of the old order prophets but the
	first of the new order prophets and, at the same time, not exactly
	an old order prophet and not quite a new order prophet.  He saw the
	arrival of the Messiah, but John didn't live to see how the story
	turned out.  He didn't live to see the death and resurrection of
	Jesus, the formation of the church, and the indwelling of the Holy
	Spirit for all believers.  Those events are the major events of the
	new order.  It would be hard to say that a person was part of the
	new order who knew nothing about them.

	
	It's
	the only explanation I can find for, “Assuredly, I say to you,
	among those born of women there has not risen one greater than John
	the Baptist; but he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater
	than he” (Matt. 11:11).  I don't know what Jesus meant by
	those words, but He seems to me to say that the dividing line of the
	completion of the kingdom of heaven (as it is now) passed by just on
	the other side of John.  I don't think Jesus meant that John the
	Baptist was somehow inferior in his person
	to anyone in the kingdom — just that his position
	was
	inferior to the position
	of the one who belongs fully to the new order.  I can see that John
	the Baptist's understanding of the kingdom he heralded was certainly
	inferior to mine (who might arguably be least in the kingdom of
	heaven).  I simply know more about God's overall plan because I have
	the rest of the New Testament.  There's no merit in that position
	for me.  But it does happen to be a position of a greater vantage
	point than the one John had.

	
	Let's
	turn back quickly to another passage we investigated earlier, the
	passage Jesus quotes in Matthew 11.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	is the last person mentioned by name in the very last verses of the
	Old Testament?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	interests me that the last words in the Old Testament, the last of
	the promises of the coming Kingdom of God, are about a “messenger”
	called “Elijah,” preparing the way before the coming of
	God to earth, and there is no more heard from any canonical prophet
	for four hundred years until “Elijah” appears on the
	scene, a few months ahead of the One whose way he was sent to
	prepare (Luke 1:36).

	
	There,
	again, is that dividing line, cutting between the Old and New
	Testaments, and there is John the Baptist, somewhere in the
	borderland between the Old Testament prophets and the coming of the
	Messiah.  There is a dividing line between the first Elijah and the
	second (Matt. 11:14), but the second doesn't seem to fit neatly on
	one side or the other.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 11:13, Jesus said that the Old Testament or the old order
	continued until whom?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 11:13, then, we are told that John was not part of the old
	order.  He, in a sense, was the border marker.  But in Matthew
	11:11, John seems to be not quite included as part of the new order,
	either.  The position of being least in the new order was superior
	to being even the greatest of the prophets.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 11:13, what title does Jesus give to the old order or the
	Old Testament?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is a phrase we hear often, “the law and the prophets,”
	or (in Matthew 11:13's case), “the prophets and the law.”
	 The term “Old Testament” is a modern term.  The
	biblical terms for our Old Testament are “Scripture, the
	Scriptures,” or, “the law and the prophets.”

	
	Now,
	I'd like to have you return to the last of the old order prophets
	again for another look.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	are the last two persons mentioned by name in the very last verses
	of the Old Testament?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	As
	I was looking over Malachi 4 earlier, these two names jumped out at
	me as though highlighted.  Moses (perhaps the greatest of the
	prophets to the Jewish mind) represented “the law.” 
	Elijah (perhaps the second greatest of the prophets to the Jewish
	mind) could be representative of “the prophets.”  At the
	close of “the law and the prophets,” God's last words
	were to remind His people to listen to His law and prophets.

	
	In
	His new order, His people are still instructed to listen to His law
	and His prophets.  Luke 16:16-17 (a parallel passage of part of
	today's Matthew reading) says, “The law and prophets were
	until John.  Since that time the kingdom of God has been preached,
	and everyone is pressing into it.  And it is easier for heaven and
	earth to pass away than for one tittle of the law to fall.”  
	

	
	Yes,
	there is a dividing line between the old order and the new order —
	between the Old Testament and the New — but the old has not
	been done away with.  It has simply been fulfilled.   That's why the
	new is greater than the old.  It's the fulfillment of the old.

	
	With
	this background on the difference between the old order and the new
	and the vast superiority of the  position
	of the new order (see also 2 Corinthians 3), let's look at Luke
	9:18-20 and 28-35.  Through Luke 9:18-20, we can see God beginning
	to reveal to Jesus' disciples the truth of Christ's position.  Just
	beginning to reveal it, I would say.  I can guess that Peter, in
	Luke 9:20, knew the facts about Jesus intellectually but had not
	really begun to grasp them emotionally.  I say so because of what
	follows next in Luke 9.

	
	The
	occurrence of Luke 9:28-35 is nearly unimaginable to me (and I have
	a pretty good imagination).  I can't begin to understand all the
	reasons for the happening, but considering Luke 9:18-20, I think I'm
	beginning to understand a little of what God was trying to teach
	Peter, James, and John through it.

	
	Use
	your imagination with me to try and put yourself in the shoes of
	Peter, James, and John.  My mind boggles very shortly into the
	process.  The first question that arises in my mind is, “How
	did the men recognize their two, unearthly visitors?”  I mean,
	did they sort of “just know”?  Or were there
	introductions all around?  Can you even imagine?  Jesus: “Pete,
	I'd like you to meet Moses.  Moses, Pete.”  Peter:
	“M-m-mo...who?  I mean, uh, uh, pleased to meet you, Sir.”
	 Jesus: “James, this is Elijah.  I think you've heard Me
	mention him before.”

	
	For
	Peter, James, and John, meeting Israel's two greatest prophets must
	have been like the most star-struck of all movie fans meeting, in
	the flesh, all her movie idols at once...after they've already died.
	 The whole situation strikes me as unimaginably unimaginable.  How
	did it strike the three disciples?  No wonder Peter (how I love that
	man!), at an absolute loss for words, instead of keeping his mouth
	shut began babbling wildly.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was the response to Peter's suggestion about the three tabernacles?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Now,
	work with me here.  We're going to be doing some “greater
	than” math equations.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 11:11 and Luke 7:28, who was “greater than”? 
	Moses and Elijah or John the Baptist?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	“borderland” prophet outranks all the old order
	prophets.  Easy enough!

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 11:11 and Luke 7:28, who was “greater than”? 
	Peter, James, and John or John the Baptist?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Those
	fully in new order positions outrank the borderland prophet.  A
	little stunning but clear enough.  Can you see the next one coming?

	
	

	

	
	Who
	was “greater than”?  Moses and Elijah or Peter, James,
	and John?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Whoa!
	 Mathematically and logically the answer is plain.  New order trumps
	old order.  Moses and Elijah could have been as star-struck to meet
	Peter, James, and John as the disciples were to meet them (I expect
	Moses and Elijah were a little more star-struck by Someone Else,
	however.)  The implications of Jesus' words in Matthew 11:11, if
	they had occurred to Peter, James, and John while they were at the
	business of meeting their two prophet-heroes doubtless would have
	doubled them over in laughter.  “Me?
	 Greater than Moses and Elijah?  Haw, haw, haw!”  The
	implications for you and me make me want to guffaw.

	
	Here's
	our last “greater than,” and it's an easy one.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	was “greater than”?  Peter, James, and John (and us) or
	God's Son?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  No
	sweat, right?  Too bad, like Peter, the facts we admit
	intellectually sometimes fail to take emotional hold.  I expect,
	when Peter suggested building three tabernacles, he thought
	(emotionally) that he was really doing Jesus a favour, making Him an
	equal of such exalted company.  After all, Jesus was just one of the
	guys!  His ol' buddy, ol' pal!  I say so because I think I have a
	great understanding of Peter's character, seeing so much of it in
	me, and although I intellectually know the facts, I emotionally take
	the God who stretched out the universe and calls the stars by name
	living right inside of me very casually.  I take Him so casually I
	occasionally take Him to task like a tongue-lashing, scolding, old
	fishwife.  On this earth, there's no getting away from our very
	human humanness.  And Peter was as human as the most human human. 
	Being human makes proximity breed familiarity breed contempt.  Peter
	needed to feel
	the truth of Luke 9:20 and 35.

	
	Whatever
	else He was doing through the Mount of Transfiguration, God was
	laying to rest any idea, intellectually and emotionally, that His
	Son
	could be ranked among His messengers.  The representation of the Law
	and the representation of the prophets, they were only messengers,
	pointing the way toward the
	Son.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 21, address the Vineyard Owner's view of the difference
	between His servants and His Son.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	think there can be little doubt that the real Vineyard Owner, in all
	His omniscience, never said to Himself, “They will respect my
	son.”  Not when that Son came to give His life a ransom for
	many.  Of course, the way things went was the way God knew they
	would go and the way He planned they would go.  But Jesus' listeners
	would be able to identify with the perspective of the Vineyard
	Owner.  They would be holding their breath at this part of the
	story.  “Surely, they'll respect the
	son!
	 They must!”  They would recognize the vast difference in
	position between a man's servants and a man's own
	son!
	 We may have a hard time recognizing that difference (emotionally)
	in real life, but we can see, through the eyes of this parable, that
	there is really no comparison.
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	Week 9, Day
	4

	
	The
	Story of the Vineyard and the Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	21:33-46

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 21:33-46, Isaiah 63:1-7,

	
	Revelation 
	13:15, 14:13-20, 16:1-7, 17:5-6, 19:1-2, 19:13-15

	
	

	

	
	Finally!
	 Today we'll be getting to the “wicked servants” part of
	“the story of the vineyard and the servants.”  They are
	major characters, after all, and they are the reason Jesus saw a
	need to tell this parable.

	
	Yesterday,
	I dwelt long on the difference between the “law and the
	prophets” and God's own Son (God-the Messiah-and-King, come to
	earth in the flesh).  I think we needed to dwell long on the subject
	to get any sort of proper idea of the emotional punch Jesus' story
	was meant to pack and should still pack.

	
	Bear
	in mind that the “wicked servants” of the religious
	leaders of Israel professed to revere (and probably believed they
	did revere) “the law and the prophets” above anything
	else.  Jesus needed to open His audience's ears and minds to the
	idea that there was something (Someone) greater than the human
	messengers of the law and the prophets — God's own Son. 
	(Notice how openly Jesus declares Himself the Son of God in this
	parable.  By pointing His listeners back to Isaiah 5, those
	listeners would understand that Israel was the vineyard and God the
	Vineyard Owner.  The Vineyard Owner's Son could only be one person.)

	
	This
	is getting a jump on tomorrow's readings, but notice how the leaders
	of the nation to whom Jesus was speaking in Matthew 21 had done
	their best to distance themselves from the past leaders of the
	nation who had persecuted and slaughtered the prophets God had sent
	to them.  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 
	Because you build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the monuments
	of the righteous, and say, 'If we had lived in the days of our
	fathers, we would not have been partakers with them in the blood of
	the prophets' ” (Matt. 23:29-30).  Through His parable, I
	believe Jesus is pointing out to the religious leaders the complete
	lack of logic of revering the law and prophets and yet murdering the
	One they pointed toward.

	
	There's
	another lack of logic He points out.  The general public listening
	to Him saw this one right off.  It involves the lack of logic of the
	religious leaders' motivation for murdering the Son.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 21:38, what reason did the wicked servants give for deciding
	to kill the Son?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	did the crowd answer Jesus' question about what the Vineyard Owner
	would do as a result?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	crowd got it!  They could see the idiocy of the wicked servants. 
	Talk about world's stupidest criminals!  Imagine trying to get the
	Vineyard Owner to give you his vineyard by openly murdering his Son
	for it!  Not a good career move!

	
	

	

	
	How
	did the wicked servants' motivation in Matthew 21:38 translate into
	real terms of the motivation of the leaders of Israel for killing
	Jesus?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't think I ever quite understood the motivation of those who
	killed Jesus until I considered Matthew 21:38 in light of one of
	last week's lessons.  Last week (Day 3) I quoted John 11:47-48
	(“Then the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered a council
	and said, 'What shall we do?  For this Man works many signs.  If we
	let Him alone like this, everyone will believe in Him, and the
	Romans will come and take away both our place and nation' ”)
	to you to demonstrate the reason Israel's leaders decided Jesus had
	to die.  The usurper is not excited by the return of the King. 
	Prince John does not rejoice to see Richard safely back from the
	wars.

	
	But
	how foolish to imagine that God would grant the leaders of Israel
	their fondest wishes by turning over the helm of His nation to them
	after they had murdered the rightful heir of the kingdom!

	
	Are
	you beginning to see the explosive power of the punch of this little
	parable?  Jesus revealed plainly that He knew what Israel's leaders
	were plotting.  In Matthew 21:45, they knew Jesus was speaking of
	them.  They knew murder was in their hearts, and they knew Jesus
	knew it.  What a potent warning Jesus extended to them by telling
	them this week's story!  He pointed out to them the absolute folly
	of killing Him, hoping to gain power over Israel for themselves.  He
	told them in no uncertain terms that God could not reward the
	murderers of His Son.  Although God's plan for the world was
	inseparable from that murder, can you see how gracious God was to
	warn so plainly the ones who were about to commit it?  He uses our
	bad decisions to work out His own purposes, but I see Him being
	faithful to warn us away from those bad decisions that turn around
	to have been worked into His plan from the beginning.  He always
	gives chances to avoid sin.  He is faithful to make a way of escape
	out of temptation, and He often does so through advance warnings.

	
	But
	what effect did Jesus' gracious warning have on His enemies?  A red
	rag to a bull.  It cemented their determination to murder Him.  It
	had one intended effect, if not quite the gracious one God also
	intended.

	
	We'd
	better move along to today's “plus” passages and the
	“wine” I told you we'd hear more about today.

	
	I've
	noticed something strange about wine in the Bible.  It often
	symbolizes two, complete opposites.  On the one hand (as we saw
	through Jacob's words to Judah), wine can be a symbol of joy —
	of prosperity and celebration.  On the other hand...well, why don't
	you tell me “the other hand” from today's readings.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the opposite meaning “wine” often symbolizes in the
	Bible?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	kind of “wine” do you imagine was the hope of the
	Vineyard Owner when He planted His vineyard and when He repeatedly
	sent His messengers to collect His fruit from His vineyard?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	kind of “wine” was produced in the vineyard by the end
	of the story?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you can remember back to Week 2, Day 1, we talked about the idea
	that God hungers for relationship with
	us.
	 The hope of good fruit for which He kept sending His servants to
	Israel was the hope that His nation would produce the fruit of
	obedience to the first and second greatest commands.  And the first
	command is all about a love-relationship with our Maker.  He desires
	the wine of enjoying and revelling in fellowship with His people. 
	Instead, time and again, the wine of judgment — (in
	Revelation's terms) wrath
	— was
	poured out.

	
	 I
	believe His wrath is, in part, the anger that comes from the hurt of
	disappointed love.  Because He longs so strenuously for a
	love-relationship with the people He created, their rejection of Him
	is so painful.  But there's another reason for the pouring out of
	His wrath that can be seen from today's “plus” readings.

	
	I
	apologize for the many, spotty Revelation references.  I want you to
	see a particular principle that's drawn out in particular verses,
	but those verses are scattered.  First, let's look at Isaiah 63:1-7.

	
	

	

	
	Pick
	out any verse that seems out of place in Isaiah 63:1-7.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 If
	you think the way I do, you picked out verse seven.  Why on earth
	does Isaiah suddenly break out into a song of praise extolling God's
	lovingkindness and goodness after a poem picturing God as a Mighty
	Warrior, stomping people down like grapes in a winepress?  There is
	an answer, though it's not easy for us to see.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Isaiah 63:4, what is in God's heart?  What has come?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	God's
	lovingkindness is connected to His wrath through His vengeance.
	 Specifically, vengeance for His redeemed.
	 You and I may still have a hard time seeing it.  Let's look at the
	principle as seen in Revelation.

	
	

	

	
	What
	fills the bowls/vials of Revelation 16 and where did it come from
	(Rev. 14:19)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	background to the harvest of “the grapes of wrath” in
	Revelation 14 is the wholesale slaughter of all who refuse to
	worship “the beast” (antichrist) and his image (Rev.
	13:15, 14:13).  The pouring out of God's judgment as seen in
	Revelation 16 is strongly connected to the justice of God's
	vengeance of His own (16:6-7).

	
	

	

	
	To
	what is the judgment of “Babylon the Great,” the Harlot,
	connected (Rev.17:5-6,19:1-2)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you see the wine of God's enjoyment in His people linked to the wine
	of God's wrath?  His vengeance on those who shed the blood of His
	people comes from His great love for them.  I'm sure you can already
	see how this principle comes into our parable of the week, but we'll
	take up the subject again tomorrow.
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	Week 9, Day
	5

	
	The
	Story of the Vineyard and the Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	21:33-46

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 21:33-46, 23:29-39, Psalm 118, 
	

	
	1 Peter
	2:4-10,

	
	

	

	
	As
	I told you, today's lesson is a continuation of yesterday's.  Today,
	we'll take a quick look at history to see the fulfillment of the
	promised vengeance about which Jesus warned Israel's leaders in His
	parable.

	
	Let's
	see that promise again, this time less veiled, in today's first
	“plus” passage.

	
	

	

	
	Paraphrase
	Jesus' words to the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23:31-32.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Was
	Jesus telling the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23:29-39 that the
	sons would have to pay for the sins of the fathers?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Not
	at all.  God's justice prohibits sons paying the penalty for
	fathers' sins (Deut. 24:16).  What Jesus is saying in Matthew
	23:31-32 is, “Like father, like son.”  The scribes and
	Pharisees were about to demonstrate that they were sons of the
	prophet-killers by the strong resemblance they bore to their fathers
	in that area.

	
	One
	puzzling piece of this week's parable is the continuity between the
	different groups of the wicked vinedressers.  After all, in Matthew
	21:33-46, Jesus addressed the religious and national leaders of His
	day with His story, and those leaders knew they had been addressed. 
	However, in the parable, it almost appears that the wicked servants
	responsible for the deaths and persecutions of all the Vineyard
	Owner's servants were the same wicked servants responsible for the
	death of the Son.  Yet in historical Israel, all the different
	groups of national or religious leaders that lived during the times
	of the prophets were separated from the leaders of Jesus' day by
	centuries.  But it seems from the parable that the Vineyard Owner
	lumps them all together.

	
	It
	also seems from Matthew 23:29-39 that the Vineyard Owner lumps them
	all together.

	
	

	

	
	Take
	a good, hard look at Matthew 23:34-36 and do your best to explain
	the meaning of the verses.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Not
	easy, is it?  I've wrestled with these verses many times and still
	don't have them pinned.  However, I think a key to understanding
	them is to realize that God's vengeance grows from His great love
	for His own.  2 Kings 24:4 says, regarding a particularly depraved
	king of Judah named Manasseh, “and also because of the
	innocent blood that he had shed; for he had filled Jerusalem with
	innocent blood, which the LORD would not pardon.”  Yet 2
	Chronicles 33 tells the story of Manasseh's repentance and pardon. 
	God pardoned Manasseh personally, but the innocent blood itself
	could not be pardoned.  It couldn't be swept under the rug.  Because
	of God's great love for His people, there must be some kind of
	recompense, some kind of payment made, for innocent blood shed by
	guilty blood being shed.  Matthew 23:29-39 seems to be saying that
	God would allow the leaders in Israel in Jesus' day to commit crimes
	greater than all those their fathers had committed so that, in
	paying for their own crimes, their guilty blood shed would be the
	reminder of the blood shed of all of God's prophets from “...the
	blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah”
	(v. 35).

	
	In
	Matthew 23:29-39, Jesus does not apparently count His own blood
	among the innocent blood needing recompensed.  In Matthew 21:33-46,
	He certainly does.  In fact, the clearest point of the parable is
	that the wicked servants signed their death warrants by killing the
	Vineyard Owner's Son.  If the messengers of the Vineyard Owner were
	precious to Him and if their blood needed recompensing, how much
	greater was the crime (in the Vineyard Owner's eyes) of killing His
	own Son?  We saw who's greater on Day 3.

	
	There
	are clouds of confusion surrounding the identity of “Zechariah,
	son of Berechiah...”  (Matt. 23:35).  I won't wade into the
	clouds today.  I'll just say I personally believe that in naming
	“Zechariah, son of Berechiah,” Jesus was pointing toward
	Himself.  Yes, His blood (the only truly innocent blood) also needed
	its recompense.

	
	I
	want to step out-of-order for a moment to look very briefly at the
	surrounding context of this week's parable — not the context
	that comes before the parable but the context that comes after it. 
	This context is (what I'm calling) the story of the Prince's wedding
	feast.  Because it is next week's parable and we will see next week
	how the two stories are joined at the point, we won't look at the
	story itself today — just one verse of it (which verse I can
	then leave alone next week).  Matthew 22:6 speaks about a group of
	invitees to the Prince's wedding feast who, “...seized his
	[the King's] servants, treated them spitefully, and killed them.”
	 Matthew 22:7 goes on to say, “But when the king heard about
	it, he was furious.  And he sent out his armies, destroyed those
	murderers, and burned up their city.”  This verse is our
	entryway into the subject for today of Israel's history.

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you know any events in Israel's history that were perfectly
	fulfilled by Matthew 22:7?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	audience of Jesus' story of Matthew 21:33-46 predicted the Vineyard
	Owner would, “...destroy those wicked men miserably, and lease
	his vineyard to other vinedressers who will render to him the fruits
	in their seasons” (Matt. 21:41).  Jesus' response, promising
	that if the “chief cornerstone” falls on anyone he'll be
	smashed to smithereens, seems to agree with His audience's
	prediction.  They had answered correctly.

	
	Matthew
	22:7 fleshes out the picture of what that smashing to smithereens
	(or grinding to powder) would look like.  It looks like the King
	sending out His armies, destroying the murderers, and burning their
	city.

	
	Matthew
	23:38 informs Jerusalem that her house would be left to her
	desolate.  Then, one verse away (Matt. 24:1-2), Jesus tells His
	disciples (looking at Jerusalem's temple), “Do you not see all
	these things?  Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left
	here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.”

	
	With
	the conquering of Jerusalem under Titus in 70 A.D., Jesus' promises
	were fulfilled with incredible precision.  The temple was utterly
	destroyed and the city was burned with fire.  Since that time until
	the time of the last century, Israel ceased to be a nation, as such.

	
	

	

	
	State
	your understanding of Matthew 21:43.

	
	

	

	
	   
	

	
	It's
	a verse we'll come back to.  But now, let's look at the psalm that
	opens and closes Matthew 21.

	
	

	

	
	What
	psalm is quoted (in part) in the first event of Matthew 21?  Where
	is it quoted in the last event?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 You
	may have noticed that the verse of Psalm 118 quoted in the Palm
	Sunday parade was quoted by Jesus Himself at the end of Matthew 23. 
	We'll go back there in a moment, too.

	
	Did
	you find the original context for the two verses of Psalm 118 quoted
	in Matthew 21 strange?

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the general theme of Psalm 118:1-21.

	
	

	

	
	  
	

	
	I
	can see how that theme — rejoicing in God's goodness as seen
	by His vengeance against the enemies of His people — ties in
	to some of the studying we've done this week.  I can see how it ties
	in to the “Hosannas” the crowd cried on Palm Sunday (Ps.
	118:25-26).  The Jews believed that theme was the main task the
	Messiah would accomplish.  The crowd on Palm Sunday thought the
	Messiah had arrived to crush the Romans.  They couldn't have
	imagined the way the story would go — God's vengeance against
	the enemies of His people by sending Rome
	against them?  And those enemies were Jews?  Unthinkable!

	
	Yet
	the turning point of Psalm 118 is the little, prophetic verse (I
	very much doubt the psalm writer had any idea what the verse meant)
	about the builders rejecting the chief cornerstone.  Stranger still,
	the psalm writer explains that it's God's
	doing!  What's God's doing?  The rejection of the cornerstone by the
	builders?  Or the choosing of the stone as the chief cornerstone? 
	Well, both, the way it turned out.  Not that God is ever responsible
	for sin, but He used the results of the greatest crime ever
	committed to enact the greatest sacrifice ever made.  (Ps. 118:27
	hints at this part of the story.)  It certainly is “marvelous
	in our eyes.”  It is not a plot any human writer, however
	imaginative, could have invented.

	
	There
	was another work God was doing by allowing the rejection of His
	chief cornerstone.  This is a work that Matthew 21:43 points toward,
	and it is the subject of 1 Peter 2:4-10.

	
	I
	don't know how you answered the question earlier when I asked you to
	state your understanding of Matthew 21:43.  However, I would answer
	it with 1 Peter 2:4-10.  Perhaps remembering this week's parable and
	Jesus' quoting of Psalm 118, Peter picks up on the metaphor used in
	the psalm and runs with it.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Comparing
	Ephesians 2:11-22 with 1 Peter 2:4-10, what kind of building is
	being built in 1 Peter 2:5?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  Peter
	doesn't state the fact in so many words, but by using terms such as,
	“spiritual house...holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual
	sacrifices...” Peter reveals that he is thinking of the
	temple.  He is saying (indirectly) that the “living stones”
	who are being built on the chief cornerstone are being built into a
	new
	temple.  A living one.

	
	These
	words were likely written before Jerusalem's temple was destroyed. 
	These words were written before Israel had ceased to exist as a
	nation in its own land.  But the disciples had already grasped that
	Jesus was building a new temple and a new nation — not a
	temple of stone and not a nation of lines drawn on a map.

	
	

	

	
	Describe
	the nation of 1 Peter 2:4-10 from verses nine and ten.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 These
	were the exact verses that came to mind when I began digging into
	Jesus' words in Matthew 21:43, “Therefore I say to you, the
	kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a
	nation
	bearing the fruits of it” (emphasis added).  From Peter's
	reference to the chief cornerstone and His living stones in
	connection with Christ's new nation, I can't help wondering if Peter
	was also recalling these words of Jesus.

	
	I
	hope you noticed from Ephesians 2:11-22 (extra-credit reading today)
	its main point that both Christ-believing Gentiles and
	Christ-believing Jews are built into one holy temple.  There are to
	be no divisions between groups within Christ's body.  We are all
	members of the new nation to which the kingdom is given.

	
	I
	stated earlier that there was another work God was doing by allowing
	His chosen nation, by and large, to reject their Messiah.  I was
	thinking of the “nation” of 1 Peter 2:4-10.  I mean that
	God used the Messiah's death and the destruction of Israel as a
	nation to do an awesome work among the Gentiles.  When the chief
	cornerstone “fell” on the physical temple of Jerusalem
	because of that city's rejection of Him and His prophets, He did
	indeed smash that temple to smithereens.   But through the smashing
	of that temple to smithereens and the dispersion of the nation
	Israel, another temple was built on that chief cornerstone, a
	worldwide temple consisting of living stones.  It will be the
	subject of next week's first lesson, and I'd better save it till
	then.

	
	As
	part of that subject, however, we'll also see next week that God is
	anything but finished with the nation of Israel as a nation.  We'll
	see it clearly through next lesson's “plus” reading, but
	I'd like us to see it also through today's.  Let's go back, as
	promised, to Matthew 23:39.

	
	

	

	
	Considering
	the chronology of Matthew 21-23, when do you believe Matthew 23:39
	will be fulfilled?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That
	question may have given you some trouble if you're unfamiliar with
	Bible prophecy.  Here's what I was getting at: Matthew 23 comes
	after Matthew 21 chronologically.  In Matthew 21, the people had
	already once said, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the
	LORD!”  In that case, Jesus seems to be telling Jerusalem she
	will once again greet Him with that cry.  This will be the final and
	true fulfillment of Psalm 118.  Psalm 118 names Israel as one toward
	whom, “His mercy endures forever.”  God is not done with
	Israel as His people.  Don't forget, there will be a second coming
	of the King of Israel.  That nation was integrally involved in the
	first coming through their rejection of their King.  They will be
	just as integrally involved the second time through their
	recognition of Him as their true King.  Many prophecies proclaim it.

	
	Historically,
	we've seen Matthew 21's promises of judgment on Israel and its
	leaders come true.  I believe the promises of restoration of the
	nation will come just as true.
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	Week 9
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	—  From Genesis 49:8-12, point out the signs of authority of
	“Judah.”

	
	2
	— Comparing Matthew 21:33 to Isaiah 5:2, what messages did
	Jesus send right from the start of His story?

	
	3
	— From Matthew 21, address the Vineyard Owner's view of the
	difference between His servants and His Son.

	
	4
	— How
	did the wicked servants' motivation in Matthew 21:38 translate into
	real terms of the motivation of the leaders of Israel for killing
	Jesus?

	
	5
	— State your understanding of Matthew 21:43.

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	This
	week's parable was a tricky, touchy, terrifying subject on which to
	write.  Because it deals unavoidably and intimately with the nation
	of Israel and its history, and that history is a history of great
	suffering, writing, as a Gentile, about the nation Israel and its
	history feels a little like picking my way through a minefield.

	
	Because
	much of Israel's recent history of suffering was excused by the
	people causing it under the chant, “Christ-killers,” it
	should cause me a great deal of unease to write about a parable
	where Jesus states explicitly that some of Israel's suffering would
	indeed result directly from His killing.  Notice, however, from
	Jesus' own words, the judgment on Jerusalem directly connected to
	His murder fell on the generation responsible for His murder
	(Matthew 23:34-36).  God does not visit the sins of the fathers on
	the children unless the children repeat the sins of the fathers
	(Ezekiel 18:20).  Remembering God's vengeance of His own, it is a
	fearful thing to think of His retribution for all the suffering
	enacted against His nation, whatever the excuse made for it.

	
	I
	don't profess to understand why God has allowed (or directed) so
	much suffering in the life of His chosen nation.  We can learn from
	the story of Job that sitting in judgment on the sufferings of
	others, convinced we have God's mind on the matter, is a bad idea. 
	At the same time, where God states right out in black and white in
	His Word the reasons for some particular instance of suffering,
	neither can we ignore those reasons.

	
	Because
	Jesus' words regarding the judgment of Jerusalem were fulfilled so
	patently in 70 A.D. and because this week's parable informs us in no
	uncertain terms that that judgment was connected to Jesus' death and
	the deaths of His prophets and other followers, I felt a necessity
	to tackle the subject (with some trepidation).

	
	The
	note I need to finish this week on is the same note struck on Days 2
	and 5.  God will never wash His hands of the nation Israel.  They
	will always be His chosen people.  Both the Old and New Testaments
	are very clear.  God has forever kinds of plans for Israel.

	
	If
	we've seen a great deal of suffering through the history of Israel,
	haven't we also seen incredible resilience?  Hasn't God shown, even
	in recent history, His miraculous care and provision for His nation?
	 When history wraps up, we'll finally get to see Israel's destiny
	unfold and see how every twist and turn worked into God's plan, both
	for His nation and for the world.
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	Week 10,
	Day 1

	
	The
	Story of  the Prince's Wedding Feast — 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:1-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 22:1-14, Romans 11

	
	

	

	
	The
	parable I'm calling, “The Story of the Prince's Wedding
	Feast,” like last week's story, delivers a knock-out of an
	emotional punch.  It hit me anew recently as I was preparing to
	write these lessons.  If you're anything like me, you tend to read
	Jesus' parables like the fairy stories you learned in the nursery. 
	The stories are so familiar, and I assume I already understand them
	so well, for me they've lost the shock value they should have (the
	parables, I mean — not the fairy stories, though the fairy
	stories are oftentimes rather shocking, too.)

	
	

	

	
	Imagine
	the story of Matthew 22:1-14 as a real situation.  Comment on the
	shock value Jesus intended.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	paid little attention at the time, but I'm old enough to remember
	the first wedding of the Prince of Wales and the hoopla surrounding
	the event.  I paid little attention to the most recent royal
	wedding, but a person would have to be blind, deaf, and in solitary
	confinement not to know that a royal wedding is a big deal.  
	

	
	Now,
	try to imagine a royal wedding (the wedding of the prince,
	no less) where all plans have been laid within an inch of their
	lives and the big day arrives with not a hitch as far as the
	planners are concerned.  But one hitch occurs on the day.  The
	King's servants have been sent to fetch the invitees — the
	nobility of the land; the lords and ladies and dukes and duchesses —
	in the royal coaches (or the chauffeurs in the royal limos).  And
	the invitees, with one voice, begin sending back through the
	servants their RSVPs of “will not attend.”   
	

	
	There
	are various excuses.  “I have a hay crop to get in and it
	might be raining tomorrow.”  “I'm absolutely swamped
	with work; I can't get the day off.”  But the long and short
	of it is, the invitees just can't be bothered.

	
	The
	most shocking part of this shocking story are the invitees who,
	angered by the servants' insistence that they come to the wedding
	and apparently feeling themselves personally affronted by having
	their weighty, important schedules interrupted, begin knocking the
	King's servants around, actually killing some.

	
	The
	story sounds like another example of Jesus' keen-edged sense of
	humour.  The laugh is cut short, however, by recalling that Jesus
	told the story about God's greater reality from God's perspective.

	
	As
	usual, I'd like to begin considering the week's parable by
	considering its context.  We studied that context (the story of the
	vineyard and the wicked servants) in some detail last week, but last
	week's story is not complete without looking at this week's, and
	this week's story is not complete without looking at last week's.

	
	First,
	I want to mention (but not dwell on today), the story of the
	Prince's wedding feast fills out the picture of the Vineyard Owner. 
	Last week, we saw the Vineyard Owner saying to His vineyard, “Give
	Me My fruit!”  But this week, we see that the Vineyard
	Owner/King not only asks something that's rightfully His, He offers
	something.  He is not a taker, He is a giver.  He takes only to
	give.  More on that subject as the week progresses.

	
	The
	second thing I'd like to point out about the connection between last
	week's parable and this week's is the subject of today's lesson: the
	role of the nation Israel in both parables.

	
	

	

	
	Remembering
	the parable of Matthew 21:33-46, where do you see the nation Israel
	in Matthew 22:1-14, and why do you think Jesus may have told these
	parables back-to-back?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 One
	main point of Matthew 22:1-14 seems to me to be Israel's role in the
	salvation of the Gentiles.  There can be little question that the
	first group of invitees was the nation Israel.  I wonder if Jesus
	strung the two parables together because He was stating two
	different motivations for His rejection.  
	

	
	Last
	week's parable focused primarily on the leaders of Israel and the
	reason they rejected Jesus.  That reason (at least, the reason
	brought out by the parable) was the love of power.  The religious
	and national authorities wanted the vineyard (the nation of Israel)
	for themselves — under their own control.  
	

	
	But
	it wasn't only the leaders of Israel who rejected Jesus.  By and
	large, the man on the street (Israel's streets, that is) rejected
	Jesus, as well.  This does not make Israel unique.  By and large,
	the man on the street in any city of the world has also rejected
	Jesus.  (Jesus said in Luke 13:24 that the gate of salvation is
	narrow and few would enter it.  The majority of the population will
	always reject Jesus until He comes again in power.)

	
	The
	story this week reveals another motive for Jesus' rejection.  (That
	motive looks as paltry seen in real-life from the right perspective
	as it does in Jesus' story).  If the leaders in Israel craved
	control of the nation, the man on the street generally rejects Jesus
	from another (though related) motive.  I feel like I'm saying this
	too often today, but I don't want to say anymore on the subject now.
	 It comes up again this week.

	
	There
	is a difference between Israel's rejection of their Messiah and the
	Gentile-man-on-the-street's rejection.  Israel was the first group
	of invitees in this week's parable.  They were (in my version) the
	nobility of the land — the lords and ladies — the ones
	who should have been expected to come to the wedding.  They were the
	ones with advance notice.  They received their invitations millennia
	ago.  Greater knowledge equals less excuse.  But, then again, no
	excuse for turning down an invitation to a royal wedding is a good
	one.

	
	From
	Matthew 22:1-14, if you were already thinking of the first invitees
	as the Jews and the second, rag-tag, motley crew as the Gentiles,
	you'll know exactly what today's “plus” reading has to
	do with this week's parable.  And that “plus” passage is
	so direct, how can I commentate?  Feel free to do your own
	commentating.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Romans 11, what does Paul have to say about the relationship between
	unbelieving Jews and believing Gentiles?  How does the nation Israel
	fit into God's plans for the world?  How does the nation Israel fit
	into God's plans for the nation Israel?  Is there anything that
	puzzles you in Romans 11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	imagine you probably said everything I could say.  I won't have much
	to add, but there are two verses that puzzle me every time I read
	them.  “For
	if their being cast away is the reconciliation of the world,
	what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?” (Rom.
	11:15, emphasis added), and, “For as you were once disobedient
	to God, yet have now obtained mercy through
	their disobedience”
	(Rom. 11:30, emphasis added).  (Okay, now that I'm really looking I
	find a whole lot more than two verses that puzzle me.  The main
	points of the chapter seem clear to me, but the forms they're
	expressed in often leave me with question marks dancing above my
	head.   There are only two verses, however, where I think I might be
	able to deal with those question marks or at least two verses where
	I'm going to try.)

	
	I
	can see that one of the main points of Romans 11 seems to be that
	Israel's rejection of their Messiah worked into God's plan for the
	world by giving Gentiles the chance to accept Him.  We looked at it
	briefly last week on Day 5.  It was “the LORD's doing”
	that the cornerstone should be rejected in order for a new “temple”
	and nation to be built.  I can see the principle expressed through
	Romans 11.  But I'm left asking, “Why?”

	
	Why
	did one group of invitees have to turn down the invitations before
	the other group was asked?  Is seating at the wedding limited?  Is
	there not enough oxen and fatted calf to go around for everybody?  
	

	
	I
	can dimly understand that God started His work in the world among
	the little nation of Israel because He found one man and his son and
	grandson who would listen to His voice.  And He blessed those
	patriarchs by creating a nation of them, a nation that was special
	to Him.  But He created that nation, at least in part, for the
	reason that He wanted to spread the knowledge of Himself into all
	the world.  Through that nation, He wrote down His messages to the
	world in the form of a Book.  (He sent out His written invitations.)
	 In Romans 3:2, the Apostle Paul writes that being the guardians of
	this Book was the major spiritual advantage of being Jewish. 
	(Advance invitations should be an advantage in getting ready for a
	wedding, after all.)

	
	And
	ultimately through His little nation, God sent His Messiah.  If He
	Himself was going to become really and truly human, He needed human
	parents.  He needed a lineage.  He needed a nationality.

	
	I
	can see why God would decide to send His invitation to His chosen
	nation first.  They are special to Him.  The question I'm left with,
	however, is why Paul seems to teach in Romans 11 that the general
	rejection of the Messiah by His nation was necessary for the
	salvation of the Gentiles.

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you see any way that Israel's rejection of their Messiah worked into
	the salvation of the Gentiles?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There
	is the obvious, isn't there?  The obvious being that Israel's
	rejection of their Messiah was necessary for anyone's
	salvation.  His death was somehow vital to God's plan.  In some way
	that I can't comprehend, His death was required to pay for our sin. 
	That death happened through the rejection of His nation.

	
	Is
	that the “disobedience” through which we've now obtained
	mercy (Rom. 11:30) and which resulted in the reconciliation of the
	world (Rom. 11:15)?  I don't know, but it's the best guess I have to
	offer.  What would have become of the Gentiles if the Jews had
	accepted their King when He first revealed Himself to them?

	
	I
	opened up a subject last week that I should try to get the lid back
	on today.  It doesn't address my questions on Romans 11 overtly, but
	it addresses the question of how Israel's rejection of their Messiah
	affected the Gentile world.  Discussing the destruction of Jerusalem
	and the nation under Titus in 70 A.D., I stated that through the
	destruction of Israel as a nation, God did a work among the
	Gentiles.  It was the same work He did by allowing the early
	followers of Jesus to be persecuted and scattered from city to city
	throughout the land of Israel.  Acts 8:4 says, “Therefore
	those who were scattered went everywhere preaching the word.” 
	At the time of the destruction of Jerusalem, the church's
	headquarters were situated in Jerusalem.  The land of Israel was the
	centre of Christianity.  When Titus destroyed Jerusalem and
	dispersed the Jews throughout all nations, you can bet the Jewish
	Christians couldn't help “preaching the word” wherever
	they went.
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	Week 10,
	Day 2

	
	The
	Story of  the Prince's Wedding Feast — 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:1-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 22:1-14, Luke 14:12-24, 22:13-30,

	
	Psalm 81

	
	

	

	
	Today's
	“plus” readings will set the stage for the rest of this
	week.  We won't exhaust their treasures today, but I'd like to draw
	out a number of points from them that will be main points in this
	week's lessons.  Let our three “plus” passages hover in
	your mind this week, forming the background for the rest of the
	lessons.

	
	I
	mentioned yesterday that this week's parable fills out the picture
	we're given of the Vineyard Owner from last week's story.  He is not
	just a Vineyard Owner, sending messengers to His vineyard, saying,
	“Give Me My fruit!”  He's the King, extending an
	incredible privilege to all who are willing to accept it.  He's the
	King, inviting anyone and everyone to a feast unlike any other —
	the wedding feast of His own Son.

	
	This
	incredible privilege looks even more incredible when the truth
	proclaimed by the rest of the New Testament is understood.  That
	truth proclaims that anyone and everyone is invited to come to the
	wedding, not just as a guest, but as part of the corporate bride.
	 Bear that truth in mind as we dig into this week's parable.  It is
	a vital understanding, but we won't spend much time this week
	discussing the bride.  In this week's parable, the bride is in the
	background, and the focus is on the guest list, so we'll follow that
	example.

	
	This
	week, the incredible privilege the King offers to all will consume a
	large portion of our study time and energy.  The invitation extended
	is an incredible privilege, but to what are we invited?  That will
	be the question I hope to answer (in part).  What is the feast, and
	why is attending such an incredible privilege?

	
	Under
	that topic, we'll unavoidably be learning to know more of the
	character of the King who has issued the invitation.  The incredible
	privilege of the invitation and the incredible bounty of the feast
	are all tied up with the character of the King, so let's start
	there.  Let's look closer at the King's character by looking at our
	first plus passage — just a slightly different version of
	Matthew 22:1-14, but the differences are instructive.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 14:12-14, who should be invited to the “feasts” we
	hold?  Why?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Luke 14:21, who did “a certain man” (representing God)
	invite to His feast?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	the exactness of the wording, what point do you think Jesus was
	making in Luke 14:21?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	the reason we're to invite “the poor, the maimed, the lame,
	the blind” to our “feasts” is for their very
	inability to repay, I imagine Jesus was making the point that God
	invites those to His feast who are unable to repay Him.  This is a
	very different picture than the one of the Vineyard Owner saying,
	“Give me My fruit!” 
	

	
	But
	doesn't God want pay for His work in His vineyard?  Doesn't God want
	any reward from His feast?

	
	Notice
	something here.  Notice that Jesus doesn't say, “Invite people
	to your feasts who can't repay you so that you'll never get repaid.”
	 What does He promise, rather?

	
	

	

	
	What
	does Jesus promise regarding extending favour toward those who can't
	return the favour (v. 14)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It's
	the principle we discovered in Week 7.  God's idea of justice
	involves repayment (rich repayment) for any sacrifice offered.  He
	believes in honest work receiving honest reward.  I told you I
	believe all good things and all good principles are good things and
	good principles because they spring directly from His character.  I
	believe we see the principle of, “Honest pay for honest work,”
	in last week's parable.  God does look for fruit from all His work
	in His vineyard.  But all of us who have said “yes” to
	the invitation to God's feast are utterly unable to repay Him,
	aren't we?  I think we repay God the same way the poor, maimed,
	lame, and blind repaid the Man who invited them to His feast.  We
	say “yes,” and we go to the feast.

	
	I
	told you yesterday that God is essentially a giver, not a taker.  He
	takes only in order to give.  The taking and giving He does also
	spring directly from His character, and that character is
	all-relational.  He is Love.  Remember that the feast to which we're
	invited is a wedding feast and we're invited as the bride.  In the
	love-relationship between husband and wife, we can see the perfect
	illustration (at least, in a perfect relationship between perfect
	husband and perfect wife we would see it) of the kind of taking and
	giving God does.  Certainly, the husband looks for the reward of
	love from his wife.  Certainly, the husband “takes” love
	from the wife.  But the giving and the taking is joy to both parties
	in love.  The giving is as much reward as the taking.

	
	When
	God sends to His vineyard to say, “Give Me My fruit!”
	what is He asking?  That fruit He desires to see is hopelessly
	entangled with the love-relationship He wants with His bride.  By
	“Give Me My fruit!” He means only, “Come!  Let me
	pour out love on you, and love Me in return.”  And also,
	“Then, love those I love.”

	
	The
	God of relationship, the God of the Bible, who looks for a return of
	His love moves me to that return far more than does some purely
	altruistic (purely imaginary) god who says, “I love you but
	ask no repayment.  You have nothing to give Me.  I have no wants you
	can meet.”  God does, of course, spill out His love wantonly
	where it will never be returned.  But the God of the Bible does not
	do so without pain as a purely altruistic god would.  The God who
	says, “I long for you.  I long for you to love Me,” is a
	God of more infinite beauty (to me, at least) and humility than the
	god of pure altruism we sometimes (for no explicable reason) imagine
	He is.

	
	There
	it is!  I've given away this week's main point.  The “feast”
	is a love-relationship.  Our feast is God, pouring out His love on
	us.  His reward for the feast is our acceptance and return of His
	love.

	
	There
	is something else about Luke 14:12-24 that begs to be noticed.  It's
	a principle we looked at on Week 8, Day 4, and that principle is the
	truth that only those who recognize need (because their needs make
	themselves so blatantly obvious) will respond favourably to God's
	invitation.  The poor, maimed, lame, and blind are the ones to
	attend the feast because they are the ones who are hungry and needy.
	 In reality, all those who reject the invitation are also poor,
	maimed, lame, and blind, but because they still manage to work their
	ground, drive their oxen, and marry their wives, they don't
	recognize any need or desire to attend any feasts.

	
	One
	more item from Luke 14:12-24, and that item will lead us into the
	next “plus” passage.

	
	

	

	
	What
	comment in Luke 14:15 sparked Jesus' telling of the parallel of this
	week's parable?

	
	

	

	
	    
	

	
	Where
	in Luke 22:13-30 can you find the confirmation of this comment?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Yes,
	Jesus says, there will be eating and drinking and feasting in the
	final fulfillment of the kingdom.  What form this eating and
	drinking will take, if it will be eating and drinking just as we
	know it now, is a question on which I won't speculate.  I will say,
	though, that whether or not the feasting is literal I am fairly sure
	it is also figurative.  I mean, as with life on this earth, even the
	literal acts of eating and drinking carry far more significance than
	physical acts which satisfy physical hunger.  We took on the subject
	head-on in Week 2, Day 1 (and indirectly in probably every lesson
	since).  (If you can't remember what we talked about in Week 2, Day
	1, you may want to go back for a quick review.  It will save time if
	I don't repeat everything written there as most of it relates very
	closely to this week's subject.)

	
	The
	pieces of Luke 22:13-30 which I'd like to zoom in on are all the
	mentions made of eating and drinking in the kingdom in verses
	fifteen and sixteen, verse eighteen, and verse thirty.  But as with
	today's first “plus” passage, keep the whole of this
	passage warm on the back burner of your mind.  It will be recurring.

	
	

	

	
	Does
	Luke 22:16 open up a new view for you of the Feast of Passover?  If
	so, in what way?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	opened my mind the first time I really noticed it.  I had never
	before realized there would be a third and final fulfillment of the
	Passover Feast.  I knew about the first fulfillment — when the
	nation Israel was freed from slavery in Egypt by a means that
	involved the protection of the blood of a lamb.  I knew about the
	second fulfillment — when Christ created a new nation by
	freeing from sin's slavery all who claimed the protection of the
	blood of a different Lamb.  He makes this second fulfillment very
	clear through Luke 22:19, calling His body, given for His people,
	the unleavened bread of the Passover Feast and in Luke 22:20,
	calling the wine of the Passover Feast the cup of the new covenant
	of His blood.

	
	What
	I had never before realized was that He was also connecting the
	bread and wine of Passover with the bread and wine which will be
	served at a future feast.  There was a future feast in the kingdom
	of God that I'd heard about.  In Revelation 19:9, it's called “the
	marriage supper of the Lamb.”  (Considering the Son is
	referred to as “the Son” in places and “the Lamb”
	in other places, the Prince's wedding feast being identical to “the
	marriage supper of the Lamb” is a fact too obvious to be
	pointed out — just thought I'd point it out, anyway.)

	
	Seeing
	there is one future feast mentioned by name in the future kingdom,
	will the third Feast of Passover also be identical to “the
	marriage supper of the Lamb”?  It seems likely, doesn't it? 
	Before really noticing Luke 22:15-16, I had never before connected
	Passover to a marriage feast, but now I can see the connections.  
	

	
	In
	the Old Testament, God repeatedly used the imagery of Himself as
	Husband and Israel as His wife (Ezek. 16, Hosea).  The covenant
	between God and His nation as a whole (not just the individuals who
	were the founders of the nation) began at Passover.  The imagery of
	bride and bridegroom is also used repeatedly in the New Testament
	for Christ and His church.  That covenant began (as Jesus stated) at
	the second fulfillment of Passover.  It shouldn't be surprising,
	then, that the final consummation of the covenant between God and
	all His people will be looked on as the third fulfillment of
	Passover.

	
	This
	week, I want to use the elements of the bread and wine of Passover
	as the framework for an outline.  Tomorrow, we'll look at the bread
	and what it represents for us.  On Day 4, we'll look at the wine. 
	On Day 5, we'll look at the last part of this week's parable —
	the wedding clothes.

	
	So
	from Luke 14:12-24, take hold of and hang onto the thought that the
	feast is a love-relationship, given by a God who seeks only a return
	of His love as His reward (and that only those who recognize need
	will respond).  From Luke 22:13-30, hang onto the bread and wine and
	their future fulfillments in the kingdom.

	
	Time
	for our third “plus” passage for the day.

	
	

	

	
	From
	the context of Psalm 81:1-7, state what “feast” is being
	referred to in verse three.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the tone of the Psalm?  What is commanded in verses one and two?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Why
	would the event of the first Passover and its commemorations be a
	joyful event (v. 6)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	tone of Psalm 81 is joyous, even exuberant.  (A psalm of Asaph! 
	Imagine that!  Apparently, Asaph had his good days, too.)  And this
	is the main point I want you to take away from Psalm 81 — if
	the first Passover and all its commemorations were joyful events,
	can you imagine the joy of its final fulfillment?  The joy of the
	wedding feast is the last main point I'd like you to hang onto
	today.

	
	To
	close today, notice the last nine verses of Psalm 81.  They'll
	introduce tomorrow's subject: the bread.

	
	

	

	
	Comment
	on the relationship in Psalm 81 between verses nine, ten and
	sixteen.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	With
	what will God feed His people?  What will satisfy them?  What won't
	satisfy?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is symbolism we've seen before (namely on Week 2, Day 1).  Verse ten
	is a promise of satisfaction to those who seek their satisfaction in
	God.  Verse nine is a warning of the futility of seeking
	satisfaction elsewhere.  Only if we put away other gods will we find
	the satisfaction that comes from the One True God.
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	Week 10,
	Day 3

	
	The
	Story of  the Prince's Wedding Feast — 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:1-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 22:1-14, Psalm 78:17-31, John 6:30-41 
	

	
	

	

	
	I
	hope yesterday's three “plus” passages are still
	loitering in the back of your mind today.  I will be drawing on them
	again today, but I haven't had you reread them as that would make
	for a heavy reading list, and if you followed yesterday's
	instructions to hang onto them, those passages should still be fresh
	in your mind, anyway.

	
	For
	a start, remember that the account of Jesus' last Passover with His
	disciples (before its final fulfillment, that is) gives us our
	outline for today and tomorrow.  Today's subject is the bread which
	He stated was His own broken body.  Tomorrow we'll look at the wine
	of His blood.

	
	I
	hope you noticed that today's “plus” readings revolve
	around “the bread which came down from heaven.”  You may
	also have noticed, in John 6:30-41, the Bible's knife-edge humour. 
	The account is not downright hilarious when the reality of the story
	is remembered, but the irony of the situation was obviously apparent
	to Jesus, and I believe John subtly brought out that irony in the
	way he wrote the account.

	
	To
	appreciate the irony, we have to know a little piece of Israel's
	history — a history the Jews of John 6 certainly knew but
	conveniently forgot.  Psalm 78:17-31 is a recap of that piece.

	
	

	

	
	If
	you know the historical background behind the story of Psalm
	78:17-31, how did the Israelites in the wilderness feel about “the
	bread which came down from heaven”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Psalm
	78:17-31 is retelling the story of Numbers 11.  From the very first
	verse of Numbers 11, we learn that what is about to follow is a
	story of the Israelites in the desert (after being freed from
	slavery in Egypt) complaining
	(take note of that word) against God and God being displeased by
	their complaints.  Numbers 11 tells how the Israelites craved meat
	and complained against God for giving them only manna.

	
	If
	you're unfamiliar with manna, I'll back up to Exodus 16 to explain. 
	“Then the LORD said to Moses, 'Behold, I will rain bread from
	heaven for you.  And the people shall go out and gather a certain
	quota every day, that I may test them, whether they will walk in My
	law or not'...So it was that quails came up at evening and covered
	the camp, and in the morning the dew lay all around the camp.  And
	when the layer of dew lifted, there, on the surface of the
	wilderness, was a small round substance, as fine as frost on the
	ground.  So when the children of Israel saw it, they said to one
	another, 'What is it?'  For they did not know what it was.  And
	Moses said to them, 'This is the bread which the LORD has given you
	to eat.'...And the house of Israel called its name Manna.  And it
	was like white coriander seed, and the taste of it was like wafers
	made with honey” (Ex. 16:4,13-15, 31)  (“Manna”
	simply means, “What?” by the way.  It was what the
	people said when they saw it.) 
	

	
	Numbers
	11 goes on to relate how the people wished themselves back in Egypt
	for the sake of the meat they had there, and God responded by
	sending them meat.  Quail, like in Exodus 16.  Quail upon quail upon
	quail.  But this time, the meat the people ate had the same result
	going back to Egypt would have.  Death.  “So he called the
	name of that place Kibroth Hattaavah, because there they buried the
	people who had yielded to craving” (Num. 11:34).  “Kibroth
	Hattaavah,” the margin of my Bible informs me, means, “Graves
	of Craving.”  The death was contained right within the
	fulfillment of the craving.

	
	I
	asked you earlier how the Israelites in the wilderness felt about
	“the bread which came down from heaven.”  Hear it from
	their own lips.  “And the people spoke against God and against
	Moses: 'Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the
	wilderness?  For there is no food and no water, and our
	soul loathes this worthless bread”
	(Num. 21:5, emphasis added).  Whoa!  Strong words to use for “the
	finest of wheat,” “honey from the rock” (Ps.
	81:16), “bread of heaven,” and “angels' food”
	(Ps. 78:24-25).

	
	Now,
	here's the punchline.  The Jews of John 6:30-41 knew their history. 
	They even quote from Psalm 78 in asking Jesus to give them a sign
	(that sign being bread, of course).  Do you see the irony?  They're
	quoting from Psalm 78:24, and Psalm 78:17-31 is the story of the
	Israelites' rejection of “the bread which came down from
	heaven.”  Yet the Jews of John 6 plead, “Lord, give us
	this bread always” (v. 34).  Uh, guys!  Are you sure you want
	this bread “always”?  It took a whole lot less than
	forty years for your ancestors to tire of it.

	
	It
	took the Jews of John 6 about five minutes to follow in their
	ancestors' footsteps.

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 6:41, how did the Jews respond to Jesus' claim to be the bread
	which came down from heaven?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	This
	is the verse where I see that John gets the joke and that he's
	cluing his readers in to the joke (which is more sad than funny). 
	He uses the word “complain.”  Grumble.

	
	How
	did the ancient Israelites receive God's bread from heaven?  First,
	they said, “Manna?” (“What on earth?”)  They
	didn't recognize or understand it.  Then, they complained against
	it.  They called it worthless.  How did the majority of Jesus'
	generation (and ours) receive God's bread from heaven?  About like
	that.

	
	I
	told you on Day 1 that we'd get to see the motive of the man on the
	street (the Jews of John 6) for rejecting the King's invitation to
	His feast.  It's an extremely common motive.  And it is just as
	petty seen from the right perspective as the motives of the invited
	guests in the parable who rejected the King's invitation. 
	

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the Israelites of Numbers 11 and Psalm 78 prefer to God's bread
	from heaven?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Meat
	from Egypt.  Considering that life in Egypt was the life of slavery,
	what can we learn from Numbers 11?  What could there be in a life of
	slavery to prefer to a life of freedom?  I suppose if a person can
	think about nothing but his stomach (rather, his taste buds —
	his cravings),
	life in Egypt was a pretty good life.

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the Jews of John 6 prefer to God's bread from heaven?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	You
	have to read between the lines (or read the first part of the
	chapter) to discover this answer, but again, the Jews of John 6 were
	thinking about nothing but their stomachs.  They were entirely
	absorbed in the physical realities of this physical world.

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the first group of invitees from Matthew 22:1-14 and Luke
	14:12-24 prefer to the King's feast?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	How
	are all these preferences one and the same?  What does this
	preference look like in our world today?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you remember back to Week 4, Day 4 on the treasure that is the
	kingdom of heaven where we talked about materialism?  Materialism is
	the belief (conscious or subconscious) that the visible is the only
	reality.  Even those of us who reject materialism as an “ism”
	and affirm the reality of the invisible are prone to thinking and
	living as though the visible realities are somehow more important or
	more
	real
	than the invisible realities.

	
	As
	I mentioned on Week 4, Day 4, materialism has a powerful, blinding
	effect on us.  I think the primary motivation anyone has for
	rejecting the King's invitation to His feast (or rejecting His Son —
	His bread from heaven) is a power issue.  As with the leaders of
	Israel in Jesus day, we resist tearing Self down off the throne to
	make way for the real King.  For the Jewish leaders, this throne
	would have been a literal one.  For the rest of us, it's an internal
	throne.  But if we could see — really see
	— what we choose when we choose any other god than the One
	True God, who could want to keep Self on the throne?  Who could
	prefer slavery to the King's feast?  And here's where materialism
	comes in.  It is possibly the
	major cause of the spiritual blindness that keeps us preferring our
	slavery to Self, sin, and Satan over the feast of a
	love-relationship with God Himself.  If a person could be made to
	understand what it is he gives up for the sake of a farm or a
	business or land or oxen or wives, how foolish he would see it to
	be!  Tossing aside an eternal life of perfect bliss flowing from the
	Fountainhead of perfect love for the sake of the temporary (and
	terribly unsatisfying) physical realities of this world?  The silly
	excuses of the invitees of this week's parable pale by comparison.

	
	I
	hope you can still remember the main points from Psalm 81 of
	yesterday.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	was/is the Feast of Passover a joyous event?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Where
	do true joy and satisfaction come from?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	Passover bread represents God's bread that came down from heaven —
	His body broken for us.  The unleavened bread of the Passover was
	meant to remind the Israelites of their freedom from slavery.  It
	was through that broken body of God's Bread that we have freedom
	from slavery to sin.  There is great joy in that freedom.  How odd
	that so many can prefer a life of slavery to God's freedom!  How
	astonishing that it's possible to crave over and above God's
	life-giving Bread a craving whose fulfillment contains only death.
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	Week 10,
	Day 4

	
	The
	Story of  the Prince's Wedding Feast — 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:1-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 22:1-14, Luke 5:33-39, John 2:1-11

	
	

	

	
	Today's
	“plus” readings make it plain: wine played a big part in
	Jewish weddings in Jesus' day.  In doing a little research on the
	subject, I've learned that wine still plays a big part in Jewish
	weddings.  This is hardly surprising.  Wine plays a big part in a
	lot of weddings.  The reason?  Wine and celebrating often go
	together.

	
	On
	Week 9, Day 4 and the story of the vineyard, I commented on the
	paradox of “wine” as a symbol in the Bible.  On the one
	hand, it is a symbol of joy and celebration (the side of the paradox
	seen through today's “plus” passages).  On the other,
	hand it is used as a symbol of God's wrath (seen through Week 9, Day
	4's readings).  I told you on Week 9, Day 4 that the flip side of
	God's joy in His people is His wrath against those who spill their
	blood.  We'll see more of that paradox of joy and wrath today.

	
	But
	let's start with the joy!  Let's start by contrasting Jesus' new
	order with the old order, even with the old order/new order
	borderland prophet, John the Baptist.

	
	

	

	
	What
	did the disciples of John the Baptist and the Pharisees have in
	common from Luke 5:33?

	
	

	

	
	  
	

	
	What
	was the implied complaint of the scribes and Pharisees about Jesus
	and His disciples in Luke 5:33?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	They
	were having too much fun!  Not enough self-denial!  Eating and
	drinking!  The drinking was, of course, the drinking of wine.  We
	know this by Matthew 11:18-19, “For John came neither eating
	nor drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon.'  The Son of Man came
	eating and drinking, and they say, 'Look, a glutton and a
	winebibber, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!'  But wisdom is
	justified by her children.”

	
	Though
	Jesus was neither a glutton nor a drunkard (winebibber), the
	accusation shows that the eating and drinking Jesus and His
	disciples did was the drinking of wine and eating in a manner unlike
	John's bare subsistence manner (Matt. 3:4).  Wherever they went,
	they celebrated being together, and some of that celebrating
	included eating and drinking.

	
	

	

	
	What
	justification did Jesus give for His disciples' eating and drinking
	(Luke 5:34)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	“I'm
	with them.  Of course my disciples are going to celebrate while I'm
	here!”  Do you see that the main cause for celebration is the
	presence of Jesus with His people?

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you think Jesus might have chosen new clothes and wine for His
	illustrations of the difference between the old order and the new?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know, of course, but can it be coincidence that the scribes
	and Pharisees, indignant with Jesus and His disciples for eating and
	drinking, are taught a lesson involving wine?  Just after comparing
	Himself to a bridegroom, Jesus begins speaking of new clothes and
	new wine.  New clothes and wine  — this is wedding talk.  I
	think perhaps Jesus was still thinking along the lines of weddings
	and of celebrating.

	
	

	

	
	Considering
	the conversation that occasioned Jesus' words on new clothes and new
	wine, what point was Jesus making about the difference between the
	old order and the new order in Luke 5:36-39?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	His
	point is celebration — joy!  The new order (the new wine and
	the new clothes) is an order characterized by joy.  It should not be
	confined into the mourning of the old order.  
	

	
	Now,
	the old order contained much celebrating.  God gave numerous, annual
	feasts of celebration to His nation.  There is a great deal of joy
	to be found in the Old Testament, and the old order contained much
	good news.  But there was also a whole lot of bad news.  The new
	order, with the coming of the Bridegroom to earth, was greater
	reason for celebration than anything previously seen.  If the Old
	Testament was the invitation and cause for joy for those who were
	looking for the Bridegroom, how much more cause for celebration is
	the New Testament, the notice of arrival of the Groom.

	
	On
	the topic of John the Baptist and the Bridegroom, John said, “You
	yourselves bear me witness, that I said, 'I am not the Christ,' but,
	'I have been sent before Him.'  He who has the bride is the
	bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears
	him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom's voice.  Therefore
	this joy of mine is fulfilled.  He must increase, but I must
	decrease” (John 3:28-30).

	
	John
	did not come “eating and drinking” because he was not
	the Bridegroom.  He likely did not spend very much time with the
	Bridegroom.  Yet even in John's groomsman role (that looks to me
	like a  rather mournful one), he stated that he found a great deal
	of joy in knowing that the Bridegroom had come.

	
	But
	Jesus makes this odd statement in Luke 5:39, “And no one,
	having drunk old wine, immediately desires new; for he says, 'The
	old is better.' ”  It's not an odd statement as concerns
	literal wine, but it's an odd statement (yet a statement of truth)
	regarding the celebration of the new order.  It's an odd statement
	only because the truth of it is an odd truth.  Who could prefer the
	fasting of the old order to the celebrating of the new?  Quite a
	number, as demonstrated by the scribes and Pharisees.  I've seen it
	from my own experience, as well.  Many people are much more
	comfortable with the security of a weeping-and-wailing Christianity
	or a rules-and-regulations Christianity than the unpredictability of
	the splashing about of new wine.  New wine is scary!

	
	We
	learn from John 2:1-11 Jesus' first miracle involved a wedding and
	some wine.  Like many others, I've spent some time pondering the
	deeper, hidden meanings behind this first miracle.  Why was the
	first miracle water into wine at a wedding?  Surely, a “first”
	anything, much less a miracle, must have great significance. 
	

	
	In
	the search for hidden meaning, it's important not to ignore the
	obvious.

	
	

	

	
	In
	light of our discussion so far, what is obvious about Jesus' first
	miracle?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	For
	me, this obvious fact stands out: to Jesus, celebration, joy, even
	the enjoyment of the guests and the bride and groom at a wedding,
	was important enough reason to “bust out” a miracle.

	
	From
	His answer (v. 4) to His mother's hint (v. 3), it looks as though
	this miracle was an unplanned one.  However, Acts 15:18, “Known
	to God from eternity are all His works,” would strongly
	suggest otherwise.

	
	I
	don't know why Jesus seemed to tell His mother that He had no plans
	of helping out the embarrassed bride and groom in their predicament.
	 By, “My hour has not yet come,” did He mean that it was
	not His time to reveal Himself as the Christ, the Son of God, to the
	general public?  This was a stealthy miracle, after all.  Very few
	knew it happened.  All I know for sure is that Jesus did
	perform the miracle and that He did nothing that He did without a
	purpose.  He did nothing except what His Father wanted Him to do
	(John 6:38).

	
	We're
	told outright two purposes for this miracle: “This beginning
	of signs Jesus did in Cana of Galilee, and manifested His glory; and
	His disciples believed in Him” (v. 11).  His glory (that
	outshining of God's character) was revealed, and His disciples
	understood to a greater degree who He really was and believed on
	Him.  It's interesting that God's character (the character of Father
	and Son) was revealed through this “sign” — this
	pointer.  And what was the character trait revealed?  The obvious,
	as stated, is that celebration is important to God.  Interesting
	that the first “sign” of Jesus' new order was His
	creation of new wine.  (Notice, in this instance, Jesus' very, very
	new wine was recognized as superior to old wine — John  2:10 —
	as indeed it is!)

	
	Remember
	the main points of Psalm 81 that we ended on yesterday: we are meant
	for joy and satisfaction.  And joy and satisfaction comes from God
	Himself.  Only from Him.  From His presence with His people.

	
	If
	Passover was meant as a joyful time of celebration, prefiguring the
	Prince's wedding feast, what about the Passover of Luke 22?  There
	was no joy involved in the celebration of that Passover, was there? 
	The wine of that Passover and what it represented could hardly be
	considered celebratory, could it?

	
	Jesus
	called the Passover cup of wine, “...the new covenant in My
	blood, which is shed for you” (Luke 22:20).  Besides joy and
	wrath, wine also carries the symbolism of blood in the Bible.  Even
	where it speaks of joy and prosperity in Genesis 49:11, it is
	connected to blood.  The connection between wrath and blood is easy
	to see.  Could there be any connection between the joy of wine and
	its symbolism as blood?  I think there is.

	
	The
	“wine” of blood can be either good news (joy) or bad
	news (wrath).  Remember that the Messiah's coming was very good news
	for the repentant and very bad news for the unrepentant.  In the
	same way, the shedding of the Messiah's blood is very good news for
	the repentant and very bad news to the unrepentant who shed it.  We
	all played our part in the shedding of His blood.  “And all
	the people answered and said, 'His blood be on us and on our
	children' ” (Matt. 27:25).  But for the repentant, the cure is
	found right within the crime.  That blood is “on” us for
	cleansing and redemption and forgiveness.  For the unrepentant...we
	saw it last week...His blood is on them like the guilty stain on
	Lady Macbeth's hands.  And God's wrath was poured out and innocent
	blood avenged by guilty blood shed — the wine of the “grapes
	of wrath.”  This is a principle that raises its head in this
	week's parable, as well.  However, let's never forget the joy there
	is to be found for the repentant in that wine of Christ's blood. 
	When we remember His sacrifice, we have cause to celebrate.     
	

	
	vvv
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	Week 10,
	Day 5

	
	The
	Story of  the Prince's Wedding Feast — 
	

	
	Matthew
	22:1-14

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 22:1-14, Isa. 61:1-3, 61:10-11, 62:1-5

	
	

	

	
	As
	promised, today we will attempt to decipher the mystery of the
	wedding clothes, coming at the end of the story of the Prince's
	wedding feast.  If you've done today's readings as I hope you have,
	the mystery should already be deciphered for you, but we'll work
	through those readings together, anyway.

	
	To
	return to the telling of this parable in Luke, the incident of the
	man without his wedding clothes is absent from Luke's account.  Luke
	adds the detail of the poor, the maimed, the lame, and the blind
	wedding guests.  (Matthew calls the wedding guests “both bad
	and good” —22:10).  Both Gospels tell of the Host
	opening His party up to anyone — in fact, earnestly seeking
	any
	willing attendees.  Luke highlights this point a little more
	emphatically by depicting the Host requiring his servants to go out
	and beat the bushes (“the streets and lanes,” and “the
	highways and hedges”) for guests.  Then, Luke uses this
	language for the eagerness of the Host to populate His party:
	“...compel
	them to come in, that my house may be filled” (14:23, italics
	added).

	
	With
	the emphasis of the parable on the strong desire and the strong
	persuasion of the Host to fill His party with any willing guests,
	something looks askew when we learn from Matthew that one of those
	willing to attend is ousted.  For what?  For wearing the wrong
	clothes!  Is this is an evening-dress affair, a tie-and-tails-only,
	swank soiree?  No, it's not that kind of a royal wedding.  Not when
	the good and bad, the poor, lame, and blind are the main guests. 
	Why, then, did Jesus add the part about the man without the proper
	attire?

	
	

	

	
	From
	Isaiah 61:10, what do the wedding garments of Matthew 22:11-12
	represent?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	  From
	Isaiah 61:10, you could have answered that question in one of two
	ways, but both would be correct:  salvation and righteousness.  The
	way I read Isaiah 61:10, there is no such thing as the one without
	the other.  You cannot be saved without righteousness, and you
	cannot be righteous without salvation. 
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Isaiah 61:10, who clothes Isaiah (and “me”) with
	salvation and righteousness?

	
	

	

	
	   
	

	
	 I
	can only spend eternity with God if I am somehow made perfect. 
	Remember that forever without perfection is a nightmare.  But there
	could ever only be one way to be made perfect.  And that is if the
	Perfect One gives me His own perfection.  The bridegroom was the one
	who provided the wedding clothes for his guests.  What a fantastic
	illustration of God's righteousness given to us through His
	salvation!

	
	I
	believe Jesus felt a need to add the warning of the
	wedding-clothes-less man onto the end of this story, which
	demonstrates God's passionate desire to save everyone, to keep us
	from the universalism this parable may otherwise lead us toward. 
	Universalism is the belief that there is no hell, that everyone
	will, in the end, be saved and spend eternity with God.  It is a
	belief arrived upon not by a careful study of Scripture (as this
	week's parable shows) but by a careful study of our own wishful
	thinking.  Yes, God wishes the same thing we do — much more
	than we do.  We don't want anyone to perish in hell, separated from
	God forever.  If our wishes lead us to desire the salvation of
	everyone, how much more do God's?  I
	want everyone to be saved without my
	having to put a whole lot of work into it.  (Maybe universalists are
	universalists because of the labour involved in not being a
	universalist.)  God is not willing that any should perish (2 Pet.
	3:9), and He works tirelessly to save people.  But He is also
	willing that we must be willing not to perish.  No one is forced to
	His feast, even if they are strongly compelled.
	 But He is also willing that we be willing to be saved His way.  We
	must come to the feast on His terms.  In no other way is perfection
	possible.  (I'll pick back up on that thought in a moment.)

	
	I
	can see two applications going off in two, equally necessary
	directions in the addendum to the parable.

	
	

	

	
	What
	two, different errors in thinking does Jesus' warning in Matthew
	22:11-14 address?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	suppose the two errors both boil down to saying to God, “You're
	not the Boss of me!”  But let's consider two, erroneous
	directions taken by the person willing to be saved — willing
	to go to heaven; willing to come to the feast — but not
	willing to be saved in God's way.  One erroneous direction such a
	person can be led toward is to think it's possible to get into
	heaven on one's own righteousness.  The other erroneous direction is
	to think it's possible to get into heaven with no righteousness at
	all.

	
	To
	use the analogy of this week's parable, either the man with no
	wedding garment was wearing his own, carefully-patched, maybe even
	daintily-embroidered, filthy rags.  Or the man showed up in his
	birthday suit.  Either would ensure a hasty, enforced departure for
	a guest arriving at a royal wedding.  God may seem desperate to have
	any willing bodies in the seats at His Son's wedding feast.  But
	He's not that
	desperate.

	
	

	

	
	Give
	examples of what the “filthy rags” and the “birthday
	suit” illustrations might look like in real-life.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	man wearing his own “filthy rags” of Isaiah 64:6 is the
	man who thinks he can, on his own terms, make himself good enough
	for God's perfect forever-world.  But we must come to God on God's
	terms.  There's no other way to be made perfect.  We've seen it in
	Scripture throughout this study.  We've seen it from our own
	experience.  Any stalk growing from the root of, “God, You're
	not the Boss of me,” may produce a few pretty flowers, but it
	can only produce noxious, poisonous fruit.  (For confirmation, look
	around!)  Filthy rags, indeed!

	
	On
	the other hand, some (like the universalist) think God should let
	anyone into His eternity of perfection on no terms at all.  They
	fail to realize what eternity would be like if sin could be allowed
	to enter.  And they fail to recognize how highly God values freedom.
	 He will not make anyone perfect who refuses His perfection.

	
	This
	direction also includes the person with the faulty view of the faith
	required for salvation.  This person fails to understand that
	repentance involves change.
	 There are those who think that saying a few magic words, walking a
	magic aisle, being dunked in (or sprinkled by) magic water, or
	joining a magic church will save them, and of course, no real change
	ever results in the life of this kind of “repenter.” 
	Perhaps such a person has enough knowledge and understanding of the
	Bible to know that he must, “...Believe on the Lord Jesus
	Christ...” (Acts 16:31) in order to be saved, but he has no
	knowledge or understanding of the reality wrapped up in the name,
	“the Lord
	Jesus Christ.”  Without the understanding of who is really God
	and who God really is, what passes for “faith” is no
	faith at all.  Faith is believing the truth.  And faith acknowledges
	that God must be GOD!  The One in control.  Of me.  Yes, He is the
	Boss of me.  This error encompasses the person who wants to call
	himself a “servant” of God without ever serving God or
	the person who wants to call himself a “child” of God
	without ever attempting any obedience to Him at all.  
	

	
	I
	can't emphasize it enough.  The wedding clothes of Matthew 22 are
	God's
	salvation given to me, God's
	righteousness given to me.  But is it possible to be clothed in
	God's salvation and righteousness without that salvation and
	righteousness ever making itself visible in any way?  I don't
	believe so.  God is not like the weavers in the old tale of the
	emperor's clothes.  He doesn't create invisible clothing.  And
	that's because invisible clothing is only imaginary.
	 The one who convinces himself he can accept God's salvation as a
	free ride to heaven while continuing to be the god of his own life
	is in the exact position of the emperor in the tale.

	
	Now.
	 To return to one of our main points of the week (JOY!), I'd like
	you to see from Isaiah 61 and 62 the seemingly-unbreakable link
	between God's salvation/God's righteousness (same thing) and JOY!

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Isaiah 61:1-3 can you see the link between
	salvation/righteousness and joy?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Notice
	that, as in the Feast of Passover, the joy comes from the prisoners
	and the enslaved being freed.

	
	I
	don't know how your version translates verse three, but I'll quote
	it to you from the New King James.  “...To console those who
	mourn in Zion, to give them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for
	mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that
	they may be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the LORD,
	that He may be glorified” (emphasis added).  (Again, our
	righteousness is only God's doing — He gets the glory for it.)
	 Did you notice the cause-and-effect word I pointed out?  The
	Messiah will turn our mourning into joy so
	that
	we'll be called
	trees of righteousness.  Do you see the righteousness made visible,
	made recognizable, by mourning turned into joy?  How many times have
	I heard, “I can see there's something different about him/her!
	 S/he's changed!
	 S/he's so...so...happy!”?
	 Freedom from slavery tends to have that effect.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	do you see the link between salvation/righteousness and joy in
	Isaiah 61:10-11?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Now
	notice from Isaiah 62:1-5 that the joy and delight in this passage
	is God's.
	 Do you think the Prince is planning to enjoy His own wedding feast?
	 I would say so.  Joy is the hallmark of the true-love relationship.

	
	(No
	time to get deep into the subject again today, but notice, as well,
	from Isaiah 61-62 that this passage, while applicable to all of us,
	was written originally to Israel.  Yes, God still has plans for His
	nation.)

	
	The
	link between salvation/righteousness and joy leaves me with a
	million questions and few answers when I look at my own life.  But
	I'll save the personal stuff for our “Bringing It Home”
	time.
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	Week 10
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	—  Remembering the parable of Matthew 21:33-46, where do you
	see the nation Israel in Matthew 22:1-14, and why do you think Jesus
	may have told these parables back-to-back?

	
	2
	— Does Luke 22:16 open up a new view for you of the Feast of
	Passover?  If so, in what way?

	
	3
	— What did the first group of invitees from Matthew 22:1-14
	and Luke 14:12-24 prefer to the King's feast?

	
	4
	— Considering the conversation that occasioned Jesus' words on
	new clothes and new wine, what point was Jesus making about the
	difference between the old order and the new order in Luke 5:36-39?

	
	5
	— From Isaiah 61:10, what do the wedding garments of Matthew
	22:11-12 represent?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	On
	Day 1, we looked at the context of the story of the Prince's wedding
	feast.  That context was the story of the vineyard and the servants.
	 That context helped me see that one of the main points of this
	week's parable is the nation Israel and their role in the salvation
	of the Gentiles.  Day 2 was a lot of advance notice about what was
	to come in the rest of the week.  One of the main points of the week
	was that the feast is a love-relationship between God and His
	people.  Another main point was that there is great joy in that
	relationship.  Day 3 looked at the bread of the wedding feast. 
	Jesus is the Bread which came down from heaven.  There is no
	satisfaction anywhere else.  But because of the blinding effect of
	materialism, most haven't developed a taste for that Bread.  Day 4
	looked at the wine of the wedding feast.  Jesus said that the wine
	was the cup of the new covenant in His blood.  Wine is also a symbol
	of joy.  Jesus' shed blood brings great joy to the repentant.  Day 5
	looked at the wedding clothes of the feast.  Those clothes are
	salvation and righteousness which cannot be separated.  There is
	also an unbreakable link between salvation/righteousness and joy.

	
	And
	that brings me to my million questions.  If joy should be the norm
	for the Christian life, what's wrong with me?  I've discovered the
	dissatisfaction that comes from materialism.  I only wish I could
	say I know the satisfaction that comes from the Bread of life.  I
	gulped when I again this week read Jesus' words in John 6:35, “...He
	who comes to me shall never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall
	never thirst.”  Don't I believe in Him?  Haven't I been
	clothed in His salvation and righteousness?  Why do I still feel so
	hungry and thirsty?

	
	Are
	you still mentally hanging on to the “plus” passage of
	Luke 14:12-24 that I asked you to hang onto?  Do you remember the
	poor, maimed, lame, and blind who accepted the invitation to the
	feast?  They were blessed by need.  They were blessed by having
	needs so obvious they realized their need.

	
	I've
	come to the conclusion that God is taking me through a time of
	teaching me to recognize hunger and thirst so that I'll feed even
	more on the Bread of life and drink deeper from the River of life
	(which He turns into the wine of celebration).  He's teaching me, to
	an even greater degree, my need of Him.  I believe He's doing that
	work in my life only because He wants to fill my need and satisfy my
	hunger.  Eventually.  
	

	
	But
	how long, oh Lord, how long?  In His time.  That's how long.
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	Week 11,
	Day 1

	
	The
	Stories of the Two Servants — Matthew 24:45-51; and the Ten
	Bridesmaids — Matthew 25:1-13

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 24:36-51, 25:1-13, 
	

	
	1
	Thessalonians 4:13-18, 5:1-11

	
	

	

	
	As
	usual, I'd like to begin the week by looking at the context that
	comes before the parable of the week.  The context that opens this
	week's main parable is a mini-parable, and I've decided to squash
	both parables together into the same week.  Because there are some
	truths contained in the story of the two servants that I'd like to
	draw out gradually by drawing them out of the story of the ten
	virgins (bridesmaids, in the context of the parable), we'll be
	skimming over the story of the two servants today and coming in to
	land on it on Day 5.  Although the two servants come before the ten
	virgins, I'd like to make the virgins the main parable this week
	just because I think I have a lot more to say about the ten virgins.

	
	So
	now that you know where we're heading this week and why, let's get
	down to it.

	
	

	

	
	What
	verse is repeated nearly identically in both Matthew 24:36-51 and
	Matthew 25:1-13?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	what way is this verse the thesis statement of both passages?  What
	is the main point of both passages?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	like simple, so I would sum up the main point of both passages by
	reciting the old boy scout motto:  “Always be prepared.”
	 Be ready.  Specifically, for Jesus to come back.

	
	This
	motto is also the motto of today's other plus passages.  1
	Thessalonians 4:13-18 explains what it is we're to be expecting, and
	1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 instructs us to always be expecting it.

	
	

	

	
	From
	1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, describe the event all Christians should be
	looking toward.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	If
	you've ever heard of “the rapture” but didn't know what
	it meant, “the rapture” comes from 1 Thessalonians 4:17.
	 “The rapture” is the “caught up” of that
	verse.  “Rapture” is a word that means “caught
	up.”  If a person is “enraptured” with a symphony,
	a book, or a person, he or she is all “caught up” in
	it/him/her.

	
	The
	Bible teaches clearly that Jesus will return visibly to earth the
	second time, and this time it will not be as a baby in a manger. 
	The disguises will be stripped away.  He'll be seen to be the King
	of kings and Lord of lords He truly is.  His return will be sudden,
	noisy, and obvious (Luke 17:24, 1 Thess. 4:16).  And He will come to
	take all His own to be forever with Him (1 Thess. 4:17).  First,
	those of His own who have died will be resurrected into their
	perfect, never-to-die-again, new bodies (1 Thess. 4:16).  All His
	own who are still alive will, without dying, be given their own
	perfect, never-to-die, new bodies (1 Cor. 15:50-53) and be swept up
	(yes, into the sky, into the clouds — 1 Thess. 4:17) to meet
	Him as He comes bursting back through the clouds (Matt. 26:64, Acts
	1:9-11, Rev. 1:7).  Remember when I told you nothing God chooses to
	do is impossible for Him or for those who serve Him — even
	unaided, human flight?  As Jesus left this earth by performing the
	first, unaided human flight and disappearing upward out of sight,
	He'll reverse the process when He returns.  He'll come back from the
	same direction in which He left, and we'll go to meet Him,
	performing our own, aided
	human
	flights (I always knew gravity would lose its pull on our
	resurrection bodies!  All those dreams of flying will one day be
	reality!)  I don't know why things will happen in this way.  There
	are a lot of things I don't know.  I only know this is the way the
	Bible says things will happen when Jesus returns.

	
	There
	are a lot of questions and confusions regarding the time of “the
	rapture” in relation to the rest of the events of “the
	time of the end.”  It's not my plan to enter into the
	questions and confusions today.  I'll stick to what I know.  Jesus
	is coming back.  If I've already died or if this ol' body is still
	hanging in there, one way or the other, I'll be going to meet Him in
	my new duds (my new, resurrection body).  I'll be forever with Him. 
	I need to be ready for this to happen at any time because Jesus said
	it could happen at any time.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	in Matthew 24:36-51 do you see possible hints of “the
	rapture”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	mention of the days of Noah where life carried on as usual until
	disaster struck suddenly for those who were unprepared and the
	verses about two men in the field and two women grinding, one being
	taken and one being left, are traditionally associated with the
	rapture.  I don't know positively what meaning Jesus had in mind,
	but it seems to me the traditional interpretation is a likely one. 
	It fits well with this week's main parable of the five, wise
	bridesmaids who were ready and so were taken by the Bridegroom and
	the five, foolish bridesmaids who were unprepared for the
	Bridegroom's coming and so were left out in the cold.

	
	All
	I know for sure is that we've been well-warned.  Watch!  Be
	prepared!  Be ready!

	
	Jesus'
	return is pictured throughout the Bible by two different analogies
	that 1 Thessalonians 5:2-3 uses.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are two analogies for Jesus' return from 1 Thessalonians 5:2-3?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	first, the thief in the night, is also used in Matthew 24:43.  The
	emphasis with this analogy is the unexpectedness of Jesus' return. 
	The second, the woman in labour, has a slightly different emphasis,
	I believe.  Labour is not an unexpected event for a pregnant woman. 
	The time of that labour, however, is unknown and may come on
	suddenly.  There is that emphasis, but I think the main emphasis of
	the analogy of the pregnant woman is the inevitability of pain. 
	“And they shall not escape,” Paul writes in 1
	Thessalonians 5:3.

	
	I've
	never been pregnant, but I've always thought there must be, for all
	pregnant women, moments of experiencing the sensation I've had
	before a ride on a roller coaster the few times I've forced myself
	to get on one.  There is an instant before the ride starts, after
	I've sat down in the seat and an immovable, metal bar comes and
	clamps itself down on me, where I say to myself, “What have I
	done?  There's no getting out of this now.  At this point, there's
	only one way off this thing.”

	
	There
	is just no easy way to have a baby.  There is no method that doesn't
	involve some pain somewhere along the line.  Especially when we
	remember that Paul was writing in the days before epidurals and
	anaesthetics, we can understand that he was thinking about that
	moment in labour when the pregnant woman says to herself, “There
	is no getting out of this thing now.  It's too late to do anything
	differently at this point.”

	
	I
	want you to notice something important, however.

	
	

	

	
	Discuss
	the change in pronouns between 1 Thessalonians 5:3 and 5:4 and what
	that change indicates.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Paul,
	in 1 Thessalonians 5:4, tells us straight out what the change of
	pronouns means: “But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so
	that this Day should overtake you as a thief.”  To the ones
	who are “brethren,” Jesus' return will not be as a thief
	in the night.  It will not be as labour pains to a pregnant woman. 
	The thief is unexpected (and not a pleasant surprise, either) to the
	one who isn't looking for him.  But we're looking for Jesus.  Jesus'
	return will not be unavoidably painful to those for whom His return
	is their greatest joy.  The analogies of a thief and a labour are
	applicable only to the unwatchful — the unready.  To Jesus'
	servants, His return is the return of their much-loved Master.  To
	Jesus' bride, His return is the coming of the Bridegroom.

	
	Brethren
	(and sistren), we aren't in darkness.  We are all sons (and
	daughters) of the light and the day.  In fact, we are not the
	unready.  This week's parables make the fact clear: the unready are
	the unsaved.

	
	Do
	I mean that a person can lose his salvation by not thinking about or
	by not looking constantly toward Jesus' return?  Or do I mean that
	all saved people will think about and look constantly toward Jesus'
	return?

	
	No,
	I mean what this week's parables teach us: there are two, specific
	ways in which we are to be ready for  Jesus' return.  Those two,
	specific ways are inseparable.  And those two, specific ways of
	being prepared can be summed up in the instruction, “Just get
	saved!”  If the unready are the unsaved, the saved are
	the ready. 
	

	
	If
	the thesis statement for both parables this week is, “Watch
	therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour in which the
	Son of Man is coming,” the parables themselves tell us what we
	need to do to “watch.”

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 24:45-51, how was the good servant ready for his Master's
	return?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I'm
	not sure how you might have answered above, but we won't be looking
	at those possible answers till Day 5.  The specific way of being
	prepared for Christ's return that will be the focus of Days 2-4 is
	this one:

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 25:1-13, how were the wise bridesmaids ready for the
	Bridegroom's coming?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That's
	it?  They had oil for their lamps?  What on earth should that mean
	to us?

	
	If
	we're to answer that question, we'll have to start by asking, “What
	is the oil, and what are the lamps?”
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	Week 11,
	Day 2

	
	The
	Stories of the Two Servants — Matthew 24:45-51; and the Ten
	Bridesmaids — Matthew 25:1-13

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 25:1-13, Exodus 30:22-33, 35:21-23, Psalm 45,
	Ezekiel 16:1-15

	
	

	

	
	To
	waste no time today, let's jump right into the question, “What
	is the oil?”  Oil (olive oil) was a very important substance
	in the Israel of Bible times.  It makes an appearance often in the
	Bible.  As far as I've been able to discover, it was used for three
	purposes: for food, for fuel (for light), and for anointing.

	
	Oil
	as a food won't concern us this week.  I don't see any relevance of
	oil as food to the parable of the bridesmaids.  Oil is obviously
	relevant as fuel for light this week, and we'll look at that aspect
	of oil tomorrow.  Anointing oil is also relevant to our parable this
	week, though it takes some research to see why.

	
	Let's
	start that research with Psalm 45 which not only touches on
	anointing oil but, as this week's parable is again a parable about a
	wedding, also displays each member of the wedding party in his/her
	wedding regalia.

	
	

	

	
	List
	all the members of the wedding party from Psalm 45.  Whose wedding
	is it?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	you notice that it's the wedding of the Messiah?  If you'll think
	back to Week 2, Day 3, I informed you that our word “Messiah”
	is an anglicized version of the Hebrew word that simply means
	“anointed.”  In verse seven, you can see that the
	Personage being addressed in the psalm is the Lord's Anointed.  Or
	the Messiah.

	
	As
	a side note, notice a funny, little change (an apparent change, that
	is) of Persons addressed in verses six and seven.  In verse six, God
	Himself is addressed and told that His throne is forever.  The
	kingdom is His.  In verse seven, with no noticeable change of
	address, the psalmist writes, “Therefore God, Your God, has
	anointed You...”  So God is King.  The throne is His.  But the
	Messiah is also the King in this psalm, and the throne is His.  In
	one verse, the subject of address is God.  In the next, He's the
	Messiah.  Yup, you know where I'm going with this.  Hebrews 1:8
	makes it plain: this psalm is written to the Son.  And He is God.

	
	If
	you failed to notice that the Messiah is the Groom in Psalm 45, you
	couldn't have failed to notice the King as Groom.  Remember that to
	the Jewish mind, the King was the Messiah and the Messiah was the
	King.

	
	The
	Jewish mind would associate Psalm 45 with the Messiah by associating
	the King with the Messiah.  But there's the barest hint of another
	role of the Messiah as seen through Psalm 45.  This is not a role
	most Jewish people would associate with the Messiah, but there are
	more biblical hints toward this role than just one.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are the ingredients of the anointing oil of Exodus 30:22-33?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Who
	or what was to be anointed with this oil (Ex. 30:26-30)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Was
	this anointing oil for anyone other than the priests (Ex. 30:32-33)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you catch a whiff of the perfume of the anointing oil of Exodus
	30:22-33 in Psalm 45?  In what verse?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Convinced
	I was on to something when I noticed these two passages
	back-to-back, I spent some time trying to prove that all the
	ingredients listed in Psalm 45 are really the same as the
	ingredients of Exodus 30.  I failed.  Only two ingredients are
	identical in the Hebrew.  But I'm still convinced I'm onto
	something.

	
	Here's
	an interesting piece of trivia for you: two different groups of
	people were always anointed with oil in the Old Testament —
	kings and priests.   “The Lord's Anointed” — the
	Messiah — to the Jewish mind, would be King.  But the average
	Jewish mind would not recognize any connection between “the
	Anointed One” (Messiah/King) and the anointing of the priests.
	 After all, the Messiah was prophesied to come from the tribe of
	Judah.  All priests must be from the tribe of Levi.  Right?  Not
	according to Genesis 14:18: “Then Melchizedek king of Salem
	brought out bread and wine; he was the priest of God Most High.”
	 Melchizedek was a contemporary of Abraham's, living long before
	Levi was even thought of.  (Do you see a linguistic link between
	Salem (peace) and Jerusalem?
	 Notice, also, Melchizedek was king and
	priest.  And he brought out bread and wine.  Who do you imagine
	Melchizedek was foreshadowing?)

	
	Psalm
	110:4 makes it plain who Melchizedek was foreshadowing.  “The
	LORD has sworn and will not relent, 'You are a priest forever
	according to the order of Melchizedek.' ”  Psalm 110 is
	another Messianic psalm.  The Messiah, then, is not only King but
	Priest — not according to the order of Levi but according to a
	more ancient order — that of Melchizedek, king of peace.  (I
	am indebted again to the writer of Hebrews for pointing out the
	Melchizedek prophecy in 7:17 and 21.)  Tomorrow, the king/priest
	motif crops up again.

	
	Depending
	on your level of biblical literacy, you may or may not have known
	that kings and priests were the two groups of people always anointed
	with oil in the Bible.  (Don't feel badly if you didn't.  It's the
	reason people do Bible studies — to increase their level of
	biblical literacy.) You may or may not have known that the
	“Anointed” (the Messiah) was prophesied to be not only
	King but Priest.  You also may or may not know my next point on
	anointing.  If it's “may not,” I'll tell it to you with
	no guesswork.  There is a strong, biblical link between the
	anointing of oil and God's Spirit (aka: the Holy Spirit.)  For
	confirmation, look at three Scriptures, the first two detailing the
	anointing (the choosing — the calling) of the first two kings
	of Israel.  
	

	
	1
	Samuel 10:1, 6: “Then Samuel took a flask of oil and poured it
	on his head, and kissed him and said: 'Is it not because the LORD
	has anointed you commander over His inheritance...” [and then
	Samuel tells Saul, first king of Israel, the very next event that
	would happen to him]...“Then the Spirit of the LORD will come
	upon you, and you will prophesy with them and be turned into another
	man.”  
	

	
	1
	Samuel 16:13a.-14a.:  “Then Samuel took the horn of oil and
	anointed him [David, second king of Israel] in the midst of his
	brothers; and the Spirit of the LORD came upon David from that day
	forward...But the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul...”   
	

	
	Isaiah
	61:1a.:  “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon Me, because the
	LORD has anointed Me...”

	
	Do
	you see the cause-and-effect word in this verse between anointing
	and God's Spirit coming “upon”?

	
	Now,
	I'd like to shock you a little.  (I may or may not shock you,
	depending on your level of Bible literacy.)

	
	

	

	
	Who
	or what was to be anointed with the oil of Exodus 30:26-30?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We've
	already discovered that the priest was to be anointed with the “oil
	of anointing.”  No shock there.  Here's the shocking part: the
	tabernacle
	(later the temple) was also to be anointed with this holy oil.  Are
	you shocked yet?  Maybe not.  Well, let's keep going till it gets
	shocking.

	
	

	

	
	Compare
	Exodus 35:21-23 to Ezekiel 16:1-15.  What verses are similar?  What
	are the similarities?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Ezekiel 16:2-3, what specific locality is being addressed in Ezekiel
	16?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Comparing
	Exodus 35:21-23 to Ezekiel 16:10-13, what even more specific
	locality is being addressed?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	was the literal application of the last phrase in Ezekiel 16:9?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	member of “the wedding party” is the “woman”
	of Ezekiel 16 according to verse eight?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Are
	you shocked yet?  I had always thought Ezekiel 16 was speaking to
	the nations of Judah and Israel as a whole.  I believe it is proper
	to apply the metaphor of God's unfaithful wife to God's nations of
	Israel and Judah (as the book of Hosea does for Israel), but Ezekiel
	16 is addressed specifically to Jerusalem, calling that city (and
	the people whose capital it was) God's bride.  Why Jerusalem? 
	Because of verses nine through thirteen — because it was that
	city in which God had chosen to place the representation of His
	dwelling place on earth; first, the tabernacle (tent) and then the
	temple.  On one reading of Ezekiel 16, I think it was the “badger
	skin” of verse ten that finally tipped me off: Ezekiel 16:9-13
	is speaking of the tabernacle/temple.  God speaks of the temple as a
	metaphor for Jerusalem and Jerusalem as a metaphor for His whole
	nation because He had chosen the nation as His dwelling place. 
	Then, this connection is drawn: His dwelling place is
	His bride.

	
	Now,
	here's what should be shocking.  I included Ezekiel 16:15 in today's
	readings so you could see that the point of the chapter is the
	unfaithfulness of God's people to Him.  In light of that
	unfaithfulness, it's verse nine that shocks me.  Depending on your
	translation, you may not see my point, but Ezekiel 16:9 clearly
	states that God (the Speaker of Ezekiel 16) anointed His temple
	(metaphor for His unfaithful people) with oil.
	  From Exodus 30:22-33, we know that the tabernacle and then the
	temple was anointed with holy, anointing oil.  Doubtless, that is
	the literal application for the metaphor of Ezekiel 16:9.  
	

	
	But
	from Exodus 30:22-33, do you get the sense that God took His holy,
	anointing oil very seriously?  From the rest of today's lesson, can
	you understand why?  To answer the question I closed with yesterday,
	what's the oil?  The holy, anointing oil is a symbol of God's holy,
	anointing Spirit.  Here's the shock:  how could God's Holy Spirit
	choose an unfaithful nation as His dwelling place?  Well, to keep
	reading in Ezekiel 16, still using metaphor, God reveals that the
	temple in Jerusalem will be torn down (v. 39).  Why?  Ezekiel 10
	depicts God leaving His dwelling place.  The temple could be torn
	down because it was no longer the representation of God's dwelling
	place on earth.  But
	God closes the chapter of Ezekiel 16 by promising that His wedding
	covenant is an everlasting one and that His people will be restored
	in faithfulness to Him.

	
	I
	want to run with the metaphor of God's temple as God's bride, and
	think about the New Testament parallels.  You may need a fair degree
	of biblical literacy for this question.  Don't worry if you can't
	answer.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are the three metaphors the New Testament uses for the relationship
	of Christ with His church?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Maybe
	there are more than three, but I thought of the church portrayed as
	Christ's body (Eph. 5:30), as His bride (Eph. 5:25), and as His
	temple (Eph. 2:21-22).  Ephesians 5:28-32 makes the astonishing
	statement that the first and second metaphors are equivalent.  By
	being Christ's bride, we are His body.  From the beginning of the
	creation of man and woman, God called the union of the two in
	marriage “one flesh.”

	
	Now,
	here's where I begin to see the biblical logic of Ezekiel 16 in also
	equating God's temple with His bride.  God gave instructions to His
	people about the tabernacle/tent He wanted them to build because He
	was making the point: “I
	want to dwell with you, right in your midst!”
	 Later, when the Israelites traded in their tents for permanent
	houses, God upgraded His tent to a house, as well.  Solomon built
	Him a temple.  But through the tabernacle and the temple, I believe
	God was pointing toward a different kind of dwelling place.

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 2:18-21, to what does Jesus equate the temple?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	God said to His people through the tabernacle (upgraded later to a
	temple), “I want to dwell with you, in your midst,” He
	had in mind another dwelling place — a body.  But there would
	be one more upgrade.  When His physical body left earth, He planned
	to indwell all His people.  Now, we are His body and His temple.

	
	And
	here's why the three New Testament metaphors for all of Christ's
	people — His church — end up being one and the same. 
	His bride is His body, and His body is His temple.  So His bride is
	His temple.

	
	But
	this is the point of this lesson: His body, His temple, and His
	bride are the dwelling place of God through His Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19,
	Eph. 2:22).  Without His Holy Spirit's indwelling, a church is not a
	church.

	
	What's
	the oil from our parable?  I hope from today's lesson you're
	beginning to see it — God's Holy Spirit that indwells all
	His people is the oil.  Without that oil, without that anointing,
	the bride could not be the bride.
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	Week 11,
	Day 3

	
	The
	Stories of the Two Servants — Matthew 24:45-51; and the Ten
	Bridesmaids — Matthew 25:1-13

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 25:1-13, Exodus 27:20-21, Zechariah 4

	
	

	

	
	“Without
	that oil...the bride could not be the bride,” I wrote
	yesterday of the oil symbolizing the Holy Spirit.  The Bible is
	clear: all believers in Jesus are indwelt by the Holy Spirit (John
	7:38-39, Gal. 3:2), and without the Holy Spirit's indwelling, a
	person is not Christ's own (Rom 8:9).

	
	That's
	the bride!  But what about the bridesmaids?  Without the oil, can
	the bridesmaid be a bridesmaid?  Jesus' parable would tell us the
	answer is “yes.”  Without the oil of the Holy Spirit, a
	bridesmaid can be a foolish bridesmaid.  A bridesmaid who doesn't
	get to be with the Bridegroom.  A bridesmaid who gets shut out of
	the wedding feast.  In other words, I suppose the answer, really, is
	“no.”  After all, the purpose of a bridesmaid is to
	escort the bride to the Bridegroom.  Or in our parable this week (as
	was the Jewish custom), to light the way for the Bridegroom as He
	goes to collect His bride.  If a bridesmaid is unable to fulfill her
	purpose, I don't think she could rightly be considered a bridesmaid.

	
	If
	the purpose of the bridesmaid is to light the way before the
	Bridegroom, let's look at the question today, “What are the
	lamps?” which will lead us into the question, “Who (or
	what) are the bridesmaids?”  We'll look into the question of
	the bridesmaids tomorrow and focus on the lamps today.

	
	Notice
	from today's “plus” readings, the connection between the
	tabernacle/temple and light.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Exodus 27:20-21, where are the lamps being spoken of?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	placement of the lamps is interesting.  If your level of biblical
	literacy includes any knowledge of the tabernacle/temple, you'll
	know that there was an area in the tabernacle/temple we call the
	holy of holies.  It was separated from the rest of the structure by
	a thick veil (Ex. 26:33), and no one was allowed to enter except the
	high priest once a year (Ex. 30:10).  This was the area where the
	ark of the covenant or the ark of the testimony (representing God's
	throne — Ex. 26:34) was kept.  This area represented God's
	throneroom.

	
	But
	the lampstand was not in the holy of holies.  It was outside the
	veil.  Why?  So it could be seen.
	  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Exodus 27:20-21, when were the lamps in the tabernacle/temple
	allowed to go out?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Do
	you get the idea that God meant for the light never to burn out?  It
	was to burn continually, to burn all night, to burn all down through
	the generations.  “...to cause the lamp to burn
	continually...”  “Aaron and his sons shall tend it from
	evening until morning before the LORD.  It shall be a statute
	forever...”

	
	

	

	
	What
	kept the lamps of Exodus 27:20-21 burning?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There's
	that oil again.  As long as the lamps had oil, they would keep
	burning.

	
	But
	why was it so important to God that a lamp be kept burning in His
	house?  What was He saying?

	
	While
	writing an earlier study once upon a time, I was flipping through
	the book of Isaiah and seemed to notice on every page the phrase,
	“...a light to the Gentiles...”  Then, I began to
	connect this light to the light God commanded always to burn in the
	temple.  I started to see that the point of the light in the temple
	was God's desire to draw the whole world to Himself by revealing His
	beauty, His light, through His temple.  Haggai 2:7 says, “
	'and I will shake all nations, and they shall come to the Desire of
	All Nations, and I will fill this temple with glory,' says the LORD
	of hosts.”  Remember that glory is light.  It's the outshining
	of God's character.

	
	Are
	you seeing through the symbolism to see what I'm saying?  I'm saying
	what Jesus said in Matthew 5:14-16: “You are the light of the
	world.  A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden.  Nor do they
	light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it
	gives light to all who are in the house.  Let your light so shine
	before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your
	Father in heaven.”

	
	

	

	
	Who
	or what is presently God's temple?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Who
	or what do you think are the lamps in God's present temple and in
	this week's parable?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	think there's a two-part answer.  The light,
	like the oil, is the Holy Spirit.  But the light is the Spirit made
	visible.  It's that outshining of God's character to the world.  The
	lamps or lampstands — the light holders
	—
	are us.  If the oil is there, the outshining of the light will also
	be there.  It's not a fire like the kind of fire I have the most
	experience with — a fire that takes constant feeding and
	fussing, blowing till I'm blue in the face to get it going.  A city
	set on a hill can't
	be hidden.  God's fire will
	burn.  It's the fuel, the oil, that makes it go.

	
	Now,
	to our next “plus” passage.  Before Zechariah 4 will
	make any sense at all, you need to know a little about the
	historical background of the book of Zechariah.  It was written
	after Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed Jerusalem and the temple and had
	taken the Jewish people into captivity for seventy years.  At the
	end of the seventy years, the Jews began to return to their homeland
	to rebuild their nation, their capital city, and their temple.  They
	did not do so without opposition, however, and that opposition
	stalled them for a time in their rebuilding of the temple.  Under
	the governance of a man named Zerubbabel (a direct descendant of
	King David, by the way) and the spiritual leadership of a priest
	named Joshua, the new temple in Jerusalem was indeed finally
	completed.  God used a couple of other men in that task.  He called
	a prophet named Haggai to  apply a boot to the backsides of
	Zerubbabel and Joshua (Haggai 1:1-8) to get the temple project
	moving again.  Then, He called a prophet named Zechariah to
	encourage the governor and the high priest, once they were moving in
	the right direction, to keep their strength from waning.  Zechariah
	is an often-puzzling book with many prophecies relating to “the
	time of the end,” but those prophecies were spoken originally
	to Zerubbabel and Joshua and most first dealt with the rebuilding of
	the temple.

	
	

	

	
	Considering
	the historical background and purpose of the book of Zechariah, why
	might God have given Zechariah a vision of a lampstand?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Understanding
	that Zechariah was written to encourage Zerubbabel and Joshua in the
	rebuilding of the temple makes sense of the lamps and lampstand in
	the vision.  The temple was never to be without light.  The
	lampstand was a vital piece of furnishing in the temple.  God was
	telling Zerubbabel and Joshua through Zechariah that the purpose of
	His temple (to draw all people to Him through the outshining of His
	beautiful character) would indeed be fulfilled.  The temple would be
	rebuilt, and as a final furnishing, the lampstand would one day burn
	in it again.  How?  “Not by might nor by power, but by My
	Spirit...” (v. 6)  The mountain that was the
	seemingly-insurmountable task of completing the temple against
	opposition would move before God's Spirit using Zerubbabel.  There
	was great rejoicing when Zerubbabel dusted off his plumb line.  His
	hands laid the foundation of the temple, and God assured him that
	his hands would lay the final capstone. 
	

	
	Then,
	Zechariah had the seven lamps on the lampstand explained to him.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Zechariah 4:10, what is the answer to Zechariah's question about the
	vision of the seven lamps?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	eyes of the LORD?  Does God have seven eyes?  Seven is the number of
	perfection, of completion, of God's perfect and complete work.  In
	other words, God's vision is perfect.  God's eyes are all-seeing. 
	In Zechariah 3:9, seven eyes are upon the foundation stone.  In
	Zechariah 4:10, those eyes are the lamps, the final piece to be put
	in place in the temple.  God's Spirit was the underseer and the
	overseer.  He saw and directed every step in the building of the
	temple.  Why?  Because that temple was important to Him.  Showing
	His glory to the world through His representation of His dwelling
	place with people is incredibly important to Him.

	
	Now,
	what about the last answer Zechariah was given to his question on
	the two olive trees?  
	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Zechariah 4:14, who are the two olive trees providing the oil for
	the lamps in the vision?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Day 2, what two groups of men were always anointed with oil in the
	Old Testament?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	What
	two main characters in Zechariah belonged in these two groups?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	So
	if Zerubbabel, the governor (and descendant of David), and Joshua,
	the high priest, were the two, anointed ones, dripping their oil
	into the lampstand of the temple, what does that mean for us?

	
	There's
	a slight trading of terms that happens between verses eleven and
	twelve I'd like you to notice.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Zechariah 4:12, how does Zechariah reword his question about the
	olive trees from verse eleven (see also Zechariah 6:12)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 15:5, who is the vine and who are the branches?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	oil is God's Spirit, and the water is God's Spirit.  We are only
	branches on a vine.  It is only His life flowing through us that
	produces the fruit which fuels the light that all the world is meant
	to see.

	
	Jesus
	is the original “Anointed One.”  He is the olive tree
	representing the King and the olive tree representing the Priest. 
	He is the King of kings and the Priest of priests.  But I'd like you
	to see a rather mind-blowing concept from the New Testament through
	a few different passages.  
	

	
	“and
	has made us kings and priests to His God and Father...” (Rev.
	1:6a.).  “...And have redeemed us to God by Your blood out of
	every tribe and tongue and people and nation, and have made us kings
	and priests to our God; and we shall reign on the earth” (Rev.
	5:9b.-10).  “But you are a chosen generation, a
	royal priesthood,
	a holy nation, His own special people, that
	you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness
	into His marvellous light;”
	(1 Pet. 2:9, emphasis added).

	
	We,
	too, as Christ's bride, His body, and His temple are the anointed
	ones.  We, too, are kings and priests.  I won't comment on
	Revelation 5:10's declaration that the redeemed will reign on earth.
	 Far too much subject matter for today.  I would like us to think
	today about the role of the priest in the Old Testament, though.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was the job of the priest in the Old Testament?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Of
	course, the priests offered the sacrifices and did the other work of
	the temple.  But the role of the priest in general was to stand in
	the gap between the people of Israel and God.  He was the
	go-between.  The intermediary.  1 Timothy 2:5 informs us that,
	“...there is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the
	Man Christ Jesus.”  There is only one true King and one true
	Priest.  Yet in a way, we've all been called into that priestly
	position.  To mediate between God and men.  To represent God and His
	dwelling place to the people around us and to represent the people
	around us to God.  We can only do that work through the anointing
	oil of God's Spirit.  Without that oil, there can be no light.  But
	with the oil, there will be light.

	
	A
	final note on the olive trees and lampstands: “And I will give
	power to my two witnesses...These are the two olive trees and the
	two lampstands standing before the God of the earth” (Rev.
	11:3a.-4).  Whoever these two witnesses of Revelation will be,
	notice they are witnesses,
	the main task of anointed ones and light holders.

	
	Are
	you seeing it?  The oil and light are God's.  But He works through
	His royal priesthood to do the work of building His dwelling place
	through which shines the light meant to draw all people to Him.
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	Week 11,
	Day 4

	
	The
	Stories of the Two Servants — Matthew 24:45-51; and the Ten
	Bridesmaids — Matthew 25:1-13

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 25:1-13, Rev. 1:20; 2:1-5; 3:1-6, 14-22

	
	

	

	
	Today,
	I'm about to enter into debatable territory.  I'll be giving you my
	rather novel interpretations for today's readings, and I myself am
	suspicious of novelty.  A person standing all by themselves on an
	issue is often standing out in left field.  So this is my
	disclaimer: I wouldn't go to the stake for today's lesson, but today
	I will be showing you this week's parable the way it's come to make
	sense for me.

	
	If
	the oil and the fire are the Holy Spirit and the light-holders are
	us,
	who are the bridesmaids?  I'd like to suggest an answer that seems
	to me to fit.  It's an answer I've arrived at from two different
	directions.  The first was a chance comment by a radio preacher
	which I've been unable to verify elsewhere, but it started me in a
	particular direction for the answer to today's question, so I'll
	repeat it for what it was worth.  To the Jewish mind, the speaker
	stated, certain numbers had symbolic significance, and the number
	ten was the number representing a congregation
	or
	an assembly.  The radio preacher didn't take his chance comment any
	further, but to my mind, this week's parable suddenly opened up.

	
	Could
	Jesus have been thinking of the bridesmaids in His parable as
	representative of congregations that serve (or should serve) the
	greater body of His true church?  Isn't that the role of the
	bridesmaids?  To serve the bride?  Or in Jesus' day, to light the
	way before the Groom, to prepare the way for His coming for His
	bride?  Can there be any other purpose to our meeting together as
	congregations than to serve the greater body of the one church and
	to serve the Groom?  And like John the Baptist, to help prepare the
	world for His coming?

	
	As
	stated, the lampstands — the light-holders — are us!
	 This is true of us as individual Christians, but Revelation 1-3
	puts a different slant on the light-holders.  (And Revelation 1-3 is
	the second direction from which I arrived at my answer to, “Who
	are the bridesmaids?”)

	
	

	

	
	Quote
	the piece of Revelation 1:20 that pertains to today's subject, and
	comment on the symbolism used.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	So
	the fire (or lamp) is the Spirit of God (Rev. 4:5).  The lampstands
	(or
	fire-holders) are us.  But not only us as individuals.  Us as
	congregations made up of individuals.  Congregations who are part of
	the one, true church.  Are the bridesmaids, as holders of the lamps,
	also congregations and also part of the one true bride?

	
	Sometimes.
	 But sometimes not.  Isn't that what Jesus taught through His
	parable?  In some cases, the bridesmaids are, in the end, not among
	the saved.  They are not the bride.  In those cases, they do not
	properly wear the title “bridesmaids,” as pointed out
	yesterday.  There are “churches” who have no right to
	the name.  If a bridesmaid runs out of oil, then her light burns
	out.  When her light burns out, she ceases to be a bridesmaid.

	
	But
	how can a person run out of oil?  How can someone run out of the
	Holy Spirit?  Is this week's parable teaching that a person can lose
	his or her salvation?  Only if the bridesmaids represent individual
	Christians.  If the foolish bridesmaids are congregations,
	the history of Revelation 2-3, as well as more recent history, shows
	us clearly how congregations
	run out of oil.  We'll take a look today at some of that history.  
	

	
	Here's
	what I believe: there's no possibility of the bride being shut out
	of the wedding feast.  From every teaching in the New Testament, she
	is one lady who won't be late for her own wedding.  But among those
	who claim to be her bridesmaids, some will not make it to the
	wedding because of a problem of oil-loss.

	
	Let's
	look now at a progression of oil-loss in Revelation 2-3.  We'll be
	able to see the lamp flicker and dim.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is Jesus' promise/warning to the church of Ephesus in Revelation
	2:5?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From
	Day 2-3's lessons, what was Jesus promising to do and why?

	
	

	

	
	 
	

	
	Several
	years ago, I visited the ruins of Ephesus.  There is no church left
	there.  There is no city left.  Not only in Ephesus, but in all the
	other cities in Turkey of Revelation 2-3, the light of a Christian
	witness has grown very dim.  Why would Jesus see fit to remove the
	lampstand of a local congregation?  Because that lampstand burned
	out when it ran out of oil.  Unlike my lazy self, Jesus doesn't
	believe in keeping dead bulbs in the socket and stumbling around in
	the dark.  He, “...did not leave Himself without witness...”
	(Acts 14:17).  He never does.  He always, somewhere, has His people
	planted and His light shining.  He always has His remnant.  But He
	doesn't waste space on temples that have stopped being temples.

	
	Remember
	that Ezekiel 16 contains a prophecy of the destruction of the
	temple.  It was no longer a temple — God's dwelling place.  He
	left it in Ezekiel 10.  But here's the beautiful thing: that
	presence portrayed leaving the temple in Ezekiel 10 was portrayed as
	already present with His people in Babylon in Ezekiel 1.  Why? 
	Because God's people were then in Babylon.  And He was with them, in
	their very midst.

	
	Yes,
	Ephesus had its lampstand removed.  In fact, during “the dark
	ages” there were only pinpoints of the light of the witness of
	the truth of the gospel anywhere in the world.  Europe's population
	considered itself “Christian,” but “Christianity,”
	by and large, had degenerated into superstition and meaningless
	ritual.  Still, God did not leave Himself without witness or a
	remnant.  Even during the dark ages, He had His lampstands.   
	

	
	Let's
	look at the process of running out of oil.  Through Jesus' words to
	Ephesus, we can see the first step.

	
	

	

	
	What
	direction had the church in Ephesus taken which called for some
	repentance (Rev. 2:4)?

	
	

	

	
	  
	

	
	I'm
	convinced that this is always the first step in running out of oil. 
	The Ephesian Christians still hung onto correct doctrine and right
	living (outwardly), but they were failing in the matter of the
	greatest command.

	
	I
	don't know what practical tips I have for the obedience of loving
	God more than anything else.  I suppose the only tip I have is to
	want
	to obey.  Jesus' prescribes a change of mind
	(repentance) to cure the heart condition of the Ephesians.  I can
	set my will toward loving God above all else even if my emotions
	don't yet follow suit.  Emotions do eventually trail after the
	leading of our wills.  Then, I can rely on God to do the work.

	
	Let's
	look at the second stage in the progression of oil-loss: the church
	in Sardis.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is Jesus' diagnosis of Sardis's health condition in Revelation 3:1?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	D-E-A-D!
	 That's a fairly serious condition!  Jesus does amend this diagnosis
	to “mostly dead”in verse two, and this is because of
	verse four.  There are still flickers of life and light left in the
	lampstand of Sardis.

	
	We've
	seen it all study-long.  What does “dead” mean when the
	Bible uses the term?  It means spiritually dead — separated
	from God.  The “church” in Sardis was rapidly becoming a
	church in name only.  In verse five, to have one's name blotted out
	of the Book of Life is to die!
	 Those in Revelation 3:1-2 who didn't repent of their deadness would
	finally have their names blotted out of the Book of the Living. 
	When they died physically, they would be really and truly dead —
	separated from God forever.

	
	By
	contrast in verse five, Jesus promises to know
	the overcomers.  He promises to call them by name, to confess them
	before His Father and the angels.  He'll never say to the
	spiritually alive what He says to the foolish bridesmaids, “I
	do not know you.”  This is a relational knowing.  To know
	God is to be spiritually alive.

	
	Let's
	talk briefly once again about the only route to knowing
	God, to passing from death into life (1 John 3:14), to being born
	again.  Oddly enough, it is a matter of doctrine — of
	accepting certain points to be true.  A person must...“Believe
	on the Lord Jesus Christ...” (Acts 16:31a.).  But what must a
	person believe about the Lord Jesus Christ, exactly?  John wrote,
	“but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the
	Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His
	name” (John 20:31).  Rather than being a vague, meaningless
	phrase to John, this was how he understood what it meant to be the
	Son of God: “Therefore the Jews sought all the more to kill
	Him, because He not only broke the Sabbath, but also said that God
	was His Father, making Himself equal with God” (John 5:18). 
	So a person must believe that the Lord Jesus Christ is not only
	Christ (Messiah — Anointed One) but the Son of God — God
	Himself.  Then, Paul writes, “Moreover, brethren, I declare to
	you the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received and
	in which you stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold fast
	that word which I preached to you — unless you believed in
	vain.  For I delivered to you first of all that which I also
	received: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,
	and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day
	according to the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:1-4).  So in order to
	be saved, a person must believe that the Lord Jesus Christ,
	God-the-Son, came to earth to die and rise again for his or her own
	sin.  Or, as I keep saying, he must know who is really God and who
	God really is. 
	

	
	But
	how can just making mental ticks on a truth checklist save a person?
	 Well, if salvation — spiritual life — is knowing
	God
	(being in relationship with Him), the very first step in a
	relationship is to know a few facts about a person, isn't it? 
	Pretty silly to say I know
	someone if I don't know the most basic facts about him.

	
	Of
	course, knowing God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) must go beyond
	nodding mental assent to a few intellectual facts.  But here's the
	thing about those intellectual facts regarding who God really is. 
	When truly understood, there is no possibility of nodding mental
	assent to them and having it stop there.  Those intellectual facts
	are so life-changing when properly grasped they refuse to stay
	merely intellectual.

	
	So
	if the church of Sardis was a (mostly) dead church, it was a church
	who had lost the basic facts it needed to be spiritually alive. 
	This may be a controversial interpretation, but it's how I read the
	word “dead.”

	
	History
	has shown us what a church losing the doctrines it needs to be a
	church in more than name looks like.  Any “church”
	denying on principle Jesus' deity or His atoning death for sin or
	His bodily resurrection is a dead church.  It may have a few sparks
	of life of those who still believe truth, but it's mostly dead. 
	Entire denominations have died in this manner.  Even if they carry
	on to this day as Jesus gives them a chance to repent before
	removing the dead bulb, disbelieving any of the central doctrines of
	the faith kills churches.  
	

	
	The
	church in Ephesus still had its hold on correct doctrine.  And it
	still had oil in its lamp.  There was life in the church.  But
	leaving one's first love opens an oil leak.  Where love exits, sound
	doctrine follows.  And when doctrine exits, a church dies (even if
	it appears alive).  When a church dies, its temperature drops.  A
	person can put their hand on the lukewarm ashes and tell a fire has
	once been there, but the fire is out.

	
	Stage
	three: after the “mostly dead” of Sardis, the “all
	dead” of the lukewarm Laodiceans.  My interpretation of Jesus'
	words to the Laodiceans is possibly the most controversial thing
	I'll say today, and I haven't always held this interpretation, but
	after wrestling with Revelation 3:14-22 over the course of years,
	I've come to think that Jesus was not addressing Christians at all
	in this passage.  How else could Jesus (in verse fifteen) wish that
	the Laodicean “church” would be either cold or hot?  If
	the “cold” are the unsaved, the “hot” are
	whole-hearted Christians, and the “lukewarm” are
	half-hearted Christians (as is the usual interpretation), would
	Jesus wish people to be unsaved rather than half-heartedly saved?  I
	don't believe so.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Revelation 3:18, what are the Laodiceans' needs?  What do these
	needs typically represent in Scripture?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	Laodiceans need gold.  1 Peter 1:7 speaks of, “...your faith,
	being much more precious than gold that perishes, though it is
	tested by fire...”  Christ's “gold” seems to me to
	be the faith He offers.  The Laodiceans need to be clothed in
	Christ's white garments.  We saw it in Week 10.  The garments are
	Christ's righteousness.  The Laodiceans need their blindness healed.
	 In Scripture, “blindness” is invariably spiritual
	blindness.  Without faith, without Christ's righteousness, without
	spiritual eyesight, is it possible the Laodiceans were even saved?

	
	It's
	the extreme need of the “church” in Laodicea that
	convinces me they were truly not a church at all.  But what does it
	mean that they were “lukewarm”?  I think the key to
	understanding “lukewarm” lies in 3:16-17.

	
	

	

	
	Notice
	the “because” in verse seventeen.  From 3:17, why does
	Jesus call the church “lukewarm” in 3:16?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	was lack of recognition of their needy state that made the
	Laodiceans lukewarm.  If the “cold” are the unsaved and
	the “hot” are the saved, the “lukewarm” are
	those on middle ground.  The problem with middle ground is a saying
	I've heard (and like): “All the fences are on the devil's
	territory.”  The middle ground is thinking one is saved when
	one is unsaved.  Jesus could wish the Laodiceans to be hot or cold
	because there's more hope for one who knows he's unsaved than one
	who thinks he's already good enough for God.

	
	For
	a historical example, I think back to when my country considered
	itself a “Christian country.”  Many people (and
	churches) believed they were Christians without the first clue what
	the Bible teaches about being saved.  I have to agree with Jesus
	that the clearly-drawn dividing lines of the present may be a good
	thing.
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	Week 11,
	Day 5

	
	The
	Stories of the Two Servants — Matthew 24:45-51; and the Ten
	Bridesmaids — Matthew 25:1-13

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 24:45-51, 25:1-13, Hebrews 4:12-13 
	

	
	Psalm 45,
	Revelation 19:7-9 
	

	
	

	

	
	In
	yesterday's lesson, the onus to be watchful — faithful —
	was on congregations of Christians.  But congregations are made up
	of individuals.  History has shown us that congregations burn
	brightly, flicker, and burn out, but God always has His individuals
	in the midst of the ashes who carry on His work, like a grass fire
	which is stamped out in one spot but flares up in another when a
	spark carries the battle into new quarters.

	
	Throughout
	history, that does seem to be how God's work carries on —
	through little, individual sparks that spread to create more sparks.
	 He's put us into a body, and we need each other, just as every
	member of a human body needs every other member.  But what would a
	body be without its individual members?

	
	So
	today, with a closer look at the story of the servants, the onus to
	be watchful is back on us as individuals.   
	

	
	Today,
	I'll be beating a horse I've beat so often already this study I'm
	almost ashamed to beat it anymore.  (I don't think it's a dead
	horse, but it may be soon if I keep on beating it.)  Again, through
	this week's parables, I'm drawn to the inescapable conclusion that
	any saved person will produce a little, visible, outward fruit of
	their invisible, inward condition.  And again, I must emphasize that
	fruit-bearing is God's work.  And it will happen.

	
	The
	way I read my Bible, it looks to me as though every other part of
	the Christian life grows out of the simple acknowledgement of the
	truths we discussed yesterday.  That acknowledgement is the first
	step that begins the relationship with God which is eternal life. 
	That acknowledgement is the decision God waits upon before moving
	right on in to His temples of flesh and blood and soul and spirit. 
	And it's that act which breathes spiritual life into
	spiritually-dead bodies and turns us into new creations, born again
	children of God.

	
	The
	power doesn't lie in our acknowledgement of these truths but in the
	power of the truths themselves.  The truths we acknowledge in order
	to be saved are truths of such power that a true acknowledgement of
	them can't help but have all the results listed above.  And those
	results can't help but turn visible.

	
	

	

	
	What
	marks the difference between the good servant and the bad servant of
	Matthew 24:45-51?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	That
	mark is obedience.  Can the bad servant even be called a servant if
	He doesn't ever serve
	the Master?

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the destiny of the bad servant in Matthew 24:51?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Clearly,
	this is not the destiny of a saved person.  The servant who has no
	interest, ever, in obeying His Master is simply not saved.  Again, I
	don't believe this servant loses
	his salvation; I believe he never had it.

	
	Notice
	the “cut him in two” of Matthew 24:51.  God's Word is
	often depicted as a sword (Eph. 6:17, Heb. 4:12, Rev. 1:16).  In
	John 12:48, Jesus states that His words
	will be the judge in the last day.  How will the unsaved “servant”
	be “cut in two”?  God's Word has a way of opening us up
	and exposing truths about ourselves of which we aren't even aware
	(Heb. 4:12-13).  When the Master returns, the servant, through the
	Master's Word (and words), will see the truth about himself, and
	that “cutting in two” will be a painful one.

	
	

	

	
	To
	whose portion or place will the bad servant be appointed (Matt.
	24:51)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Hypocrites
	were play-actors, those who pretended to be what they were not. 
	Some use the word “hypocrite” to mean any imperfect
	Christian, but a hypocrite pretends to be what he is not. 
	Hopefully, no Christian ever pretends to be perfect.  Then,
	imperfect Christians are no hypocrites.  The person who calls
	himself a Christian without being one is the person who has the
	right to the title “hypocrite.”

	
	Jesus
	calls both the good servant and the bad servant “servants,”
	though the servant who refuses to serve the Master is no true
	servant of the Master.  I believe Jesus refers to both as “servants”
	because that's how both identify themselves.  But one is a
	hypocrite.  One is play-acting.  One is either deceiving or
	deceived.

	
	There
	are certainly hypocrites who claim to be Christians — who
	claim to believe all the things Christians believe — yet know
	in their hearts they're lying.  On the other hand, there are
	hypocrites who claim to be Christians because they believe
	themselves to be Christians.  Yesterday's lesson looked at a whole
	congregation of lukewarm Laodiceans in that position.  I compared
	the Laodiceans to the cultural “Christians” that
	populated my country (and other “Christian” countries) a
	number of years ago.  Entire generations grew up thinking they were
	Christians because of the place they were born or the church they
	attended or certain activities they performed.  They had no
	understanding at all of the truths which must be embraced in order
	to be saved.

	
	Sadly,
	often Christianity bears the blame for the actions of hypocrites. 
	Jesus' parable addresses this issue.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 24:45-51, how is it possible to tell the difference between
	the good and bad servants?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	For
	us to tell?  The difference between individual good and bad
	servants?  I'm not sure that it is.  Because all Christians are
	imperfect, it may be impossible for us to tell the difference
	between an imperfect Christian and a true hypocrite.  We have no
	need to sort out everyone who claims to be a Christian into the two
	groups, anyway.  The Master will do it when He gets back.  But this
	week's parables are plain: there will be visible differences, en
	masse,
	between true Christians and true hypocrites.  En
	masse,
	there will be visible light emanating from a lampstand filled with
	oil.  And that oil is contained in vessels — individual
	Christians.

	
	At
	this point, we probably need to return to a question I asked you
	earlier this week.

	
	

	

	
	 From
	Matthew 24:45-51, how was the good servant ready for his Master's
	return?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	other words, what do those visible differences between the saved and
	the unsaved entail?  What is the work the Master has left us to do? 
	“...to give them [the Master's household] food in due
	season...” (v. 45).

	
	

	

	
	Can
	you think of two different kinds of “food” the Master
	has instructed us to give His “household”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Did
	your mind run the same direction mine did?  Toward Matthew 25:31-46
	and the account of the sheep and the goats?  Could our Master have
	made it any plainer?  We are to give physical food to the physically
	hungry.  Sometime, some place, some how, all Christians must be
	involved in caring for the physically needy.

	
	Did
	your mind run in the other direction that mine did?  Toward John 6
	and the Bread of Life?  Some needs are even greater than physical
	needs.  Sometime, some place, some how, all Christians must be
	involved in caring for the spiritually needy.  Both are how we
	prepare the way before the Groom as He returns.

	
	We're
	not finished with the two servants, but let's involve our
	bridesmaids again by looking at Psalm 45.

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the mood of the bridesmaids as they are brought to the King in
	Psalm 45?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 Again,
	I was reminded this week of the joy of the Bridegroom's return for
	those who are ready for Him.  It made me think of the wine of joy of
	the wedding feast that we looked at last week.  I suppose it was the
	behaviour of the bad servant which put the wine of the wedding feast
	into my mind.  There is a contrast.

	
	

	

	
	Rather
	than feeding the “household” as instructed, how does the
	bad servant fill his days (Matt. 24:49)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't have much to say on the subject of the bad servant's treatment
	of his fellow servants.  I've said a lot already on our obedience to
	God affecting our treatment of others.  It's the drunkenness of the
	bad servant that caught my interest.  Matthew 24:49 is not the only
	passage which mentions drunkenness in connection with the “unready”
	at Christ's return.  Luke 21:34 says, “But take heed to
	yourselves, lest your hearts be weighed down with carousing,
	drunkenness, and cares of this life, and that Day come on you
	unexpectedly.”  
	

	
	When
	Jesus returns, most won't be expecting Him because they'll be
	consumed with this material world.  Drunkenness is just one symptom
	of looking to the material world to do what it can never do —
	satisfy spiritual needs.  Over-drinking is an attempt to fill an
	empty place.  Because the wine of the wedding feast is true joy,
	many hope that a different kind of wine can bring them joy.  But the
	presence of the Bridegroom produces the wine of joy.  Wine cannot
	bring the joy that only comes from the Bridegroom's presence.

	
	Drunkenness
	is just one of many attempts to fill empty places that only the
	Bread of Life can fill.  It is, perhaps, one of the most obvious
	attempts.  Maybe that's the reason Jesus speaks of it in Matthew
	24:49.

	
	Revelation
	19:7-9 ties together today's main points.  Notice that the bride,
	clothed in Christ's righteousness, accessorizes with fine linens
	which are righteous acts.
	 At some point, Christ's righteousness in us takes the form of
	action.
	 Then, notice, in Revelation 19:7 (as in Isaiah 61:10) the
	connection between righteousness and joy.  There is joy in
	Revelation 19:7 because the bride is ready.
	 Serving the Master by feeding His “household” feeds
	those doing the feeding, as well.  There is joy, not only in knowing
	the Master, but in doing what He asks.  Anything else leaves only
	emptiness that refuses to be filled.  Not only obedience, but joy in
	obedience, will mark the difference between those who serve the
	Master and those who don't.
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	Week 11
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	—  From Matthew 25:1-13, how were the wise bridesmaids ready
	for the Bridegroom's coming?

	
	2
	—  Who or what was to be anointed with the oil of Exodus
	30:26-30?

	
	3
	— Who or what do you think are the lamps in God's present
	temple and in this week's parable?

	
	4
	— What is Jesus' promise/warning to the church of Ephesus in
	Revelation 2:5? 
	

	
	5
	— From Matthew 24:45-51, how was the good servant ready for
	his Master's return?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	This
	week, through the two parables of Matthew 24:45-51 and Matthew
	25:1-13, I was drawn back to the same, logical conclusion to which
	I've been drawn many times in this study.  The logical progression
	ending in the logical conclusion starts out with a list of doctrines
	the Bible teaches a person must believe in order to be saved.  To
	quote Day 4's lesson, “...in order to be saved, a person must
	believe that the Lord Jesus Christ, God-the-Son, came to earth to
	die and rise again for his or her own sin.”  Believing the
	truth — faith — is the only “work” we do in
	our own salvation (Eph. 2:8-9).  The rest of the work is entirely
	God's.

	
	Because
	the truths of salvation are truths of enormous power, there is no
	such thing as merely mental assent to them.  Any true mental assent
	will unavoidably change the life of the believer as God, in the
	Person of the Holy Spirit, comes to live right inside him or her. 
	And that brings us to the oil in the parable of the virgins.

	
	Oil,
	in the Bible, has strong associations with the Holy Spirit.  I
	believe the oil in this week's parable represents the Holy Spirit. 
	All believers are indwelt by the Holy Spirit (John 7:39, Gal. 3:2,
	Rom. 8:9).  Therefore (logically), if a person does not have the
	Holy Spirit, he or she is not a true believer in Jesus.

	
	And
	this is the logical conclusion to which this week's parables both
	led me: the indwelling of the Holy Spirit makes a visible difference
	in the lives either of congregations or of individuals.  If there is
	never
	any visible difference in a congregation or an individual — if
	there is no light coming from the light-holder — that absence
	is indicative of the absence of the Holy Spirit.  If the Holy Spirit
	indwells all believers in Jesus, logically, then, the individual (or
	congregation of individuals) who lacks the Holy Spirit does not, in
	truth, believe all the doctrines the Bible says it's necessary to
	believe in order to be a true believer in Jesus.  This lack of
	belief may be wilful or it may be ignorance of what the Bible
	teaches.  But the results are the same.  No light.

	
	And
	history has shown us how congregations run out of the “oil”
	of the Holy Spirit.  If one generation fails to pass on the Bible's
	saving truths or if the next generation fails to grasp what is
	passed on, there's an oil leak.

	
	Now,
	let's get personal.  Does it work?  Are there visible differences? 
	The degree to which a Christian is full of the oil of the Holy
	Spirit will determine the brightness of his or her personal flame. 
	But the world (at large) notices, even if they don't always like,
	the differences between themselves and Christians (at large).

	
	What
	about the mark of joy?  I've told you about my own lack of joy.  Is
	the joy I keep talking about a reality?  Finally this study, I can
	tell you that I know what I'm talking about.  Yes, His joy is a
	reality.
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	Week 12,
	Day 1

	
	The
	Story of the Faithful and Unfaithful Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 25:14-30, Matthew 13:1-12

	
	

	

	
	With
	this final week of lessons, we'll be doubling back, coming
	full-circle to arrive at the point where we started — the
	story of the sower, the seed, and the soils.  There's a reason that
	the first week's parable is today's “plus” passage.  I
	believe the first week's parable and the last week's are essentially
	telling the same story.

	
	My
	present understanding of the parable we'll be investigating this
	week is quite new to me.  For years, I found the parable of the
	servants and the talents to be the most frightening of all Jesus'
	short stories.  I suppose the reason for my fright was the
	coincidence of the Greek “talanton,” the word used in
	Matthew 25:14-30 (transliterated into English as “talent”),
	and the usual meaning in English of the word “talent.” 
	The coincidence is perhaps no coincidence.  It could be that our
	English word “talent” (meaning, “gift —
	special ability”) came from the Greek “talanton”
	(maybe even because of this week's parable where the “talantons”
	were given).
	 It is important, however, to recognize that when this week's
	parable was written the “talantons” in it were units of
	weight or money.  The parable under investigation is not speaking of
	“talents” as abilities or skills but of “talents”
	as money.  What that money symbolizes will be today's subject.

	
	I
	should explain why the linguistic coincidence of the word “talents”
	in Matthew 25 combined with the meaning of our English word was a
	terrifying one to me.  It was because I don't enjoy singing in
	public or performing musically.  For those of you responding with a
	resounding, “Huh?!!!” don't worry.  I'll explain.

	
	I
	have a certain, slender amount of natural musical ability.  From the
	time I was a small child (before I was able to decide these things
	for myself), I was forced to sing solos as “specials” in
	church.  The day came when this type of compulsion became a form of
	torture to me, and I started saying I would no longer comply. 
	Because the older inhabitants of the church knew that I had a
	certain amount of musical gifting and knew that I had unwillingly
	used it when I was little (to be fair, they probably didn't know it
	was unwillingly — maybe when I was small enough, I wasn't
	unwilling.  I'm not sure; can't quite remember), they would accost
	me with this week's parable when I would explain to them that I was
	no longer willing to unwillingly sing solos in church.  “You
	remember the parable of the talents, don't you?  Don't you remember
	what happened to the man who buried his talent?”  Yes, I
	remembered the parable of the talents.  Yes, I remembered what
	happened to the man who buried his talents.  He was cast into the
	outer darkness where there was weeping and gnashing of teeth.  Were
	these well-meaning, though not-terribly-encouraging, encouragers
	seriously suggesting to me that I would go to hell for “burying”
	the talent of my slender musical ability by not singing solos in
	church?  To this day, I don't know.

	
	But
	I do know that I have since rejected the notion that Jesus was
	teaching that a misuse or lack of use (in His work) of our natural
	giftings and abilities will condemn us to hell.  In other words,
	I've rejected the notion that the “talents” of Matthew
	25 symbolize “talents” in our English sense of the word.
	 The linguistic similarity is coincidental or, at least,
	non-significant.

	
	But
	what about money, the original meaning of the “talantons”
	in the parable?  Was Jesus teaching that the misuse or lack of use
	(in His work) of the money He entrusts to a person will condemn him
	to hell?  After all, I have pointed out all study-long that the
	inner, invisible work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts bears
	outward, visible fruit and that fruit will unavoidably have an
	effect on our use of the money God entrusts to our care.

	
	For
	years, without giving it a great deal of thought, I believed that
	the “talents” of this week's parable represent all
	the gifts God gives — natural abilities as well as money as
	well as everything else.  I suppose I believed (or maybe didn't 
	believe much about it one way or the other at all) that this parable
	was teaching that our salvation will have a direct effect on how we
	use everything God entrusts to us.  Those who are saved will use
	what they've been given by God to work toward the increase of His
	kingdom in some way.

	
	After
	I rejected the uncomfortable notion that I could be condemned to
	hell for my refusal to sing “specials”   in church, I
	wasn't made entirely comfortable by the notion that my salvation
	would inevitably mean I was using God's gifts to, in some way, work
	for Him.  It's not a completely comfortable notion, but then we're
	not left here on earth to live in complete comfort.

	
	I've
	seen the truth of this not-overly comfortable notion elsewhere in
	Scripture, but the repetition of one of Jesus' statements in this
	week's parable recorded earlier in our first week's parable put me
	on to a different tack  altogether in discovering the meaning of
	this week's parable.

	
	

	

	
	What
	statement made in Matthew 13:1-12 is repeated almost word-for-word
	in Matthew 25:14-30?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 From
	Matthew 13 and the story of the sower, what is it that has been
	“given” in Matthew 13:12?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Matthew
	13:11 makes the meaning of Matthew 13:12 clear.  In Matthew 13:11,
	the disciples had been “given” the revelation, the
	understanding, of “the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.”
	 To others, that understanding had not been given.  And to those who
	had been given the revelation of God's mysteries, more would be
	given.  Their understanding would grow.  To those who were
	uninterested in pressing closer to Jesus to beg, “Explain to
	us the parable...” (v. 36), even the little understanding they
	did have of Jesus' words and teachings would fade away.  
	

	
	The
	“plants” in the first parable of Matthew 13 represented
	the various degrees of understanding that grew (or failed to grow)
	in the soil of the hearts and minds of Jesus' audience.  I can see
	the principle of Matthew 13:12 being lived out every day in my
	garden.  To the plants that grow and put down strong roots, “more”
	is “given,” and they come to have abundance.  To the
	plants that can't seem to get a good start, the meagre root-system
	and tentative foliage they produce is “taken away.” 
	They shrivel up and die, and the nutrients of the soil they could
	have accessed if they were stronger then become useful only to the
	healthy, growing plants.

	
	Jesus'
	statement of Matthew 13:12 sounds harsh and unloving.  But as seen
	through actual plant-growth, it's merely a statement of a principle
	of “the way things work.”  Especially after realizing
	the fact that those who “don't have” don't have because
	they are unwilling to “have” or to put any work into
	“having,” Jesus' statement can be seen as a simple
	statement of fact, rather than an arbitrary edict of judgment.

	
	It
	is the statement that opened up my understanding of this week's
	parable, however.  If Matthew 13:12 and Matthew 25:29 can be
	considered the thesis statements for their respective parables
	(which I consider them), that would mean that their respective
	parables are making the same main point.

	
	We've
	seen the main point of the parable of the soils.  Those who have
	enough
	understanding of God's Word will continue to grow in their
	understanding, and that understanding will eventually bear fruit. 
	Those who (through unwillingness) never gain enough
	understanding will lose the little understanding they do have.

	
	When
	I applied this main point to the parable of the talents, suddenly a
	switched clicked and the lights came on.  What do the “talents”
	symbolize?  There is one “commodity” whose possession or
	lack of possession will save a person or condemn him to hell.  There
	is one “commodity” which will grow and double, triple,
	quadruple in size unless deliberately stuffed away in a closet and
	ignored.  And there is one “commodity” everyone in the
	world has been given, at least in small portions.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 25 and the story of the talents, what is it that has been
	“given” in Matthew 25:29?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	“commodity” about which I'm speaking is, of course,
	truth
	(or more properly, an understanding of truth).

	
	If
	the two parables we're looking at today make the same main point,
	then Matthew 25 adds one vital piece of informative information to
	the parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils.  From Matthew
	13:1-12, we don't see directly from the parable itself that the
	soils which fail to grow enough
	understanding of the truth do so deliberately.  After all, the
	little, pathetic, dying pea plants on the edge of my garden which
	never get enough water and which are prone to falling victim to the
	attacks of the quack grass aren't dying on purpose.  It's only
	through our understanding of human nature that we can read into the
	parable of the sower, the seed, and the soils the knowledge that the
	poor soils are unwilling soils.  
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30 brings out this knowledge explicitly, however.  The man who
	buries the little understanding of the truth that was given to him
	does so intentionally.  Matthew 25:14-30 also gives us a look into
	this man's psyche through the excuses he uses for doing so. 
	Altogether a fascinating, rather than a terrifying, parable.  Well,
	it's still a terrifying parable.  But it need only be terrifying to
	those who wilfully bury truth.  And those who persist in burying
	truth will, of course, refuse to be terrified by this warning. 
	Until it's too late.

	
	Tomorrow,
	we'll be examining a passage that shows us practically what “burying
	truth” looks like.  It gives us rather a grim look at our
	reality.  The day after we'll be examining a few of the lives of
	those who didn't bury the little truth they were given and the
	resulting growth in their understandings.  It softens the grimness
	of the picture of our reality.  Yes, God is in the business of
	multiplying the understanding of His truth.  And yes, although I no
	longer retain my childhood fear of this parable, I am called to use
	whatever He's given me to help Him in that endeavour.

	





[bookmark: __RefHeading__279_1653537945][bookmark: __RefHeading__341_797077600][bookmark: __RefHeading__208_574192277]
	Week 12,
	Day 2

	
	The
	Story of the Faithful and Unfaithful Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 25:14-30, Romans 1:18-32, Romans 10

	
	

	

	
	There's
	a somewhat stereotypical question often asked of Christians.  (Maybe
	I should call it an objection rather than a question.  When I've
	heard it asked, it's an objection phrased as a question.)  For a
	succinct version, let's use, “What about the 'heathen'?”
	 You may instantly understand the objection from that succinct
	version, but for those who don't, this is the thinking back of,
	“What about the heathen?”  The objector demands to know
	how anyone could worship a God who would condemn a person to hell
	for not believing in a set of truths of which he has never heard. 
	In other words, “What about the heathen?” (in the
	majority of cases in my experience) means, “I can't believe in
	the kind of God you believe in if that's the kind of God you believe
	in.”

	
	It
	should go without saying (but I'll say it, anyway) that the only
	ones who can ask, “What about the heathen?” from sincere
	concern are those who are already Christians.  Obviously, the one
	who is still a “heathen” by choice isn't sincerely
	worried about the “heathen” or he wouldn't choose to be
	one.  Maybe occasionally the question is asked by the
	sincerely-concerned Christian who also happens to be lazy and
	doesn't want to do
	anything about the “heathen” as instructed (Matt.
	28:19-20).  Much easier to believe that nothing needs to be done. 
	Or maybe the question is asked by the sincerely-concerned Christian
	who realizes that whatever he can do, there will still be those “who
	have never heard,” and he would rather not lose sleep over
	them.  It would be preferable to believe that “those who have
	never heard” can be saved without ever hearing.  Or maybe the
	sincere concern of the Christian asking, “What about the
	heathen?” involves lingering doubts about the character of a
	God who could condemn a person to hell for not believing a set of
	truths of which he has never heard.  The sincere Christian, in that
	case, may ask, “What about the heathen?” hoping for a,
	“They'll be just fine!” in order to rescue God's
	reputation for his own peace of mind.

	
	Let's
	deal first with the sincere concerns, and then we'll address, “What
	about the heathen?” as an objection.  To the first (the
	sincerely-concerned-but-lazy Christian), I have nothing more to say.
	 The answer is obvious.  To the sincerely concerned who feels
	helpless and doesn't want to lose sleep, I say, “Mind your own
	business!”  (I don't mean it the way it sounds!)  We've been
	told what our business is.  Our business is Matthew 28:19-20 (look
	it up, if you don't know what our business is).  God's business is
	judging the world.  We can mind our own business of doing what God's
	told us to (and every Christian can get involved in foreign missions
	in some way, even if they never step foot outside their home
	country).  Then, we can leave God's business to Him.  If we're
	minding our own business and God's minding His (which He is), no
	sleep needs to be lost.

	
	What
	I'm saying is that I categorically refuse to enter into the
	question, “How will God judge the world?” beyond what
	the Bible tells me.  We have a few Scriptural answers which we'll
	begin looking at today.  But beyond those, I stay out of the
	question.  I don't know how God will judge the world.  He does. 
	Good enough!

	
	To
	the sincerely concerned with honest doubts about the God of the
	Bible and the insincere objector  looking for dishonest excuses to
	get around the fact of the God of the Bible, the answer is the same.
	 So you think you might have a hard time believing in a God who
	would condemn a person to hell for not believing in a set of truths
	of which he has never heard?  Good!  So would I!

	
	Fortunately,
	such a God is not the God of the Bible.  And that brings us to the
	first Scriptural answer to, “How will God judge the world?”
	that we'll see today.  He won't judge the world for the truth it
	doesn't know.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Matthew 25:18 and Romans 1:18, what do some choose to do with the
	truth they've been given?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	On
	what basis, then, is “...the wrath of God revealed from
	heaven...” (Rom. 1:18)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	And
	there is our first (extremely clear) Scriptural answer to, “How
	will God judge the world?”  No one will be condemned for a
	truth of which he's never heard.  He will be condemned for
	suppressing — burying — or distorting the truth of which
	he is already perfectly aware.  (If I happened to be reading this as
	an insincere objector making dishonest excuses, I would have a large
	knot in the pit of my stomach right about now.)

	
	

	

	
	According
	to Romans 1:28-32, what are the natural results of not retaining the
	knowledge of God?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Romans
	1 explains why the world is a mess.  Moral depravity results from
	the denial of the truth of who is really God and who God really is. 
	And denying that truth comes naturally to humanity with its fallen
	nature.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Romans 1:20 what attributes of God are plainly revealed to everyone
	through God's creation?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Define
	these attributes in your own words.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	what specific ways does creation most clearly reveal these
	attributes to you, personally?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Romans
	10 also speaks of the truths that creation teaches every person. 
	We'll be zeroing in today on verse eighteen — we'll be
	tackling the whole chapter later this week — but I wanted you
	to see today's verse in context.  The whole chapter is pertinent to
	every lesson this week, so we'll get an early start on pondering it.

	
	In
	verse eighteen, Paul asks a question which he answers himself.  He
	answers by quoting from a psalm.

	
	

	

	
	Compare
	Romans 10:18 to Psalm 19:1-4 and paraphrase Paul's question and
	answer in Romans 10:18.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Even
	the most illiterate primitive living in the farthest corner of the
	earth away from internet and lattes can look up into the night sky
	and be awed into a realization of some Mighty Power back of it.  In
	fact, Paul says the illiterate primitive does know about the Mighty
	Power (Rom. 1:21).  If the uneducated man can look at the universe
	and deduce the existence of a Creator, how much more unavoidable
	must the fact of God be to the educated, informed on a regular basis
	about the unimaginable size and yet the unimaginable precision of
	the universe?  If Paul leaves the illiterate primitive without
	excuse in Romans 1:20, how much less excuse does the
	internet-surfing, latte-sipping, literate sophisticate have?  I
	think I've mentioned before my awe and wonder at the feats of mental
	gymnastics performed in order to get around the obvious.  (If you
	think my manners need some polishing, check out Romans 1:22.  Paul
	called 'em like he saw 'em, and I'm just backing him up.)

	
	When
	I see how hard the literate sophisticate must toil in order to deny
	the existence of a Higher Power, I understand a little better what
	Paul is saying in Romans 1.  Although I'm not as familiar with the
	illiterate primitives as I am with the literate sophisticates, I can
	see that we all
	believe what we choose
	to believe.

	
	Besides
	the Creator's existence revealed through nature, Paul speaks of
	another method the Creator uses to reveal Himself to humanity.  Not
	only does He reveal His existence; He reveals a little piece of His
	character.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Romans 1:32, what does Paul say humanity at large understands about
	God?

	
	

	

	
	  
	

	
	The
	method that God uses to pass on the knowledge of His righteousness
	is specified in Romans 2:14-15: “for when Gentiles, who do not
	have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although
	not having the law, are a law unto themselves, who show the work of
	the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing
	witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else
	excusing them.”

	
	God
	wrote some sort of idea of the difference between right and wrong on
	every heart.  We're perfectly capable of twisting His ideas of right
	and wrong to suit ourselves, but two facts remain: everyone I've
	ever met believes in a real right and a real wrong of some kind
	(even those who deny this belief with their mouths — their
	actions and reactions give them away).  And everyone I've ever met
	admits that they are not capable of living up even to their own
	standard of right and wrong.  Never met a person yet who claimed to
	be perfect.

	
	What
	a starting place!  God has revealed to every human that there is a
	Creator, that He is righteous, and that we are guilty.  If there is
	no Creator who possesses the truth about right and wrong, there can
	be no real moral standard — only equal-though-conflicting
	human ideas.  (And no one can manage, in truth, to make him or
	herself believe that there is no real standard.)  Then, God has also
	revealed to every human that we all  fall short of His standard.  If
	we can't keep even our own standards, logic would tell us we haven't
	kept His.

	
	Romans
	1 presents the picture of humanity at large.  And humanity at large
	is very, very good at truth-suppression.  From this week's parable,
	we see the one-talent man burying the truth entrusted to him, then
	hiding behind excuses.  We don't get to see the flip side of the
	coin from Matthew 25:14-30 and Romans 1, but Romans 10 shows us
	that, individually, there are those who don't bury the truth they
	know.  There are those who are given a whole lot less than one
	talent (one talent sounds small but is actually quite a large sum),
	and they make much of their handful of truth-shekels.  We'll see
	tomorrow how God deals with them.
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	Week 12,
	Day 3

	
	The
	Story of the Faithful and Unfaithful Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 25:14-30, Acts 8:26-40, 10:1-36, Daniel 4:34-37,
	Romans 10

	
	

	

	
	I
	remember once hearing about a little girl growing up in communist
	China where the propagation of a belief in any god other than the
	god of the state is strictly forbidden.  This little girl knew
	nothing of the God of the Bible, but one day, as she watched
	snowflakes fall from the sky, a dim realization stole over her that
	Someone other than the state must have created the snowflakes. 
	

	
	I
	don't remember when or where I heard the little girl's story, but I
	do remember why.  Can you guess why?  If you're guessing it was
	because the little girl grew up and, somewhere along the way, became
	a Christian and shared her story with other Christians, then you're
	right.  I remember that much of her story.

	
	The
	little Chinese girl who embraced — rather than buried —
	as much of the truth as was revealed to her through nature and then
	was given much more truth is just one more example to add to those
	I've had you read from today's “plus” passages.  When I
	told the sincerely-concerned Christian who loses sleep at night over
	the “heathen” that he or she can sleep easy as long as
	he or she is doing all he or she is shown to do, I was thinking of
	these examples.  The salvation of the “heathen” does not
	rest on our shoulders.  It rests on God's.

	
	Of
	course, if we're not doing all we're shown to do, a little
	wakefulness might not be a bad thing.  Where would the Ethiopian
	eunuch and Cornelius be today if Philip and Peter hadn't done as
	they were shown?  Where would they be?  They'd be in the presence of
	their Lord and Saviour.  I don't doubt it.  God's plans for saving
	all who will be saved cannot be thwarted.  He would have reached
	these two men in some other method through some other persons.  But
	Philip and Peter would have lost out on the joy of seeing the two
	salvations.

	
	We
	haven't spent the majority of our time this week with the parable
	we're meant to be studying.  Let's put the parable under a
	magnifying glass briefly as well as looking at it through the lenses
	of today's readings.

	
	

	

	
	Putting
	Matthew 25:14-30 in modern-day terms, explain why the Master was
	angry with the last servant.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Matthew
	25:14 specifies that the goods the Master delivered to His servants
	were still His
	.  He was investing in His servants, and He expected His servants to
	invest His investment.  Imagine a rich man giving a large sum to his
	stockbroker for investment, then requiring an accounting a year
	later, only to learn that the broker has stored the sum safely away
	in his cellar.  Would the rich man be a happy rich man?  Unless we
	recognize that the Master rightfully expected some greater return on
	His investment, He may seem to be the Master the unfaithful servant
	accuses Him of being — a hard, unreasonable, demanding man.

	
	Of
	course, in real life, a stockbroker or banker can do worse than
	doing nothing.  In real life, an employee can embezzle money and hop
	a plane for a faraway place or lose the money that's not his on the
	horses or a roulette wheel.  But let's not drag the analogies of the
	parable into places Jesus didn't intend them to go.

	
	And
	I believe, in real life, the investment our Master has made in every
	human heart is not an investment that can be lost outright.  There
	is no possibility of squandering the investment or frittering it
	away.  There are only two possibilities for what can be done with
	the truths embedded in every human psyche.  They can be buried, or
	they can be...well, anything other than buried.  Let me ask you a
	personal question.

	
	

	

	
	Where
	do you keep any of your money not immediately needed for spending?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I'm
	assuming, unless your name happens to be Silas Marner or Ebenezer
	Scrooge and you sleep on a mattress full of bills, if you have any
	money over and above your immediate needs, you keep it in a bank or
	with an investment organization of some kind.  It's the most basic
	thing to do with excess money.  We don't agonize over the decision. 
	We just generally leave our money with the money-people to hang onto
	for us.

	
	

	

	
	In
	Matthew 25:27, where does the Master tell the unfaithful servant he
	should have left His money?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Was
	the Master “a hard man” as accused?  Did He make
	ridiculous demands, hold over-the-top expectations of His servants? 
	No, if the unfaithful servant had done the normal thing with the
	investment, if he had kept the money in the usual place, the
	investment would have grown.  (As you can tell, in Jesus' day, banks
	were a little different than in ours.  Back then, they apparently
	gave interest to any of their account holders.)  It wouldn't have
	taken deep thought or great effort for the servant to grow His
	master's investment.

	
	

	

	
	If
	the Master's investment is truth, what is the truth Jesus is
	teaching in Matthew 25:26-27?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 To
	me, it looks like He's teaching the truth that truth, kept in the
	most basic way, will multiply.

	
	Putting
	the pieces of Matthew 25:14-30 together with Romans 1 (that we
	looked at yesterday) and with Romans 10 and today's other readings,
	I've arrived at two conclusions: 1) It's not possible to rid oneself
	completely of the truth God has invested in each of us.  A person
	can bury that truth.  He can ignore it, pretend it doesn't exist,
	put it out of sight, force it underground, push it to the back of
	his subconscious, or distort it.  But he can't kill it.  He can only
	bury it alive.  And 2) any reaction to God's truth other than its
	burial will result in its growth.  And that growth will result in
	one day hearing the words, “Well done, good and faithful
	servant...enter into the joy of your lord.”  This parable is
	not as scary as I once found it.  But then, the Master of the
	parable is not the hard, unreasonable, demanding Man the unfaithful
	servant tells Him He is, is He?

	
	When
	I watch God bend over backward to reward with greater knowledge the
	small steps of seeking Cornelius and the Ethiopian eunuch took, I
	understand a little more of His heart to save all who can be saved. 
	Even more so, when I watch Him go to extreme lengths to grant more
	truth to Nebuchadnezzar who would, in the end, respond to the great
	lengths God went to, I realize I don't have to lose sleep over the
	“heathen” as long as I'm doing what I'm shown to do.  If
	there's anything that can be done to save a person (short of going
	against His own rules and His own character by revoking the freedom
	He gave us), God will do it.

	
	From
	the ending of the Nebuchadnezzar story, I have a new understanding
	of Jesus' confirmation that, yes, He is the kind of Master who
	multiplies His truth in the hardest of soils where the barest
	smattering of seed has fallen.  Does that make Him a hard Master? 
	No, it makes Him a loving, gracious One.  He is so desirous of
	protecting His truth investment that anything other than a
	deliberate burial of His truth will yield great return.

	
	Does
	He care so deeply about His truth-investment because He cares so
	deeply about truth?
	 Well, yes, that, too.  But He also cares so deeply about His
	truth-investment because He cares so deeply about the people He's
	created who can't know eternal life without knowing Him (John 17:3).

	
	The
	unfaithful servant accuses Him of demanding the impossible.  The
	Master responds, rather, that He does
	the impossible.  He works miracles to save all who will be saved. 
	He will grow His truth in impossible places.  In that case,
	shouldn't the unfaithful servant have done anything other than bury
	the truth?  It would have grown.  The Master would have seen to it
	that it did grow and produce results.

	
	Let's
	look now at Romans 10, particularly 10:11-21.  Even more
	particularly the Isaiah quote in 10:20.

	
	

	

	
	Of
	the three Gentile men in today's “plus” passages, to
	whom is Romans 10:20 most applicable?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	We
	see the nameless Ethiopian man and Cornelius seeking God.  I'm
	certain that the only reason they did, in fact, seek God was because
	He was already busy seeking them madly.  But Nebuchadnezzar could
	not in any way have been said to be seeking God.  Yet because of
	God's seeking, Nebuchadnezzar found Him.  
	

	
	Romans
	10 teaches us that God is eager to be found.  Whoever calls on His
	name will be saved.  But one must believe He is
	in order to call on Him, and one must have heard of Him in order to
	believe He is.
	 But haven't all heard?
	 In a sense, yes.  All have the witness of nature.  Still, for any
	who don't bury that truth, God will add to it by sending a preacher
	(and here we come back to needing to do as we're shown).  But for
	all His bending over backwards, there are those who never will
	respond (Romans 10:21). 
	

	
	Am
	I saying, then, that those for whom we never see God bending over
	backwards — say, most of the nations of the world in Old
	Testament times or, in modern times, those who still don't have
	access to God's written Word — that God knows they never would
	repent or He would have sent them a greater dose of His truth?  No,
	I'm saying that we have no idea what God did and does around the
	world if it isn't recorded for us in His Word.  We are told what our
	business is, not what God's business is.  And what's our business? 
	How can they hear without a preacher?  How can we go without being
	sent?  But, oh wait, we have been sent.  
	

	
	We
	are informed what God did for Nebuchadnezzar, the Ethiopian, and
	Cornelius because we're told what we need to know.  We need to know
	that we can leave God's world in His hands.  He works a great deal
	harder than we ever could to save people.  But He tells me what my
	business is, and we also see through these three examples that He
	ordinarily uses those who already know Him to pass on a greater
	knowledge of Himself.

	
	“So
	then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God”
	(Rom. 10:17).  How can a person believe in the One of whom He's
	never heard?  But he can hear.  And the hearing comes about through
	God's initiative — through His word.  Because He is the God
	who speaks.  But He uses us in His work of speaking to the world.
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	Week 12,
	Day 4

	
	The
	Story of the Faithful and Unfaithful Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matt. 25:14-30, Luke 19:12-27, Romans 10,

	
	Deuteronomy
	30:11-20

	
	

	

	
	Today,
	we'll begin with a parallel to this week's parable told in Luke
	19:12-27.  I always find the differences between parallel passages
	instructive, so what instructive differences do I see from Luke
	19:12-27?

	
	Besides
	minor currency and number differences (which I don't find
	instructive and won't address), there is the “handkerchief”
	or “napkin” (etc.) that the unfaithful servant used to
	hide his endowment, the “cities” given as rewards to the
	faithful, the kingdom the Master received, and the citizens who
	rejected Him as their King.  
	

	
	The
	manner in which the unfaithful servant hid his Master's money is
	incidental and worth only a mention here.  The servant who buried
	the talent in the ground and the servant who wrapped up the mina
	have this in common: they hid their Master's investment; they put it
	out of sight; they ignored and neglected it.

	
	The
	“cities” over which the faithful servants are set in
	authority is too much subject for this lesson.  We couldn't even
	begin to scratch the surface today, so I'll leave the topic alone
	entirely.

	
	It's
	the, “We will not have this man to reign over us,”
	response of the citizens that I want to spend time on.

	
	

	

	
	What
	principle that we've discussed already this study does the citizens'
	response in v. 14 illustrate?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	hope the question gave you no trouble.  If it did, you may have to
	repeat the study from the beginning.  Boy!  If I've told it to you
	once, I've told it to you...well, at least once every week.  I'm
	referring to the principle that we all got into our own messes by
	saying to God, “You're not the Boss of me!”  I've
	phrased the principle in different ways: self-service,
	self-sovereignty.  Here's another: “We will not have this man
	to reign over us.”

	
	I'd
	like to point out from our parable of the week and its parallel that
	there are ostensibly three different responses to God's rightful
	claim to the sovereignty of our lives.  But there are really only
	two.

	
	

	

	
	What
	are three different responses to the Master/King seen in Matthew
	25:14-30 and Luke 19:12-27?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	There
	are the subjects who say openly, “We will not have this man to
	reign over us.”  There is the unfaithful servant who doesn't
	serve the Master but makes excuses for his choice.  And there are
	the faithful servants.

	
	We
	don't see it from today's passages, but we've seen it from many
	other passages: we, at one time or another, have all chosen, “We
	will not have this man to reign over us,” the faithful
	servants not excepted.  The only reason the faithful servants can be
	faithful servants by the end of the parable is because of the gift
	of repentance.  We are all offered repeated chances to change our
	tune.

	
	I'd
	like us, for a moment, to think about how the response of the
	unfaithful servant and the response of the rebel citizens are, in
	the end, the same response and why they have the same end result.

	
	

	

	
	In
	what way are the responses of the unfaithful servant and the
	rebellious subjects the same response?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 The
	rebels say it openly.  “We won't serve You!”  The
	unfaithful servant hides behind self-justifications,  but
	essentially, he, too, says to the Master, “I won't serve You! 
	I won't do what You want me to!”

	
	When
	we compare Matthew 25:30 to Luke 19:27, it doesn't take long to
	realize that both responses end in the same result —
	destruction.  That identical end result convinces me the responses
	are one and the same.

	
	Before
	we take apart the excuses of the unfaithful servant (which
	dissection I'd like to continue today), I should mention in passing
	that I've often puzzled over the title of “servant” that
	Jesus, in this week's parable, gives to one who is plainly no such
	thing.  At least, not His servant.  His use of the word “servant”
	for one who ends up banished to a state that certainly symbolizes
	hell confused and frightened me for years.  Can a servant of God —
	a saved person — end up being sent to hell for a lack of
	obedience in his daily life?  Such a doctrine creates too many
	contradictions to be numbered.  I've made peace with the unsaved
	“servant” being called a “servant” by
	realizing that “servants” and “subjects” are
	exactly what we were all
	created to be.  We all ended our period of servitude to God the
	minute we crossed our little arms, stamped our little feet, and told
	Him He wasn't going to boss us.  The moment we stifled the truths
	all our hearts whisper to us, that there must surely be some
	righteous Mighty Power who created us who also happens to care about
	what we do, we handed in our notices of resignation.  Only those who
	repent of their resignations end up being taken back on as His
	servants and subjects, but we were all created for those positions.

	
	Now,
	let's get into our dissection.

	
	

	

	
	What
	does the unfaithful servant point toward as excuse for his refusal
	to serve the Master (Matt. 25:24)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Whoa!
	 The excuse directly attacks the character of the Master.  That
	should set us back on our heels for a moment, considering that an
	attack on God's character is almost always where His enemy likes to
	start and finish when he begins handing us ready-made excuses why we
	really shouldn't be expected to serve God.

	
	I
	believe misreading God's character is the result of deliberate
	choice.  This week's parable shows us that the truth is never
	accidentally buried.  The misunderstandings of the Master's
	character grow from a wilful desire not to serve the Master.  The
	wish is father to the thought.  The unfaithful servant says, “I
	will not have You to reign over me.  And here's why...”  But
	the, “And here's why...” is of his own contrivance.

	
	

	

	
	Summarize
	the unfaithful servant's objection to the Master's character in
	Matthew 25:24-25.  Have you seen a similar objection elsewhere this
	week?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	don't know exactly what Jesus had in mind when He put the words of
	Matthew 25:24-25 into the mouth of the servant, but seeing that this
	week's parable, right off the bat, started me off in the direction
	of, “What about the heathen?” I couldn't help but see
	this objection as a near-perfect fit with the excuses of the
	servant.

	
	“What
	about the heathen?” as an objection to serving God is based on
	a deliberate misunderstanding of God's character.  It clings to a
	notion the Bible never teaches — that God will condemn people
	to hell for the crime of never hearing the truth about Him.  (I
	won't go over old ground again to answer the objection.)  In fact,
	the objector who asks, “What about the heathen?” (not
	out of sincere concern but out of deliberate misunderstanding)
	almost takes the words right out of the mouth of the unfaithful
	servant.  “How could I worship a harsh God who demands the
	impossible?  How could I worship a God who expects people who have
	never heard of Him to know Him and judges them for not knowing Him?”
	 In fact, “How can I worship a God who expects to reap where
	He's never sowed and to gather where He's never scattered?”

	
	I
	won't trample yesterday's previously-trampled ground to defend God's
	character on this point, either.  Just remember that Jesus'
	agreement on the point of the reaping-without-sowing demonstrates
	not God's unreasonableness but God's extreme desire to save all who
	can be saved.

	
	Whatever
	Jesus intended by the excuses of the unfaithful servant, they boil
	down to this: “God is harsh.  God is unreasonable.  He demands
	the impossible.  So why should I even attempt to do what He wants?”

	
	Jeremiah
	18:11-12 records the words of a group of unfaithful servants who
	said this very thing.  “Now therefore, speak to the men of
	Judah and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying, 'Thus says the
	LORD: “Behold, I am fashioning a disaster and devising a plan
	against you.  Return now every one of you from his evil way, and
	make your ways and your doings good” '  And they said, 'That
	is hopeless!  So we will walk according to our own plans, and we
	will every one obey the dictates of his evil heart.' ”

	
	Could,
	“We will not have this man to reign over us,” get any
	clearer?  And on what excuse?  “It's hopeless to try and do
	what He wants, anyway.  Might as well do just what we want to do.”

	
	Romans
	10 and Deuteronomy 30:11-20 answer the objection that God asks the
	impossible.

	
	

	

	
	From
	Romans 10:1-11, contrast the perceived demands of God in Romans 10:3
	with God's real demands.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	From,
	“I must keep God's laws!  All of them!” to “Christ
	kept God's laws (all of them!) for me.”  Who could ascend to
	heaven to bring God's laws and God's righteousness down to us?  None
	but the Son of Man and the Son of God (John 3:13).  Who descended
	into the abyss so we wouldn't have to?  None but He, again.  We
	don't have to pull ourselves up into heaven by our own bootstraps. 
	Nor do we have to go down into the pit.  The work has all been done
	for us.  Think about the true nature of the One some accuse of being
	a harsh, demanding, unreasonable tyrant.  He's the One who came down
	from heaven to descend into the grave because of our
	sin and rebellion so that now we
	 can ascend to heaven to be with Him forever.  But Deuteronomy
	30:16-20 reminds us we must start by repenting of our, “We
	will not have this man to reign over us,” decisions.  We must
	know who is really God and who God really is.  He doesn't ask
	anything more. 
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	Week 12,
	Day 5

	
	The
	Story of the Faithful and Unfaithful Servants — 
	

	
	Matthew
	25:14-30

	
	Today's
	Readings: Matthew 25:14-30, 1 John 1:5, John 3:19

	
	

	

	
	Two
	prominent themes have emerged from this week's lessons for me.  When
	I first began writing this week's lessons, I knew that truth
	would be one of them.  I believed the “talents” of the
	parable to be varying amounts of truth God has invested in every
	human heart, so I knew there would be quite a lot to say about truth
	this week.  I didn't know from the outset that the character of God
	would show up as the other theme.  I shouldn't have been surprised
	when it did.  The relationship between truth and the character of
	God is an unbreakable one.  How would it possible to write about the
	one and ignore the other?

	
	Under
	those two themes, I want to spend our last full day's lessons
	together with two, seemingly-widely-divergent subjects, but the two
	subjects are linked by this week's two, prominent themes.  I want to
	look today at the “faithfulness” that often comes into
	this week's parable (and in fact, gave me my title for the week). 
	And I want to look at the final destiny of the unfaithful servant of
	this week's parable.

	
	It
	may be easy to see what the subject of faithfulness has to do with
	truth and with God's character, but let's think about the word
	“faithfulness” for a minute, anyway.  As in the English,
	in the Greek, the root of “faithful” is the word
	“faith.”  I think my favourite definition for the word
	“faith” is simply, “believing the truth.”

	
	There
	is a state of faith and an action of faith.  The state of faith is,
	as mentioned, believing the truth.  The action of faith is depending
	— resting one's weight — on that which is believed.  In
	other words, trust.  The one grows out of the other.  Faith results
	automatically in trust.  We depend on what we believe to be true.  
	

	
	

	

	
	Define
	“faithfulness” according to your understanding of the
	word.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	When
	you stop to think about it, can you see that “faithful”
	is kind of a funny word?  It should literally mean, “full of
	faith,” shouldn't it?  It should mean the quality of believing
	truth unwaveringly.  Yet we don't usually use it in a “full of
	faith” sense at all.  When we talk about a “faithful”
	person (or car or dog, etc.), we mean a “faith-worthy”
	person, car, dog, etc.  We mean trustworthy.  Dependable.

	
	Rather
	than pointing toward the characteristic of believing
	the truth, “faithful” usually points toward the
	characteristic of being
	true.  The same is true of the way the word is used in the New
	Testament.  The “faithful” are spoken of as proper
	objects in which to deposit trust rather than as trust-depositors.  
	

	
	

	

	
	In
	what sense of the word “faithful” does the Master use it
	when He commends His faithful servants?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	It
	could go either way, couldn't it?  The faithful servants were the
	ones the Master rightfully trusted because they were true to their
	service.  But they were also “faith-filled” servants if
	(as I believe) the “talents” represent truth.
	 The faithful servants were the possessors and believers of truth.

	
	The
	same New Testament Greek word is used to describe our “faithful”
	God and His Word as well as His “faithful” people. 
	(Oddly enough, it is used significantly more often for people.)

	
	Is
	it legitimate to use the word “faithful” to mean
	“faith-filled” as well as “faith-worthy”?  I
	believe it is.  But in that case, how could God be “faith-filled”?
	 He doesn't need to exercise faith, does He?  Not in the sense that
	faith always contains an element of the unknown for us.  For us,
	because so much of truth is invisible to the naked eye, faith
	involves seeing the unseen.  It involves believing that which has
	not been proven absolutely.  In that sense, God has no need for
	faith.  Nothing hides from His eyes.  But if faith is simply
	believing the truth, then God is the only fully faith-filled Being
	in existence.  He alone knows all truth.

	
	Mulling
	over the subject, it occurred to me that a faithful person can only
	be faith-worthy because he is faith-filled.  We can only
	be true
	by believing
	truth.  For a simple illustration, if a compass gets too
	up-close-and-personal with a magnet and loses its ability to know
	which way is north, the compass, by dissolving its relationship with
	truth,
	becomes a poor object in which to place faith.

	
	Of
	course, God alone is completely faith-worthy.  He alone is utterly
	true, and He alone knows all truth.  How astonishing, then, that
	there is more mention of faithful men and women in the New Testament
	than there is of our God as a faithful God.  Does God place faith in
	us?  Does He trust, depend, on us?

	
	That
	is the conclusion I'm drawn toward by all the recorded
	“faithfulness” of His faithful servants this week.  Has
	it ever struck terror into your heart that God has no back-up plan
	for His world?  He left us here to do a job — spread His truth
	out into all the world — and He's made no other provision for
	getting that job done.  He's depending on fallen, finite beings, the
	best of which has only a tentative grasp on some truth, as His only
	vehicle for sharing out His truth.  (He left His Word, of course,
	but again, “How shall they hear without a preacher?” 
	That Word needs to be disseminated by human means.)  He, who alone
	knows all truth, knows who He can trust.  And He's trusted us with
	His truth.  He's done so because He knows the job will
	get done (Acts 1:8).  He has no back-up plan because He doesn't need
	one.  He's still in control.  (Phew!)  
	

	
	But
	in order to be faith-worthy, we must first be faith-filled.  We
	can't do the job of spreading around God's truth if we don't know or
	believe it ourselves.

	
	Now,
	I'd like to look at the unfaithful servant in his face-to-face
	encounter with the Master.  To put the encounter into today's terms,
	the unfaithful servant decided that his Master was unworthy of his
	trust.

	
	

	

	
	What
	was it about the unfaithful servant that caused him to see his
	Master as unfaithful?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	I
	think I probably gave the answer away be repeatedly referring to the
	unfaithful servant as the unfaithful servant.  Because the
	unfaithful servant was un-faith-filled (he had chosen to replace
	truth with lies about the Master), he saw the Master as
	un-faith-worthy.  As a result, he became un-faith-worthy himself.

	
	And
	this is where we branch off into the topic of the destiny of the
	unfaithful.  In the end (though He is not unfaithful), the Master
	becomes the hard man, the austere man, that the unfaithful servant
	believes Him to be.  He is hard and austere, however, only to the
	unfaithful servant.  We see how hard and austere He is with those
	who are faithful.  “Enter into the joy of your lord,”
	are not the words of a hard and austere Master.  Remember that our
	Master did not come to be served but to serve.  And further, He came
	to give His life a ransom for many.  No, to those who know Him, He
	is anything but hard and austere.

	
	

	

	
	Why
	do you think the Master seems to agree with his servant's opinion of
	His austerity in Luke 19:22?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	 I
	believe that the Master agrees with his servant that He is an
	austere man because to the unfaithful servant He will always be an
	austere Master.  This is not because of any objective change in the
	Master's character.  He is love.  He will always be true and
	faith-worthy.  But to the unfaithful servant, because of the twist
	in his own thinking, God will subjectively be what he believes Him
	to be.  God can't change.  But a person's opinion of Him will
	unavoidably change who God is for
	that person.

	
	I'll
	tell you what all this philosophizing on truth and God's character
	has me wondering.  I've been thinking about the nature of hell. 
	What makes hell hell?

	
	

	

	
	What
	is the final destiny of the unfaithful servant in Matthew 25:30
	(please quote from the verse)?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	In
	this description of what must surely represent hell I see the answer
	to, “What makes hell hell?”  Notice that it is darkness,
	and it is exclusion.  It is outer darkness.  It is darkness
	completely excluding any light.

	
	

	

	
	Who
	is the light according to 1 John 1:5?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The
	essence of hell, then, is the complete absence of God.  The torment
	of hell, the “weeping and gnashing of teeth,” is a
	direct result of the complete separation from the only Source of all
	that is good and lovely.

	
	

	

	
	From
	John 3:19, what is “the condemnation”?

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	Hell
	is the complete absence of the Source of all that is good and
	lovely.  But what if a person has lost all taste for all that is
	good and lovely?  If God could force a person into heaven, could it
	even be heaven for the person with no desire for God?  Jesus gives
	us this piercing commentary on the general human state in John 3:19.
	 “And this is the condemnation, that the light has come into
	the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their
	deeds were evil.”  The condemnation of those who hate the
	light and love the evil is carried within themselves by their
	preference for darkness over light.

	
	Those
	who have no taste for God's goodness and say to Him, “We will
	not have You to reign over us,” can have their wish.  Those
	who blind themselves and see Him as a hard, austere Master are free
	not to serve Him.  But disbelieving the truth about the real
	character of God can only end in weeping and teeth-gnashing.
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	Week 12
	Group Study

	
	Review
	Questions

	
	

	

	
	1
	—  From
	Matthew 25 and the story of the talents, what is it that has been
	“given” in Matthew 25:29?

	
	2
	—  From
	Matthew 25:18 and Romans 1:18, what do some choose to do with the
	truth they've been given?

	
	3
	—  If
	the Master's investment is truth, what is the truth Jesus is
	teaching in Matthew 25:26-27?

	
	4
	—  What
	are three different responses to the Master/King seen in Matthew
	25:14-30 and Luke 19:12-27?

	
	5
	—  What
	was it about the unfaithful servant that caused him to see his
	Master as unfaithful?

	
	Bringing
	It Home

	
	

	

	
	I
	long to be one of the faithful servants of Matthew 25:14-30 who will
	hear the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant...Enter
	into the joy of your Lord.”  With my new understanding of this
	parable as discussed this week, I've come to believe that (by grace)
	I will hear those words.  There does not seem to be any middle
	ground in the parable.  There are the “good and faithful”
	servants who embrace the truth they're given and, in the end, enter
	into the joy of their Lord.  Then, there is the unfaithful servant
	who buries his portion of truth and finds his final destiny in the
	outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.

	
	The
	understanding of truth, if not buried, will grow.  I know I haven't
	buried all the truth God has shown me.  I have seen it grow.  I
	believe, then, that I am among those in the first group of servants.

	
	The
	most impacting moment for me this week was realizing that the main
	truth the unfaithful servant had buried was the truth about the
	character of his Master.  In fact, the servant damned himself by his
	misunderstanding of that character.  He rejected eternal life with
	the Source of all goodness by rejecting the knowledge of what that
	Source is really like.  All truth finds its home in God's character,
	so it can't be surprising that it is God's character which will
	always be under first attack from the father of lies. 
	

	
	If
	I long to be a faith-worthy servant, I first have to be a
	faith-filled servant.  I have to cling to what I know to be true. 
	All truth flows from God's character.  Growing in faithfulness,
	then, will mean growing in understanding God's character.  All the
	rest will follow.  I was reminded this week of the desperate
	importance of holding a true view of God's character.  While it's
	that view that saves or condemns, it's also that view that makes all
	the difference in serving Him after salvation. 
	

	
	It's
	my view of the character of God that has taken a battering for the
	past year and a half.  It's seeing that character anew that has most
	blessed me this week and all study-long.  I don't understand why
	things are the way they are in this world.  I don't have to.  I just
	have to know the character of the One in charge.  I find myself
	daily clinging to these truths: God is in control.  God is good. 
	Then, there's a good reason for everything.

	
	I
	don't know what this study has meant for you if you've made it to
	the end with me.  It has meant a great deal to me.  God has used it
	enormously in my life.  I wanted to hear from God again.  I have. 
	Then, mission accomplished.  It will be a nice bonus if God wants to
	use it in any other life.  Maybe even yours.
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